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PROLOGUE


Glav Furst inspected the final section of wiring, knowing what he would find but hating to be proved right. It was another tangled rainbow, a rat’s nest of electrical components. “Typical Olwynor shit,” he muttered as he fiddled with the cancerous mass, checking the inputs and outputs with his current reader. The screen flashed green and a cheery ding! sliced at his tired spirit. He sighed and checked “pass” for electrical safety on his clipboard.

“Fruitful Mother, have mercy on them.” A trickle of doubt tickled Glav’s brain as he sent off his prayer. He repeated it under his breath and tried to squash the uncertainty. He prayed a third time. Maybe his plea would keep the future residents of this building safe. Humans.

If the times were normal, on his goblin honor, Glav would only check pass when he one hundred percent trusted the construction. Wires, plumbing, foundation, all of it. Yet it was the season of un-normal. The humans’ introduction to the Quadras required legions of housing the city didn’t have. No matter how many shanty towns went up, the human horde continued to shamble in.

Glav already had four times his normal workload, and the bosses kept stacking it on. Now they were pressuring him to stop being so “particular.” He had lodged countless well-reasoned complaints with evidence to support the faulty, corrupt construction companies he was dealing with. The bosses had shrugged and pointed him to the door. Glav knew if he left, they’d put someone else in charge. Someone who didn’t give a brownie’s ass about the humans’ safety.

He stared at the clipboard and hovered his eraser over the checked box. The top of the sheet read Dwarven Quarter, Clan Olwynor, Site 633B. He shook his head.

Shitty, but it works. Choose your battles. Only a few more night shifts and he would have the Olwynor contracts finished.

With the electrical finished, Glav had technically completed his mission. Yet if technicalities didn’t concern him, he would have gone home after eight hours and marked “pass” on the unvisited sites. Part of him wanted to quit. He was one goblin in a vortex of chaos. What could he truly accomplish? Still, he had nothing but a perpetually pissed-off missus at home waiting for him. Why not stay late?

He had always been obsessed with work. His mother claimed the Fruitful Mother had blessed him with mending hands. Glav clung to those and urged his tired body to unfreeze, unlock, and climb the stairs to the final destination. Another Clan Olwynor nightmare.

The upper-floor plumbing could have inspired a horror film for building inspectors. A niche market but full of uninspected potential. His joke gave birth to a chuckle. The shrill noise echoed in the half-finished hallway and chiseled a line of unease down his back.

He had noticed the issue with the piping during his inspection but waited to take a closer look until now when he could devote the time needed. After half a glance, he scoffed and took out his marker. Improper angle, he wrote on the sloppily aligned system. It wouldn’t handle the required amount of waste water. Connection too narrow, he slashed onto the central sewage access.

That would back up in a matter of months. Sooner if a resident plopped something a little wider than average down the tubes. Or if, Fruitful Mother have mercy, a brownie crawled up and busted the connection. A backup there would cause complete septic overflow. Waste dripping from ceilings and oozing down the walls. That was an unpleasant makeover to wake up to.

Of course, Clan Olwynor’s maintenance arm would happily repair the shit-vomit of a mess. For a price.

A shrill cling-a-ling-ding! erupted from Glav’s jacket. He reached for his shard and declined the call with a firm thumb press. Probably Rezy. You’d think she’d know by now that I finish when I finish. He waited to see if she’d call again, but the shard stayed silent.

Early in their marriage, Glav had answered every call. The dream of love soon gave way to reality. Work seduced Glav back into its tender embrace, and he came home later and later. Their marriage became troubled. It didn’t help that Rezy was as obsessed with having kids as Glav was with work. She wanted the usual goblin horde of them. That was the crux of their problems and the reason Rezy had filed for divorce.

The pipes called to Glav, mocking him. We might be ugly, the metal said, but our plumbing ain’t nearly as shitty as yours, buddy boy. They laughed. The cold, hollow noise sent another tingle through his body.

His anger roused to meet the imaginary assault. He focused and attempted to banish the possessed sewage system, but he needed something to take its place. After a look around, he spotted Olwynor toolboxes on a temporary shelf.

He grunted and commandeered a kit.

The narrow connection would need to be replaced with a wider one, but the other pipes…those, he could fix. Mending hands, he thought as he loosened the assembly. A nudge here, a yank there, and the pipes were straightened. If only my own body were as easy to fix. Maybe then my marriage would have a chance. Glav laid his forehead against the cool metal and tried to calm his lungs. He was breathing hard, but not because of the labor.

In the stillness and the dark, the voices returned. This time, they were his bosses. They railed against him. How dare he stop construction! All because of a single narrow fitting. You’re wasting our money, and our time, they cried. Then Stop moving, bitch. The more you move, the more it hurts.

Glav sat up. Real voices brushed his ears. The voices weren’t in his head. Not all of them. He waited, and the voices returned. They filtered up through the construction site, followed by a scream.

He took his time creeping down the unfinished stairwell to follow the noises. With his ears as a guide, he reached the apartment building lobby. A scene from a true horror movie awaited him there. He covered his mouth to contain his scream.

The dwarfess had no such luxury. She screamed for all she was worth, which seemed to be a lot. A pristine white dress adorned her body. It was beautifully made but torn at the shoulders and across her waist, the damage probably incurred during her struggle. She banged on the drywall and managed to dent it before the ogre reached her. She turned and threw a stone at the brute.

From the back of the room, a peal of laughter broke free of the shadows. It belonged to an elf. He stood to the side, the lit cigarette between his lips puffing reams of sticky fumes into the air.

“You’ll tell us one way or another.” The elf looked more bored than someone ought to while committing a violent crime. His expression chilled Glav’s soul. With the dwarfess trapped, the elf moved in. “I’ll ask you a final time, then we shall become truly brutal. Why pull funding from the SCF? Hmm?”

The acronym tugged at Glav’s brain. It was the Sojourners Charity Fund. He’d heard the name bandied about for months. The organization started as a way to shore up the city’s funding gaps for human integration, but an ocean of support flooded the SCF with massive pools of money and resources.

He knew the dwarfess as well. Another look confirmed it. Despite the frayed hair and washed-out makeup, she was clearly well-to-do. Maybe from the upper echelons of a clan. She wasn’t one of the Olwynor bigwigs who’d come around the construction sites for the odd publicity stunt, but that didn’t mean much. Though it wasn’t polite to say, the fact was most dwarves looked the same to him.

The elf repeated his question to the quaking dwarfess. She banged on the drywall and screamed at the frequency of a dying pixie. The elf gestured, and the ogre clapped his meaty hands around the dwarfess, pinning her arms and eliciting another piercing scream.

Her scream ended in time for another noise to take its place.

Glav’s jacket jingled, and the happy music radiated around the quiet lobby. Elf, ogre, and dwarfess looked up and bumped gazes with him. He clawed at his shard to turn it off, but it was too late.

His wife would be the death of him.

In less than a second, the elf had an ARC pointed at him. “Join us, why don’t you?” he mused. The end of his lit cigarette looked like a red mole on his cheek, exactly where Rezy had one. Her worst feature, she called it and got up early each day to trim the long black hair that stubbornly kept sprouting from it. Glav actually thought it was cute, like another rosy cheek. Yet when he told Rezy that, she started bawling. She thought he was mocking her. No matter what he said, she didn’t believe him and wouldn’t stop crying until he begged for forgiveness.

If he asked the elf for forgiveness, would it stop a bolt from splitting his skull in half? Glav doubted it. He was a goblin of few words. He couldn’t talk his way out of this situation. His greatest strength was useless here. What good could mending hands do for him now?

A surge built inside him, starting at his feet. He felt the floor through his soles, a cheap sheet of plastic film over a plywood board. The smallest grains of sand and dirt that peppered the ground sent vibrations through his boots. His lungs swelled, and his body followed suit.

Glav was tired. Tired of opening his eyes in the morning and feeling no different than the day before. Tired of the daily commute, how it never changed except in meaningless ways. A black truck cut him off instead of a hot pink micro car or a trio of bikers. He half-listened to a podcast about something old or new. And his job…what a noxious burrito to munch on day after day.

Mending hands, but he couldn’t mend the tangled mess of pipes inside him. Couldn’t fix his marriage. Glav was tired…but maybe mending hands could also un-mend. Maybe mending hands could destroy.

The elf fired at the swelling goblin, but Glav felt nothing. No pain, no emotions. He trolled out to ogre size and broke the balcony apart, spraying fractured timber across the room. The elf covered his face and ducked back, but the ogre stood still and took the splinters without complaint. The brute even smiled.

Glav smiled, too. He leapt to the ground floor, tearing out support pillars as he went. He raked the drywall with his claws and ripped out the piping and wires he’d labored so hard to inspect on previous days. Relief filled him as he charged the ogre with his rage burning free, not locked in his chest as it had been a week ago. It was hard enough learning he was infertile. It was a whole other sack of shit for Rezy to accuse him of knowing, of hiding it from her and manipulating her like…like some soapy drama villain.

Everything inside him swelled. His rib cage opened up and hardened. His lungs expanded and released a lifetime of anger in a thunderous roar. The noise ripped through the construction site and shook it all the way to its sloppy foundations.

The ogre’s smile faded. His expression stiffened as he prepared to meet the goblin’s charge.

Glav was beside himself. When Rezy accused him, he was torn between trolling out and trashing their apartment or laughing in her face until she did the same. Now he did both, laughing as he bounded toward the stone wall of an ogre, swiping at the wrapped furniture that stood in between them. With a single, serotonin-fueled swing, he upended a couch and launched it at the ogre.

The brute brushed it aside, yet Glav was euphoric. His naked feet cracked the tiles with each stomp. He imagined they were the awful kitchen mosaics his wife had picked out when the landlord remodeled and asked their opinions. Glav didn’t offer his then, but he was offering it now. He was offering everything that had ever been locked inside him to the destruction of that lobby. If not for the dwarfess in peril, he would have danced through the entire Olwynor construction and laid it to ruin. He had trolled out for a reason, though.

With a final few feet to spare, Glav pushed off the floor and launched into the ogre. He shoved him back, but the ogre fought him off with one hand. Glav swiped it aside and clocked the ogre across his slavering jaws, scattering teeth to the floor.

The ogre worked himself into a blood rage. He threw the dwarfess against the wall, and she collapsed, blood dripping from her head. With both hands free, the ogre wrestled Glav and picked apart his defenses. Glav had no talent for fighting. Only the magic-fueled rage kept the ogre at bay.

That power was fading.

Glav struck the ogre’s head again, hoping for a one-two knockout to save the day, but it was not to be. The ogre dodged the swing and swiped away the rest of Glav’s defenses. He wrapped his meaty paws around Glav’s neck, hefted all two tons of him, and squeezed.

Glav could not break the grip. The surge drained from his limbs and into his feet. He could no longer feel the floor, but the pain returned. Bloody bruises marked his body where the ogre had battered him. Cuts covered his feet from the glass table he’d destroyed on his approach. Worst of all was his sore heart, which had massively swollen but was now fading back to a pitiful goblin organ.

Mending hands… Mending hands…

Glav’s vision darkened at the edges, and the shadows crept closer. Any second now, his trolling would vanish, and the ogre would snap his neck. For the first time in years, a profound peace settled on his spirit. He snuggled into the grip and closed his eyes, ready for a good, long rest.


CHAPTER ONE


Esselliar

Inquisitor Esselliar VorKluvaith sat erect in the passenger side of the Street Behemoth while his partner Doughas madly drove after a gang of baddies escaping on motorcycles. Vor wasn’t exchanging his usual banter with Doughas as the dwarf narrowly steered them into and away from death. Instead, his shard was glued to his ear as he talked to his girlfriend.

A few days ago, Vor had strapped it to his head during a firefight. Doughas made him swear never to do that again, and Vor did promise. He’d started to learn that chat time with Areal didn’t mix with official Inquisitor business. Then again, what harm could a quick call do while he waited for Doughas to catch up to the motorcyclists?

“Esselliar,” Areal mewled seductively through his shard. “Will I be seeing you tonight?”

Vor’s body flushed with special fire. “Oh, you’ll see me tonight. You’ll see me real good.”

Areal giggled like an elf half her age, which would still be older than Vor. “Aren’t you the cutest elf in the Quadras?”

“No, you’re the cutest elf in the Quadras,” Vor replied, wishing he could do a video call instead. Although imagining her did have certain benefits. In the past, they had done some video calls, but that function gobbled up Vor’s data like a brownie in a dumpster. The calls alone had already doubled his bill twice in the past two months. He couldn’t afford another price jump in addition to the expensive dinners and shiny gifts. The other requirements of keeping a girlfriend happy. Doughas wouldn’t lend him any more money, either.

From the corner of his eye, Vor saw his partner’s hands tense on the wheel. He grabbed a handle to prepare for whatever radical maneuver Doughas was about to perform, but the action never came. Before Vor could consider this, Areal’s voice bubbled through his shard.

“No, Esselliar, you’re the cutest.”

“Awwww,” Vor gushed. “Do you really think so?”

“If I was there, I’d show you.” The sound of a kiss tickled Vor’s eardrums, and the fire flushed anew inside him. It felt like she had gleamed his entire body. He opened his mouth and prepared to shower her with queenly compliments.

Doughas sprang at Vor and ripped the shard from his ear. Before the elf could fight back, Doughas chucked the device out the window, where it struck a confused pedestrian in the belly. Good thing it hit a passing ogre. Otherwise, it would have nailed the elf beside him in the head. Not to mention Areal might have kept talking into the ears of a stranger. That thought maddened Vor more than the loss of his shard, and he turned on his partner.

“What the hell was that, ya grumpy-ass dwarf!” Vor shouted. “Sheesh, if you wanted me to stop, you could have asked like a gentleman. A whole month I had that shard without breaking it. That’s a record for me! And you go tossing it willy-nilly out the window?”

Doughas withstood the verbal abuse with a smile. “Glad to have you back, Vor,” he quipped and slammed on the gas. The Street Behemoth tore closer to a group of motorcycles. Vor squinted at them and tried to remember why they were important.

“Oh, right,” he muttered. He took out his heirloom ARC, Hope and Glory. “Sorry, Doughas. I guess the call distracted me more than I thought.”

His partner scoffed. “That’s the same excuse you gave me the last time this happened. I tell you, I’ve had it with the kissy faces and the kissy sounds and the pet names. All of it. You make me wanna barf into a paper bag and pour it in my ears.”

A little vomit came up Vor’s throat as he pictured those words. “What about you and Huala? Didn’t you ever date? Can’t you have a little sympathy?”

Doughas screeched around a turn and leaned out his window, firing his ARC at the distant motorcyclists. He missed every shot.

“Dammit!” he shouted as the baddies slipped into an alleyway and out of view. “We’ll have to go around and cut them off.” He dragged the Behemoth over a curb, honking at pedestrians and prodding them with his bumper until they scattered. He drove down a side road and gassed it, pedal to the floor. Vor slammed back in his seat and gripped whatever he could for dear life.

It was in this cheerful moment that Doughas chose to respond. “You’re damn right I dated Huala. I dated the shit out of her and hated every second of it. I wanted her to be my wife from the first time we met. Dating, pleasing her parents…those were the battles I fought to win her. And I fought hard. What are you fighting, Vor? Hmm? Do you see a life with this girl, or are you only playing games?”

The question took Vor aback. Of course he wanted a life with Areal, but he practically already had one. What would marriage change about their relationship?

Doughas eased off the speed and braked hard to turn the corner.

Vor dug through the console and took out his partner’s shard.

“Make it quick,” Doughas warned. “We’ll be on them in a minute.”

Vor typed in Areal’s number, and she picked up immediately. “Hey, sorry, Ree-Ree. Shard got thrown out the window. I’ll have to explain later tonight. I ruv roo!”

She chuckled. “I look forward to the story but more to seeing you. One last thing. Are you ready for the family vacation this weekend? My parents are excited to meet you, and my brothers are too. Though they only want to prank you, so be prepared.”

Oh, shit. The long weekend had disappeared from his mind, the same as the escaping bikers. It must have been two weeks ago he’d promised Areal he would go. That was before a break in their latest case on a series of violent assaults. This time it was the anti-integration folks being targeted, and the motorcycle-riding gang represented their best lead. If they could capture and interrogate one, they might be able to wrap it up soon. Still, past experience told Vor it would be a long weekend of work.

“What’s wrong, Ess?” A touch of worry entered Areal’s tone.

Vor sighed. There was no way around it. “Hey, I’m so sorry. I spaced out on the vacation. I should have told you sooner, but we’ve got a big break in this case. I don’t know if I’m going to make it…”

Silence precluded her stiff response. “You promised. The boys have been talking it up all week. Now you want me to tell them you’re not coming? They’ll be crushed!” Her voice rose in volume as she continued. “At this point, I should have expected it.”

“Areal…” Vor tried to break in, but he didn’t know what to say. His heart ached to hear her so upset with him.

“No, Vor, I mean it. Half the dates we plan, you can’t make it. Plus, you always cancel last-minute, or you don’t show up at all. I’ve gotten more forgiveness gifts from you than regular ones.”

Vor jumped on those words. “If it’s more gifts you want, I can do that.”

Areal huffed and ended the call.

Vor slumped back and tipped his head toward Doughas. “You happy? Maybe you won’t have to be annoyed by my relationship much longer.”

Doughas sighed. “You know that’s not what I want, Vor…”

Vor did know that, but he was upset and wanted someone or something to blame. Anyone but himself.

Suddenly, the gang of bikers zipped out of a nearby alleyway and down the street directly in front of the Behemoth. Vor steeled himself and rolled down his window, ARC in hand. He leaned out and opened fire, screaming as he shot. Unnecessary, but it helped relieve his building stress. The backmost biker’s tire popped. He skidded out, and three of them slammed into the asphalt.

Doughas swerved to avoid tapping them with the Behemoth, but Vor wasn’t optimistic about their survival. He called the Sentinel captain and let him know the location of the wounded gangbangers.

Vor would have loved more help from the ogre police force, but the ogres preferred to set up blockades and funnel the bikers toward the Valley, out of their jurisdiction.

On the next straightaway, Doughas and Vor both opened fire on the bikers and sent another three to the ground. With well-placed shots and a growing list of locations for the Sentinel captain, they whittled down the bikers until a single rider remained. She was a sleek-bodied elf. Her every move was calculated, planned, and executed with raptor-like precision. Her saddle bags were stuffed with cash from the group’s recent robbery, and the bills began to flutter out and mask the air. Vor and Doughas emptied three magazines before they gave up shooting at her.

Doughas’ shard flashed with another call. Vor snatched it up, hoping the Sentinel Chief had better news for him. He watched the elfess ahead of them dart back and forth. Something about the rider prickled Vor’s memories.

“What have you got?” Vor asked into the shard.

“I wanted to apologize for earlier,” a sweet elven voice responded.

“Areal?” Vor blurted. “What? Oh, sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

Her voice turned suspicious. “Who would that be?”

“Ree, I’m working. I can’t—” Vor started, but his partner’s death glare made him want to drop the shard. Doughas gassed the car once more, and they tore across the last twenty feet. The next time the rider looked in her mirror, it was too late. The Behemoth’s bumper was inches from sending her to join her friends.

Still, the elfess had one final trick. She yanked her handlebars to the side, tires skidding and smoking, and drove her bike directly toward a wall. Doughas slammed his brakes and stopped in time to see her tires sprout barbed hairs and drive vertically up the brick building.

Vor gaped at the climbing magi-tech bike and the stunning elfess astride it. In the transition, her helmet started to come off. The elfess was in no position to retighten it. She swung her head back and launched the helmet behind her. She turned her head to watch it fall. Vor locked gazes with the fierce elfess, and both their faces flushed with surprise.

“Medivh?” Vor muttered

“What was that?” Areal gasped.

Vor cursed under his breath, realizing she was still on the line. “Um, gotta go. Sorry! Love you! Bye!” He clamped his thumb on the big red button until the line went dead, then slammed a palm against his forehead. She definitely heard me mention Medivh. Why did I ever tell Areal about my crazy ex? If she’s still my girlfriend by the end of today, it will be a miracle of the ancestors. Except Vor didn’t really believe in miracles. Or the ancestors.

He was stunned to see Medivh at all but even more so to see her in that gang. Vor sympathized with not liking anti-integration folks, but their robberies had been reckless and violent. One of them put an elf child in the hospital. The doctors weren’t certain he would ever walk again. Vor found it hard to believe Medivh had gotten into something like that, but his eyes told him otherwise.

They exited the Behemoth in time to see Medivh on the roof staring down at them. She fiddled with her saddle bags, and suddenly they were falling. Vor rushed for them even as Doughas shouted to take cover. The elf spread his arms and received both bags to the chest. He wrapped his arms around them, keeping the explosion of cash to a minimum.

They were filled to the brim with bills stolen from the coffers of an ogre anti-integration and anti-human organization. A flipshard perched atop one pile with a lipstick message scrawled on the enchanted glass.

We need to talk.

When Vor looked up again, she was gone.

Doughas tore one of the bags from Vor’s hand. “You run out trying to catch it like it was a wee baby? What if it was a bomb or something heavy enough to crack your thick, stubborn head?”

“Medivh wouldn’t do that,” Vor stated simply.

“Would you have thought she’d chuck in with this lot?”

Vor didn’t have an answer to that.

Doughas’ shard pinged again, and Vor answered immediately. “Listen, Ree-Ree. I’m sorry about earlier—”

“Inquisitor, is that you?” A gruff ogre interrupted him.

Vor blushed. “Oh, um, yes. This is Esselliar VorKluvaith. What is it?”

“We got four prisoners. Two are conscious. Where do you want them delivered?” the Sentinel captain responded.

Vor considered the speediest route, which was taking them to the nearest Sentinel station. However, it might be hard for an elf and a dwarf to intimidate the gang members while sitting in ogre-sized chairs. “Bring them to the Bureau for processing and interrogation,” he decided and sent one last glance at the rooftop.

The paperwork is going to bury us on this one…


CHAPTER TWO


Doughas bid the giant sack of cash a fond goodbye and left the evidence center with Vor in tow. “That’s the most money I’ve ever held with these two hands,” he reported.

“Did it feel good?” Vor asked, the most upbeat he’d been since his messy call with Areal.

“Feels good to toss it into a room and leave it behind. Nothing makes me feel more corrupt than handling a giant sack of cash. If I piss off some politician or his crony, they’ll point back to it and accuse me of stealing half.”

Vor grinned wryly. “You mean I wasn’t supposed to stuff my pockets full before we dropped it off?”

“Not funny,” Doughas grumbled. “I already feel dirty not telling the whole story about Medivh. And for keeping her shard out of evidence. That would be the real dirt to get on me.”

Vor waved his fears away with a laugh. “Come on, let’s go talk to the rest of Medivh’s gang and see what kind of shit she’s been up to. You’ll feel better soon. Trust me.”

Doughas wanted to trust him, but lately, his overeager partner had been making that hard.

In the central lobby, on their way to interrogation, the goblin manning the front desk jumped up and called to them. “Inquisitor Doughas! VorKluvaith! This way! This way! Over here!” Though the pair made a beeline for the desk, the goblin still rushed around the counter and met them halfway. “Wonderful! You’re here!”

“We’re always here, Glendol,” Doughas growled. “Why don’t you try calling me next time it’s this urgent instead of waiting for me to walk through the door?”

The complaint washed off Glendol without effect. “Oh, the order just came in. The Inquisitor-General needs to see you boys pronto. You know how he is. I happened to see you as I got off the shard. Isn’t that neat?”

Doughas narrowed his eyes at the peppy goblin. “Yes. Neat.”

Vor broke in with the bad news. “We’ve got suspects in interrogation. Can the General wait an hour or two?”

Glendol broke out in a fit of laughter. Anyone nearby who happened to hear Vor’s comment began to laugh, too. The goblin swiped tears from his eyes. “Can the General wait for an hour or two,” he repeated and laughed again before instantly sobering up. He pointed a single finger upward. “The Inquisitor-General wants to see you. That means now.” The goblin skipped back to his desk, not a care in the world.

“Hate that guy,” Vor murmured. “He gives me the creeps.”

Doughas chuckled. He couldn’t help but agree with his friend.

They left the lobby and entered the elevator. Alone, the two Inquisitors speculated about their boss.

“You don’t think he knows about…you know,” Vor hedged.

Doughas shrugged. “He has information sources in all the police forces. Maybe the Sentinels got a description of Medivh or her wall-climbing bike. Even in the Quadras, there’s a short list of folks with tech like that.”

Vor was shaking his head. “No, I mean about the Fellows…our debt. What if he found out? Maybe he’s about to pin our asses to his ceiling. Or throw us out the window.”

Doughas’ heart stuttered when Vor mentioned the dwarven criminal organization. Still, a tinge of thankfulness lingered within him. Without the Fellows, the Sons of Stone would have gutted his daughter. Experiencing flowery emotions toward the Fellows turned his stomach sour. He didn’t know what to feel. He did know if the Inquisitor-General found out they owed the Fellows a favor, the aggressive-mouthed elf would deliver a fate beyond Vor’s worst predictions. Especially given the situation the General had been in.

Vor leaned against the wall, not appearing as perturbed by their conversation as Doughas. “He’s really busting our balls lately. All the Inquisitors.”

Doughas watched the floor number tick up toward seven. “Can you blame him? Ever since the whole Krish scandal went public, the General’s been on edge. Then Bithers and Tantoray had to come out as child-stealing shitwads and mar the Bureau’s reputation even more. It’s a miracle he hasn’t been forced to resign already. If our debt to the Fellows came out, whatever he did to us would be the last action he ever took as Inquisitor-General.”

Vor chuckled. “The last thing we ever experience, period. Hope he makes it exciting.”

“Is this not serious to you?” Doughas snapped. He was used to a certain level of cool from Vor, but today he was not in the mood. He felt twisted, as if a concrete mixer had replaced his insides. Spinning and spinning, dumping out wet fears and damp terrors that hardened into stones and weighed him down.

Vor pushed off the elevator wall with an exasperated sigh. “Do you want me to despair? Well, I won’t. Whatever the future is, it’s better than the past. We don’t know what’s coming. Why freak out about it, right?”

Doughas tightened his arms around his chest as if he could stop his spinning innards with a firm hug.

The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open as if the office had opened its arms. The two hesitated in the elevator and shared a look. Small smiles flowered on their faces. Whatever the future held, they would be together and fight it together. Survive or die together.

Inside the office, a venerable dwarf stood to the right of the Inquisitor-General seated behind his desk. He and the elder continued their conversation even as the duo entered and presented themselves. Doughas recognized the stately-dressed dwarf. He was Arch-Commandant Kroughen Nebluv of Clan Nebluv, the second-highest position in the Wardens.

Doughas breathed easier at the sight. If their connection to the Fellows had been discovered, the Wardens wouldn’t have sent such a high-ranking official.

Why was he here, then?

“What are you two lurkers doing?” the Inquisitor-General barked with the speed and accuracy of an auctioneer. “Pick a damn seat and squish your buns into it. I won’t be looked at like a snack by you sorry-ass birds of prey. What took you so long? Did you take the stairs to piss me off? Let me guess. You started a gang war in the lobby. Wouldn’t surprise me from you two.”

The Arch-Commandant raised an eyebrow at the verbal assault, but Vor and Doughas smiled and took their seats. The Inquisitor-General was in a finer mood than usual.

“Now then,” the gray-haired elf continued. “Our esteemed friend has requested the aid of our finest Inquisitors for a sensitive matter. A matter which requires tact and discipline. The ability to investigate without tearing the city apart. Naturally, I didn’t recommend either of you, but the Arch-Commandant insisted.”

That was news to Doughas. He’d encountered the Arch-Commandant many times when he was a Warden, but he doubted this request stemmed from their former association. Thankfully, the esteemed Warden chose to speak up and clear the confusion.

“It’s because of my granddaughter that I’ve requested you, Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, and you, Esselliar VorKluvaith. Apparently also of Clan Banlaech, so I have learned.” He gave Doughas a look. Not angry, but his raised eyebrows showed he thought Doughas including Vor in his family was strange. The moment passed, and the Warden returned to his purpose. “In truth, I tell you both this with a heavy heart. Last night, my granddaughter Nadoraine Nebluv was murdered.”

Pain etched into his stony features. He barely kept his emotions dammed up as he continued.

“Her body was discovered this morning at a construction site for human apartment buildings in the dwarven quarter. I am requesting you because you knew Nadoraine.” Doughas and Vor started to contradict the Arch-Commandant, but he stopped them. “I know your acquaintance was brief and many years ago, but she remembered you. She said you always get results, no matter the obstacles.”

The Inquisitor-General snorted at the grandiose description. “Be careful what you wish for, Arch-Commandant. They’ll get the job done, but the fallout of paperwork and destruction will be cataclysmic.”

The Arch-Commandant briefly fisted his hands, then saluted the Inquisitors. “You must help me avenge my family. Find out who did this.”

Doughas finally spoke up. “Why have us handle this, sir? She was murdered in the dwarven quarter. What evidence is there of cross-race violence?”

The Inquisitor-General slid the case file across the desk. “Given the murder location was the human housing projects, the Arch-Commandant and I agree this is a case for the Inquisitors. However, dwarven involvement has not been entirely ruled out. You’ll notice the other clan involved is Olwynor. There are also questions about the manner of her death. You’ll see what I mean.”

Doughas knew Clan Olwynor had a longstanding feud with Clan Nebluv. He took the file folder and flipped it open. A photo of the victim greeted him. Her body slumped in a trash can full of rubble, her torso folded in on itself. A bolt protruded from her chest, and her right arm had been crushed into a sopping pile of viscera like nothing he’d ever seen. It looked like the limb had been run through an industrial-strength blender.

His stomach shrank and threatened to run up his throat. He shut the folder and handed it to Vor, steeling himself against the urge to vomit. “Yes. I do see what you mean,” he squeaked out.

Beside him, Vor visibly flinched and closed the file even faster.

The Arch-Commandant straightened his jacket and prepared to leave. “Thank you for taking this. You know what this means for my clan’s honor. We will not be slaughtered like animals. And if we find that Olwynor did kill my granddaughter, there will be Clannanigan to pay.” The dwarf’s stony expression contained a volcano of rage. He marched from the room without another word.

Vor turned to Doughas with a quizzical expression.

“I’ll tell you later,” Doughas hissed as he saw the Inquisitor-General staring at him.

“Are you done?” the General asked.

Doughas clasped his hands and smiled wide.

“Good,” their boss stated. “As of this second, your current case is suspended, and you are reassigned to the murder of Nadoraine Nebluv.”

“What!” Vor cried out. “We’ve had our biggest break yet. We’re already weeks into it!”

The Inquisitor-General shot from his chair and slammed his hands on the desk. “I am not in the habit of arguing with my employees, Esselliar. The matter is finished. Your case has already been reassigned.”

Vor shuddered with emotion and energy. Doughas put a hand on his chest to keep him in his chair. Only then did the elf calm down.

“Apologies, Inquisitor-General,” Vor offered. “We’re on the case.” He snatched the file off the table and headed for the door. Doughas followed close behind. Only back in the elevator were they able to discuss their issues.

Vor took out the flipshard Medivh had given him. “What am I supposed to do with this? We can’t give it to the other Inquisitors. They’ll bring her in and lock her up, but there’s more going on here. I know it!”

“You’re right,” Doughas agreed. “Except the murder case is more important for the city and deserves our attention. Still, you should follow up and see what Medivh has to say. For her sake, I hope it’s a damn fine speech. It better be, with the chase she led us on this morning. Now, come on, let’s get to the construction site. I want to see what we’re working with.”

“I hope whatever happened to her arm doesn’t happen to me,” Vor professed.

Doughas silently agreed.

After they were in the Street Behemoth, Vor remembered his question from their meeting.

“Hey, what’s a Clannanigan? Is it when clans have a bunch of shenanigans or parties or something? Sounded scarier than that, though.”

Doughas chuckled. “It’s a formalized war between two clans.”

“You’ve gotta be kidding me.” Vor sighed in exasperation. “Even your wars are formal? What, do you have to ask permission from your enemy before you can stab them? I don’t think anyone asked Nadoraine for permission to squeeze her body into a can, but they sure did try.”

Doughas gagged as the photo image flashed into his mind but didn’t let it distract him from the question. “If anything, war has the most rules for dwarves. It doesn’t start as an all-out war, either. Like I said, it’s a process.” He started the engine and pulled away from the curb.

“So, what? They have a few alley fights and shank a couple of dwarves before bringing out the ARCs and bulldozing each other’s homes?” Vor fiddled with his seatbelt until it clicked, then rolled down a window and let the breeze tussle his hair.

Doughas drove onto the freeway and headed for the dwarven quarter. “More formal. The two clans have to agree on competitions, like construction, sport, and debate. That kind of thing. After each one, the sides have to decide if they want to continue. If they do, it gets more intense with warfare, sabotage, and assassinations. Next is practically gang warfare, and finally, full-out military action with no quarter asked or given. The whole process is designed to slow the escalation of conflict and let cooler heads prevail.”

“Has it happened recently?” Vor asked as he rolled up his window now that the breeze was stronger on the freeway.

Doughas considered the history. “The most recent Clannanigan…that had to be over a century ago. It ended when one clan’s fighter knocked out the rival fighter in a boxing match. He was declared the winner and subsequently died from internal injuries before he could declare his clan’s intention to continue or end the Clannanigan. It was embarrassing, and that put an end to it.” He sighed. “But if Nadoraine, heir to one of the most wealthy and powerful clans, was murdered by a long-time rival…Clannanigan might be our future.”


CHAPTER THREE


Esselliar

The duo made a pit stop to refuel the Behemoth’s spectral, and Vor slipped inside to pick up a new shard. A cheap flip version would have to do until Doughas paid him back for the one he threw out the window. He started messaging Areal about the change of plans and how his weekend was now definitely one hundred percent booked with law enforcement duties. Why couldn’t she understand? He was an Inquisitor. He was saving lives…saving the city! He glanced at Doughas, who was on the shard with Huala explaining the change of plans. Doughas smiled and laughed with his wife. Vor heard her distant voice, sad but not upset.

He continued working on his message, the text growing longer and angrier as he went. After Doughas finished his call, Vor shared his complaints about Areal. “I wish she would ‘get it’ like Huala does. Your wife has more kids, plus a newborn, and she doesn't complain to you.”

Doughas stopped him. “Take it easy on your lady. She’s never been in a relationship with an Inquisitor or a Justicar, and she’s trying to parent by herself. I know you mean well, but Huala has help from the older children, especially Sierla. She’s gone part-time at the Clan Banlaech offices.” He grinned when talking about his daughter. “You need to think about your relationship long-term, not blurt everything that comes into that addled skull of yours. Be slow to criticize and quick to listen.”

He pulled out of the spectrol station and onward toward the dwarven quarter.

Vor considered his advice for a long while before starting to delete the message he’d been writing. The more he read, the more he was glad to be deleting it. He was nearly finished when they stopped at a red light, and a pixie interrupted his deleting by landing on the hood and madly dancing around, waving its arms.

“Oh, I don’t like this.” Doughas flicked on the windshield wipers. “I think a certain somebody is trying to get our attention.”

Something scratched at Vor’s door, like the gentle knock of a clawed hand. He opened it. Instead of a gentle hello, a mass of slime-coated brownies piled into the vehicle and climbed on Vor’s lap. He shouted incoherently and resisted the urge to fight. Friendly wee-folk. Friendly wee-folk. Wee-folk are friendly. Their razor-toothed mouths and inch-long claws defied his frantic thoughts, though they didn’t attack.

The brownies never stopped shifting up, down, and around the passenger seat. Finally, one tugged Vor’s hand and directed it to a brown envelope held by two other brownies. As soon as he grasped the grimy package, the brownies zipped out of the car and disappeared.

Doughas took a whiff and gagged. “Damn creatures! Can’t the Queen get them to bathe?”

Vor pinched his nose with one hand and opened the envelope with the other. The light had turned green, and the cars behind them were starting to honk. Doughas drove through the intersection and parked at the curb. Vor stepped out of the vehicle with the paper and did his best to clean his jacket off before looking at the message. He strained to read the thin, tight scrawl.

GO NOW. PASSWORD: FLUTTER. GET INSIDE, FREE.

There was an address listed at the bottom. He handed the paper to Doughas, who grunted as he read.

“The location isn’t far from here,” the dwarf remarked. “Let’s head over and see what she wants.”

“You sure?” Vor asked. “We’re on a tight enough schedule as it is.”

Doughas gestured at the filth covering Vor’s lower body. “I’d like to avoid a repeat performance. So yes, I think we can spare thirty minutes to see what our dear Queen would have from us.”

Vor sighed. “Fine, but we’re stopping at another spectrol station so I can wipe this off.”

“Fine.”

Doughas took off. At the next station, he drove in and slowed to a crawl across the parking lot. “You have until I reach the other side, or I’m leaving,” he told Vor.

Without responding, Vor leapt from the moving vehicle and rushed into the station. He exited with a key and scanned the place for the outdoor bathroom. Passerbys pinched their noses and refused to make eye contact with the frantic Inquisitor, who finally decided to check behind the building.

He spotted the public restroom, slipped inside, and went to work with the available hand soap and paper towels. When he emerged, his jacket glistened with bubbles. Clear brown lines marked where he’d scrubbed some of the suede right off the leather. As he reentered the Street Behemoth, he noticed a collection of white fuzzies clinging to the garment. Paper towel residue. Not a great look, but it was better than the sewer monster he’d been a moment ago. He clicked his seat belt into place as the car rolled back onto the street.

Doughas chuckled as he drove to their next destination.

The address from the Queen was in a goblin neighborhood that bordered the dwarven quarter. Shady figures huddled on street corners and in tight alleyways between abandoned two-story brick buildings. Maybe fifty years ago, the place was jammed with pedestrians buying and working, vendors hawking, and children playing. Then the jobs took the goblins downtown, and the local businesses slowly bled out.

Only a few streets over, a sprawling dwarven neighborhood stretched for miles. Sometime after the goblin neighborhood’s decline, the dwarves had erected a massive brick wall to block off the area from their kids, their pets, and their sight. Vor understood their fear, but the separation meant the goblin area would never improve. If he had his way, the whole district and the wall would come tumbling down for redevelopment.

The address was for one of the abandoned stores. Don’t have a great feeling about this, Vor thought as they exited the Street Behemoth. He surveyed the area for threats and found nothing but a few groups of juvenile goblins walking down the middle of the street. They paid more attention to the vehicle than its occupants.

The Inquisitors approached the building. Most of its glass front had been boarded over long ago, but the glass doors remained intact. Through them was a darkened interior with battered, dusty metal hulks dotting the floor. It took Vor a while to realize they were old music players.

As they headed for the door, a trio of brownies zipped from the alleyway and hopped in place, waving. They screeched softer than the wee-folk normally did. Vor guessed the subtle hissing passed for whispering among their kind.

The brownies led them down the alley they’d come from. At first, it was so narrow that Doughas almost touched both sides and was forced to shimmy sideways. However, the crevice widened at the back. Old metal balconies grew from the buildings like shelves of fungus, and water continuously trickled down the brick walls to puddle on the ground and slowly drain into a clogged sewer. They stepped around this, but Doughas’ stride fell short. His boot hit the water with a splash.

The noise was like a shout in the confined alleyway. Almost immediately, a metallic ring sounded from a side door to the music shop. A small viewing window slid open, and a pair of bulbous eyes appeared.

Vor froze in mid-step as if this action would save him from discovery. Yet the eyes latched onto him and narrowed. The creature said nothing at first, only looked and waited. Its gaze slid to Doughas. Finally, it barked out a question. “What do the little ones do?”

Was the creature calling him and Doughas little ones? No, it had to mean the wee-folk who had escorted them. Maybe it wanted to know what they were doing. When Vor turned, the brownies had vanished, and he only found a stumped Doughas staring at him.

Then he remembered the note from the Queen.

“Ah, right!” he shouted. “They flutter!”

The eyes in the viewing spot brightened, and the creature’s gruff voice smoothed out. “Yes, that is correct. I am glad you are here. Come in. I have many new designs to show.”

The click and twist of locks heralded the opening of the door. It did not adequately herald the grotesque figure standing behind it.

At first, Vor thought it was a whole new life form, something alien and wretched. However, the telltale signs of goblin ears and claws suggested the truth. The goblin was permanently swollen, stuck halfway between his normal and trolled-out states. Trogged, Vor thought the condition was called. The skin on one side of his body sagged, and he appeared off-balance, waddling as he moved.

He bade them enter with a fat, clawed hand and led them along a series of display rooms, formerly a recording center for musicians. Neither Inquisitor was prepared for what the trogged goblin had on display.

The studios had been sectioned off into smaller cages decorated like dollhouses. Instead of dolls, each cage held a mutilated wee-folk. They passed wingless pixies with fairy lights hung from the nubs of their amputated appendages. Brownies with their claws cut off at the first knuckle, their teeth removed and replaced with rounded dentures. Worst of all, clothes had been sewn onto the unwilling pets’ flesh to keep the wee-folk from tearing them off. If you didn’t get too close, they looked like pleasant little garden fairies.

The meaning of the free part of the note became clear.

They followed the goblin into a highly unsanitary surgery center with unaltered wee-folk waiting in cages in the corner and the new designs displayed on the other side. Vor tried to avoid looking at their bloody, recently mutilated forms. They lay collapsed in their cages, recovering…or not.

On the operating table, a metal claw held down a pixie with her wings fully extended. A bone saw rested on the table nearby.

“Let me finish this, and we will talk prices.” The trogged goblin shuffled to the table. “You should step back. They may be small, but if you have anything nice, they always find a way to fling blood on it. Little buggers are smarter than we think.”

Doughas and Vor had seen enough. “Trust me, we do know.” They cocked their ARCs and aimed them at the goblin’s distended head. He turned at the sound and nearly fell backward onto the operating table and squashed the pixie. Doughas grabbed his shirt, kept him up long enough to save the wee-folk from the same fate as Nadoraine, then threw him to the floor. The goblin covered his head and attempted to curl into a fetal position, but his swollen body would not let him.

“Hey! Take them! I’m not in this for the money. You can have ‘em all,” he pleaded.

Doughas kicked him in the back. “We don’t want your freaky pets. We’re with the Inquisitors.”

At those words, the goblin actually calmed down. “Oh, thank goodness.”

Vor fired his ARC into the floor, and the goblin rolled back into his almost-fetal position. “Yeah, I wouldn’t be thrilled yet. We have a special relationship with the wee-folk, and I have a feeling they want a special relationship with you, too. Maybe slightly different. Why don’t we release them from their pretty cages and see how they reward you for the makeovers?”

“Listen!” he shouted. “I’m no sicko. This is my only chance.”

Doughas pried the goblin’s arms away from his face. “Only chance for what?”

The goblin ripped free and sat up. “Look at me. You can see what’s wrong with this picture.” He gestured at his face. “I’ve tried everything. Medicine, alchemy, experimental surgery.”

Vor put another bolt into the floor as he inched closer to the goblin. “Yeah, that’s not an answer. Why the freak show, freako?”

“The wee-folk are the answer,” he growled. “Humans love the tiny little bastards. You wouldn’t believe how much they pay for them, and not with money. Not with magi-tech crap. Sorcery. That’s what they have, and they’re willing to part with it. Sorcery is the only option I have left.” He lay back on the floor. “It’s my only hope.”

Doughas prodded him with a boot. “Who’s your contact in the Valley for the humans? Give us the info we need, and we’ll let you go.”

“Fine,” the goblin hissed. “It’s an ogre who came and set me up with the wee-folk. He has access to the humans in the Valley, especially the ones who pay in magical artifacts. I’ve only met him once. He never uses a name. I’m sorry, but that’s all I have.”

Doughas helped the goblin to his feet. “You should go. We are releasing the wee-folk, and you had better run if you don’t want to meet them again.”

The trogged goblin took his advice. He ran as fast as his jumbled body would carry him. Even if they’d brought him in, there was no law protecting the wee-folk from this treatment. At best, he’d get a slap on the wrist for animal cruelty and be free in no time. They didn’t have time to take him back to the Bureau, anyway.

They worked on the cages, releasing all the captured wee-folk or verifying those who did not survive their procedure. They hadn’t been working long when a blood-curdling scream sounded from outside. Without checking, the Inquisitors knew what fate had befallen the goblin. He might have escaped the wee-folk inside, but not the ones waiting in the alley.

When they left a few minutes later, all that remained of the goblin was a red tint to the puddle in the alleyway.

Doughas and Vor hurried back to the Street Behemoth and onward to the construction site.


CHAPTER FOUR


Despite the pixie-pet horror show, the Inquisitors arrived at the construction site in good humor. Even to Doughas’ untrained eye, the future apartment building had more in common with a trash heap than a quality construction project. He noted the wobbly scaffolding and the tape, spit, and luck that held it together. The recently applied drywall flaked off like snow along several sections.

They entered through a side door and tromped up the stairs directly into a group of dwarves idling in a hallway.

“How goes it?” Doughas hailed. “We’re Inquisitors, and we’re looking for a crime scene. Can any of you good dwarves point us in the right direction?” Doughas and Vor gave their best smiles but received frowns in response.

“Oh, did someone die around here?” an eyepatch-wearing dwarf asked. “That’s news to me. Maybe it was just some poor, dumb dwarf we didn’t care about.” The other Olwynor workers chuckled their approval.

Vor looked ready to roll up the sleeves he wasn’t wearing and fight. “Just tell us,” he demanded but only elicited another round of laughter.

The eyepatched dwarf moved closer to Vor. “Whatcha gonna do about it, shiny?”

Doughas knew what Vor wanted to do about it, but they did not have time to fight a civilian. And he certainly didn’t have time for the paperwork it would create. “Come on.” He pulled his partner away from the mounting tension. The dwarves snickered at their backs, but Doughas kept Vor from doubling back. “We can find it on our own. The place isn’t that big.”

“Fine,” Vor grumbled and marched along beside Doughas.

The building’s layout proved as poorly created as everything else. If anything, it seemed designed to mislead. All the hallways appeared similar but had different accents and colors depending on which angle they were viewed from. While it added variety, it also meant they had to travel each hallway from both directions before they recognized whether they’d been down it before.

Everywhere they went, groups of Olwynor dwarves huddled around, doing nothing. They chatted with each other but would cross their arms or lean menacingly against the wall and glare at the Inquisitors whenever they passed. Doughas did his best to smile before asking directions, but the dwarves only offered insults in return.

Group after group, the barbed words kept coming. Doughas soon stopped smiling. Vor must have noticed his building rage because he started steering him away from the workers, saying, “I think we’ve been that way before,” or “That looks like the wrong way to me.” Except every way was the wrong way. It was simply hallway after hallway.

Doughas was ready to give up when they entered a truly different section. The walls and ceiling were painted a different color, and the hallway ended in a T junction. The duo picked up their pace, ready to be finished.

They reached the intersection and found the first group of Olwynor workers they’d encountered.

The dwarf with the eyepatch guffawed. “Have the mighty Inquisitors lost their way? Maybe you two should go home and take a sweet little nap. Then you can come back and beg us to tell you where to go. Or, I don’t know…use the front door.”

Doughas approached the dwarf, ready to pluck out his other eye, only for another to interrupt him.

“Inquisitors?” a voice said in a more polite tone than they’d heard in this building. Doughas turned and saw a dwarfess in a Warden’s uniform. “We’ve been expecting you both for a while now,” she remarked. “Come this way. I can show you to the crime scene.”

Doughas gave the eyepatch dwarf one last stare. “Lucky dwarf,” he growled and swiveled away. The Olwynor dwarves merely shrugged and returned to loitering.

“I’m glad you came when you did,” Doughas told the Warden.

“You’re welcome.” Her boots clanked on the plywood and plastic floors of the less-completed part of the building. “You’re lucky I was back there at all. I had a feeling something silly was going on. You were supposed to have arrived twenty minutes ago. Then I remembered when I first came here, how long it took me to find the scene. The Olwynor dwarves are positively sweethearts, aren’t they?”

“I’ll say,” Vor agreed as he walked behind the dwarves and leaned over the Warden to speak to her. “What the hell is their problem? It’s like they want us to consider them suspects.”

Doughas had calmed from his earlier frustration and thought back to their encounters. The Olwynor dwarves had been sitting or lying on the ground, usually smoking or playing a silent card game. No laughter or banter, except when the Inquisitors rolled around. As if they wanted to seem normal.

“They’re afraid,” Doughas suggested. “I think the murder has them spooked, and they’re not sure who to trust.”

The Warden nodded. “They’ve all seen the crime scene themselves, so they have reason to be scared.”

Vor scoffed and pointed at a group of Olwynor dwarves further down the hall. “Look at them. They’re not getting anything done. What the hell are they even doing here?”

Instead of answering, the Warden led Doughas and Vor around a final turn in the maze and into the main lobby. It was styled after a ballroom with a vaulted ceiling. Not the biggest Doughas had seen, but sizable. A row of glass doors marked the main entrance, but a thick layer of plastic kept them permanently shut. Rage tingled inside him again. Use the front doors next time, the Olwynor rats had suggested.

He’d throw them through the front doors and walk over their bodies like a welcome mat. The thought made him feel better at once.

The lobby was mostly finished, with the floors tiled and the drywall in place. Or it had been mostly finished until whatever happened last night. Now, a canal of destruction sliced the room in half from corner to corner, starting at the ruined remains of a second-floor walkway. Along the destruction path, plastic-covered furniture had been crushed, scattering pieces and bits of wood. The space was in particularly rough shape along the opposite wall where the welcome desk would belong. The floor had seemingly evaporated in a circular pattern. Holes riddled the drywall with massive sections torn out to expose poorly laid innards.

A pit formed in Doughas’ stomach. “This is why they’re scared,” he muttered as he appraised the destruction, then remembered Vor’s other question. “The workers are only here because their bosses want them to be. They have contracts to be paid, even if the job is delayed. Might as well have them present in case there’s something they can get done.”

The actual body was in the employee area behind where the front desk would be. Vor and Doughas headed there but came upon an elfess and two dwarves in the middle of a heated argument.

The elfess wore a slate-gray power suit, dark glasses, and high heels. She did not look equipped for a construction site.

One dwarf was a Warden, and the other was Ergund Olwynor, the Clan Olwynor representative. Doughas knew him by reputation. He was a powerhouse in the family and was slated to inherit the patriarchy if he continued on his current path. The Warden beside him stood duly equipped with his uniform and holstered ARC. Ergund and the elfess exchanged heated words while the Warden appeared to be considering a change in the holstered status of his ARC.

The Inquisitors shared a knowing glance before breaching the unproductive conversation.

“Inquisitors Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech and Esselliar VorKluvaith,” Doughas interrupted in the stern voice he used with his children to shut them up. It worked well with adults, too. “We are taking over this investigation.”

The elfess smirked. “Finally. What took you—”

“Elf. Be quiet,” Doughas snapped.

Her mouth dropped open, and Doughas could see her mind reeling with the disrespect he’d dealt her. Right on cue, Esselliar nudged her to the side, apologized for his partner’s temper, and asked her what he could help her with.

With the elfess engaged, Doughas was free to speak dwarf-to-dwarf. He and Ergund sized each other up, matching gazes as they tried to discern whatever was in there. Doughas tilted his head to gain a different angle. The rep squinted back. His brown eyes were the color of milk chocolate with little depth. He was milk and sugar down to his bones.

The rep blinked and looked away. The whole game took only a few seconds.

Doughas smiled and shook the rep’s limp hand. “Good to meet you. Now, what seems to be the problem? We have an investigation here and can’t field questions all day.”

“I don’t have questions,” the rep seethed. “I have dwarves who need to work. Their contracts only protect their pay for a couple of days. We need to get this shit mopped up and our project back on schedule.”

There was sense in the dwarf’s angry words. “The site will be cleared for work as soon as the pertinent evidence is collected,” Doughas told him. “That includes witness statements. If you really want this to move faster, encourage your boys to communicate. I’m sure their spouses would appreciate it, too.”

The rep snorted. “Question my workers all you want. No one saw anything. None of the men were here when this happened. Even if they were, they wouldn’t have been down here. We were waiting on approval for the upper floor.” He glared at the elfess talking to Vor. “Waiting on that shiny’s pet grub to do his damn job.”

Two slurs in one sentence. Doughas gritted his teeth. “Security footage?”

“Not paid enough to put up cameras,” the rep responded.

Of course, Doughas thought. Video evidence makes it harder to cut corners. He didn’t know what else he could get from this dwarf, but he had to try. “Were you acquainted with Nadoraine Nebluv, or do you know why she would have been here last night?”

“No!” the rep spat. “Why would a dwarf like me know Nadoraine? If I ever saw her before, it was on television. And I wouldn’t be watching if she was on it. I don’t give a brownie’s ass about her, and none of my workers do either. She’d have no reason to be here.” The rep’s words grew louder as he talked, and Doughas suspected he was truly dumbfounded over why Nadoraine had been there. He let the dwarf go and regrouped with Vor once his partner finished speaking with the elfess.

Vor explained the highlights. “We’ve got a missing building inspector to boot. Seems like a stable worker. Very regular, never absent, always works late. He’s got some marital problems, though. He’s in the middle of a divorce. She gave me way too many details about his relationship. I think she found his life drama the most interesting part about him.”

He shook his head and continued. “She’s not here because she cares about the guy. She’s on the line to clear the buildings without him, but she doesn’t want to do it herself and accept any possible liability. Inspectors are pricey with the surge of projects these days. If you listened to her, she’d try and convince you the whole city was crumbling because she might break a heel.”

The Inquisitors turned to the Warden, who’d stood silently by until Doughas dismissed the rep. He led them into the back room, where the body had been discovered in a large trash can. The body itself was in the Warden morgue but would soon be transferred to the Inquisitor Bureau for the autopsy. The way the dwarf official explained it, Nadoraine was found when some workers noticed blood leaking from the bottom of the can.

Doughas nearly chuckled. Does Olwynor not even know how to bag a trash can?

The Warden continued to explain that the workers had thought one of the wee-folk got caught in there and crushed. Yet when they glanced inside, they saw a dead pair of eyes half-hidden under a pile of rubbish.

“Do you have any theories?” Doughas asked.

“A few.” The Warden drew out his note pad. “Clan Olwynor might have placed her there because the place was shut down, and planned to move her the next night. She wouldn’t have been discovered without the leaking can. Or, someone else planted her there to point suspicion at the clan. We’re not certain of anything, though.”

Doughas peeked inside the can and examined the blood. “There’s a lot here. Dried now, but it means she might have been here for a while. Were any restraints found?”

The Warden shook his head. “No restraints, but we’ll need the full autopsy before we can rule out her having been bound. I didn’t get a good look at her wrists. Especially the one…”

Vor pointed at the blood. “There’s not much disturbance in the pattern. It’s like she just sat there, bleeding out.”

“Could have been unconscious,” Doughas suggested.

“Why leave someone here if she wasn’t dead and risk her climbing out or spilling it?” Vor stepped away from the death can. “To me, it looks like she stayed on purpose and bled out. I doubt she knew she was bleeding to death. The shock would have been intense.”

Doughas agreed. “Probably hiding from whoever did this to her. With those wounds, she wouldn’t have been going far or fast.” He started toward the demolished lobby. “I think we know where the real fight took place. That’s probably where her arm was crushed.”

Vor followed behind. “They may not have meant to kill her. Maybe they were talking, and something happened. Something fell on her arm, maybe? Or an ogre crushed it? Then she ran. That would require a third party to come in on Nadoraine’s behalf. There must have been some kind of distraction that let her get away.”

They reexamined the lobby and the signs of struggle. It looked as though a pair of ogres had gone to Tango Town and shredded half the floor with their dance moves. Though Doughas had a feeling the actual events were far more violent.


CHAPTER FIVE


Esselliar

Vor and Doughas wrapped up their time at the Olwynor site with a final canvass of the scene.

While Doughas reexamined Nadoraine’s death can in the back room, Vor took another look at the lobby. At a glance, it looked like a tornado had been summoned into the center of the room and made a beeline for the corner. Sorcery? With no other evidence, it could have easily been an actual tornado.

The grooves in the floor attracted his attention next, and he knelt beside the uprooted floor. Broken, cracked tiles were strewn about. Bundles of furniture had been tossed around the room, and some of them were not in the direct path of the grooves. It was like someone had chosen to destroy as much as they could.

From what Vor could tell, some of the furniture was beautifully carved with intricate lines and symbols, like an imitation of human tribal art. The furniture had been covered to protect it from the continuing construction upstairs, but that hadn’t saved it. Realistically, the damages could have been caused by an ogre, a trolled-out goblin, or heavy machinery. Yet no tire marks showed up anywhere.

The workers also claimed no machine on the premises could carve the floor like that. “We’re builders,” the dwarves had insisted. “Not a demolition squad.” That was the most helpful sentence he’d gotten out of them. They might not be a demolition squad, but give the building a few years, and it would need one.

Doughas finished his own examination but had nothing new to report.

Ergund stopped them as they were leaving. He’d calmed down with the elfess gone. “Listen, I’ll speak to the workers myself, as well as the local businesses, to see if they have any security footage. That’s the best help I can offer.”

“Thank you,” Vor replied.

The rep grunted. “I’ll do anything to get this building cleared for work.”

Vor believed the dwarf, considering the corners he’d already cut to move the project along. The two Inquisitors left the site and returned to the Street Behemoth, talking over their next plan of action.

Doughas started the engine, and it roared to life with a hungry passion. “That was fun,” he muttered. “I’m sure we’ve got happier interactions like that ahead of us.”

“Only if we’re lucky,” Vor rejoined. “And we always are.”

Doughas pointed out a Warden walking around the outskirt of the site. “I asked them to take a look to see if the goblin inspector’s body is anywhere around the structure. They’ll let me know if they find anything soon. Otherwise, I say we talk to the next of kin.” He glanced at Vor. “A wife, was it? Or an ex?”

Vor recalled his conversation with the power-suit-wearing elfess. “The inspector is in the middle of getting a divorce, so tensions are high. Who knows what she’ll think of his disappearance?”

“If she’s happy, then she probably did it,” Doughas intoned with no suggestion of joking. At the same time, his shard buzzed with a text from Glendol at the Bureau. Nadoraine’s body had been successfully transferred, and the autopsy would be performed soon.

“Let’s head back,” Vor invited. “We can get information on the goblin’s soon-to-be ex-wife and maybe be present for the autopsy.”

A call interrupted him from one of the two slip shards in his pocket. He wasn’t sure which was his temporary replacement and which was from Medivh. He grabbed the ringing one and hesitantly answered.

“Hello?”

“Why haven’t you called?” an elfess responded. Each of her sharp words cut at him. Not always unpleasantly.

“Medivh.” Vor shared a glance with Doughas so his partner knew to listen as best he could. The flipshard had no speaker option. Light panic filled Vor’s chest as he fell back into old habits. “So, girl. What’s happening? It’s good to hear from you.” His voice lilted in a subtly sexual manner. By the time he realized he was flirting, he’d already finished speaking. He wanted to end the call there, for Areal’s sake, but his job required him to keep listening.

Medivh did not sound happy to speak with him. “Quit it with the banter,” she snapped.

“Fine. What were you doing, helping that group with a robbery? Have you gone Father Bandit on us?” he expressed, comparing her to a mythic figure who stole from the evil and abusive.

“No, I haven’t. What I am is up to my pointy ears in an undercover investigation. One you and your stumpy friend almost put an end to today. Thanks for that, by the way.”

“Honey, I enforce the law,” Vor retorted. “I can’t look the other way when my friend is committing crimes. You should know better than to run an undercover op on your own, without the support of law enforcement or a team.”

She growled. “Don’t call me honey, and I do have a team. It’s them I’m worried about now. You almost blew my cover, and now none of us can do our jobs. That’s why I need you to arrest me.”

“Arrest you?” Vor looked at Doughas. The dwarf calmly drove along the freeway with most of his attention on listening. It was the most pleasant car ride Vor had ever experienced with his partner. He refocused on his conversation. “What is arresting you going to do? I can’t lock you up for a day, then let you go. That will make you look even worse. I’d have to keep you in jail for a while.”

“I’ll figure it out,” she hissed. “I need to tie off some loose ends before we pull the pin on this one. Drive by the anti-immigration rally being held tomorrow in the elven quarter. I’ll give you a little chase, but I’ll make sure you can bring me in.”

“How kind of you to let yourself be captured,” Vor quipped. Before he could say anything else, Medivh hung up.

He sat there a moment, considering what had happened before he related Medivh’s side of the conversation to Doughas. His partner wasn’t on board at first, but Vor assured him they could trust her.

“If you say so,” Doughas muttered and resumed his normal maniac style of driving.
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In the basement of the Bureau, the Inquisitors discovered the medical examiner, a no-nonsense ogress named Phentalia, verbally sparring with a dwarf dressed in the formal regalia of Clan Nebluv. What is it with today? Vor thought. We’re Inquisitors, not the argument police. Yet here we are.

Vor opened the glass door, and the muffled argument became a storm of loud, angry words. The elf waited for his partner to enter and followed him in.

The Nebluv dwarf stroked his long, icicle-thin beard that stretched to his waist as he spoke. “With our injunction, the Wardens should never have sent Nadoraine’s body here. The paperwork went through on time. There has been a serious error on your part and theirs for you to have this body.”

The ME looked like she wanted to swat him. “I don’t care about your injunction. It’s against the Wardens. You need to file with the Bureau if you want something. That’s the way it is, and no amount of yelling is going to change it.”

The dwarf stomped his foot. “Oh, am I yelling? Maybe I’m worried about the incompetent, unhelpful examiner who’s been assigned to cut open one of my clan without any knowledge or care for dwarven heritage. You do not understand the cultural significance of our funerary rites. You will not be performing this autopsy.”

The ogress truly seemed ready to crush the dwarf then. Vor and Doughas tried to step in, but the argument was so fierce they couldn’t get a word in edgewise.

Phentalia leaned back from the dwarf and his snapping mouth. “You are free to call up one of your own people to observe. Not supervise or direct, only observe. But the autopsy is happening.”

The dwarf shoved a finger into the ogre’s belly. “We will not let Nadoraine’s body be pawed over by a ham-fisted brute who’s as likely to eat her as autopsy her.”

Phentalia went quiet, and the room’s temperature plummeted. The ogress loomed over the dwarf. She didn’t yell, but Vor could tell she wanted to. “Insults will not keep me from doing my job, little dwarf.” Her body swelled with a deep breath. The Nebluv rep didn’t back down or even flinch. He was prepared to go toe-to-toe with the ogre, though everyone knew how that fight would end.

In the moment of silence, Vor and Doughas pulled the dwarf back. “Your clan would be ashamed to hear you speak this way,” Doughas remarked and continued before the complaints could resume. “If there is concern about the autopsy violating funerary practices for your clan, there is a dwarven medical examiner who can advise.”

Phentalia snorted at Doughas’ concession but said nothing.

The Nebluv rep looked from Doughas to the ogress and huffed. “Fine. If that’s the best a dwarf can get around here, so be it.” He appealed to Doughas. “You must understand me. Would you let your daughter—”

“All right. That’s enough for one day.” Doughas led the dwarf from the room before he earned himself an early grave.

Vor remained behind with Phentalia.

With the dwarf gone, the ogress released a muffled roar, baring her fangs and snapping an ogre-sized clipboard in half. Thankfully, Vor was used to this kind of display from his time with Khron, or he might have run off to join his partner.

The ogress turned to him after she’d calmed down. “Bastard thinks he can walk in here and get whatever he wants, and all he has to do is say the magic words dwarven heritage.” She stuck out her tongue. “Disgusting.”

Vor shrugged. “I agree, but fighting with a rich dwarf clan in the middle of an investigation could slam the brakes on the human immigration efforts. Annoying as it is, we do need some cooperation with the city.”

Phentalia shook her head. “The races have never gotten along. Not even after all these years. The Inquisitors only exist because of how poorly we get along. Do you really think bringing another race into the mix will make things any better?”

“You know, I’m not sure.” Vor remembered the pain of sorcery inflicted on him by the rogue ranger ArnUthiel. He still had nightmares about his insides catching on fire. “I do know this,” he finally commented. “If everyone I’ve ever known or cared about was being driven from their home, even if they started a fire that burned their own house down, I’d still want someone to give them a place to lay their heads. To feed their children and to try again.”

Phentalia let the words wash over her. “I suppose…but I wonder if the city is going about it in the right way.”

Vor didn’t have an answer for that.


CHAPTER SIX


Doughas

Doughas observed the autopsy with keen interest. The medical examiner peeled back Nadoraine’s body layer by layer, prefacing each cut, drag, poke, and prod with a steady exhale of scientific jargon. The words burrowed into Doughas’ head and chewed through to the other side, taking another piece of his tired soul with it.

When Doughas first joined the Wardens, he’d choked down an almost fatal dose of medical dictionaries as he chased an understanding of the medical field’s strange and elusive language. After hours spent nose-deep in those unruly pages, he’d never mastered more than an ounce of it. Half the time, he remembered the words but forgot the definition or vice versa. Finally, an older Warden showed him how to understand. He simply asked the ME to explain their findings. With that one question, Doughas realized his stint as a dictionary lover was over.

At least he knew what anosognosia meant. That had to count for something, right?

Observing an autopsy was never strictly necessary, but it did excise the normal results-waiting period. Doughas was drooling to catch a break on this latest case. Anything to clear the fog of nonsense and prevent another ridiculous merry-go-round of Clannanigan.

Phentalia hunched over Nadoraine’s body as she worked, her clubbish hands maneuvering the scalpel and long-nosed pliers with practiced precision.

The late dwarfess lay covered from waist to ankles with a simple cotton sheet. The covering and a few opening words of prayer were the only contributions by the dwarfess medical examiner, Khae Morvir of Clan Ghorlief. Her crossed arms hid the fibrous hole in her chest, the start of dwarven invisibility. She badly wanted to disappear and run to her autopsy theater, where another corpse waited for her own skillful touch.

Yet the Nebluv rep hovered at Khae’s side. Every flick of the ogre’s scalpel made him whisper worry into her ear. Each time, the dwarfess responded with a guttural, “It. Is. Fine.” The hole in her chest shrank and swelled with each interaction, and her exhales hissed like a pipe leaking steam.

Phentalia paid them no attention. She focused on her task and didn’t straighten her back until she finished her review of both the bolt hole in the victim’s chest and the mangled arm.

Doughas stepped up to the table. “What have you got?” he asked.

Phentalia set down her bloodied tools with a cheery clink. “The bolt struck the victim in the back and exited out the front. It has to be one of the cleanest through-shots I’ve seen.” The ogress descended back into medical babble before surfacing in an area Doughas understood. “A very powerful ARC created this wound. Not your run-of-the-mill pistol.”

Doughas leaned over and eyed the wound. “The exit looks narrow and thin.”

Phentalia nodded. “That wound size is in line with a standard bolt, by which I mean not sized for ogres. No barbs or hinged blades, either. Only a simple sharp tip delivered into the victim from a close distance.”

“How close?” Vor asked as he peeked around Doughas at the body.

“My best guess?” Phentalia frowned. “Ten feet or less. With a wound this clean, the victim may not have known she was shot.”

Vor whistled a sharp, clean note of surprise. It sounded too similar to a street-call and earned him disapproving glares from the Nebluv rep and the dwarven medical examiner. It was the first and last time they agreed.

Phentalia continued her report. “The victim’s hunched position in the garbage can provided pressure to the wound and kept her from bleeding out quickly. This would have been offset to some degree by an elevated heartrate.” She drew their attention to the goopy remains of her right arm, attached by a few ligaments and strips of skin. “This was the real killer. She would have been unconscious in a matter of minutes. Dead in five.”

“Do you know what caused it?” Doughas asked. “Maybe a piece of furniture or some heavy machinery?”

Vor entered his own guess. “A trolled-out goblin?” He was probably thinking of the missing inspector.

Doughas considered the possibility that Nadoraine had been up to no good, and the inspector tried to stop her. Maybe he’d trolled out and crushed her arm by accident, then stuffed her in the trash can to hide the body. He could have left town to hide in the Valley while the Olwynor clan took the blame for their rival’s death.

The idea might have had merit if not for the bolt wound. Doughas doubted the inspector carried around an ARC like the one Phentalia described.

The medical examiner’s next words put the theory to rest for good. “It was an ogre,” she noted sadly. From behind her face shield, her gaze flicked to the Nebluv rep and back to the body.

“Are you sure?” Doughas pressed.

She nodded. “Positive. An object would have crushed her arm against the ground and created a pancake-like effect. The pressure came from all sides. A squeeze, not a slam.”

“Why couldn’t it be a trolled-out goblin?” Vor professed, still clinging to his theory.

Phentalia drew their attention to the arm and used the long-nosed pliers to point out several key breaks. “This may look like madness, but the initial breaks happened along these lines, where the fingers would be. I used this to measure the finger-width of the attacker. Trolled-out goblin hands are narrower and longer than an ogre’s.” She used her own hand to demonstrate the kind of grip the assailant used without actually touching the body.

“The pressure on her bones was slow and sustained at first, creating micro-fractures corresponding to the ogre’s fingers. The actual breaks occurred during a sudden, sharp increase in pressure.” She considered a moment longer. “If it was a goblin, they would need to be massive and able to troll out for a long time. Long enough to create the micro-fractures, then snap them all at the same time with a final squeeze.” She fetched a sigh. “However, I hold to my opinion that an ogre caused this wound.”

As soon as the words left Phentalia’s mouth, the Nebluv rep whispered in Khae’s ear. “Yes, that is the final decision,” Khae hissed back, so upset that her whisper morphed into a hushed yell. The Nebluv rep leaned away and aimed another few words at the dwarfess. Her face flamed. “No, I will not reexamine the corpse. Not for you. Not for anyone in your uptight, overconfident clan of idiots. Ancestors take you!”

The hole in Khae’s chest surged outward and consumed the rest of her body, separating it into shadowy fibers until only her hands and feet remained before they, too, vanished. The autopsy theater door banged open and slammed shut. Though she was invisible, they felt and heard her stomping fury as she marched down the hall.

The Nebluv rep swayed as he realized his only ally hated him as much as the rest of them did. He glanced around, meeting each of their gazes for no more than a second as he tried to regain his footing. Yet the rapid movement of his eyes seemed to agitate him further.

The stately dwarf looked drunk, and he spoke with a nervous slur. “Killed by an ogre! I will report it, and I will have plenty to say about all of you.” He meant it as a threat, but the pathetic whine that emerged sent the room tumbling into laughter. The bloom of comedy at his expense overwhelmed the last bastion of the dwarf’s defenses. He tried to storm out of the room, but he walked so quickly with his back hunched that he looked like an oversized brownie scampering away from Verminators.

The laughter continued after the rep was gone, filling the room with music. The ogre’s chest resonated with a booming bass while Doughas peppered the air with drumbeats. Vor’s trumpeting laughter floated above it all, their own personal concerto of merriment. By the end, Doughas felt ten times the dwarf, somehow better rested than after any sleep. Ready to tackle the day and punch the noses of a hundred more delightful representatives.

The day beckoned, and the Inquisitors moved on to their office upstairs. Vor spun in circles on an office stool while Doughas stood beside a whiteboard, holding an uncapped marker. He never actually wrote anything on the board, but standing there as if he might often helped him think.

Vor found a similar aid in the spinning stool. As long as the joints were well-oiled, he couldn’t have cared less what the elf did. Unfortunately, Doughas had not treated the stool recently. Whenever the elf swung at a certain angle, a powerful eeeiiiigghhh emanated from the stool and made Doughas’ teeth grind. He did his best to ignore the ancestor-cursed ear daggers and focused on the problem.

Vor mimed the ogre’s fatal blow with an office squeeze toy. “I’m an ogre. I’m big and scary, and I’m squeezing your arm until it hurts. What else am I doing?”

Doughas sat back and watched the strange show.

His partner brought his other hand around, miming a pistol. “I have a normal-sized ARC in my other hand, and I’m pointing it at your head…” The words were already fading. “To threaten you even more? Hmm, nope. Thought I had it for a second there.” Esselliar glanced up and caught the mocking grin on his partner’s face. “At least I’m trying something,” Vor complained. “What have you got?”

Doughas gestured at his empty white board. “Imagine the apartment building late at night. It’s dark. Quiet. Cold.”

“Poorly built,” Vor added.

Doughas jumped on his words. “Exactly. And you’re a tired safety inspector who’s in the middle of a divorce. You’re working late to finish up a terrible project, and you start to hear noises.” Doughas mimicked the inspector’s surprise. “Are those voices I hear? What in the Quadras are the workers doing here so late?” His face lit up with mock revelation. “It must be those Olwynor idiots taking a shortcut or stealing supplies to blame on a break-in. These dwarves have given me nothing but trouble. Maybe this is my chance to catch them in the act. So I sneak toward the voices, and what do I find?”

Vor sat enthralled on the edge of his seat. “What? What do you find?” He slipped forward and had to adjust his position. He scooted the stool and spun sideways.

Eeeeeiiiigggghhhhh!

The stool shuddered like a dying animal, and Doughas shuddered with it. The stool’s screeching emptied everything in his head. “Dammit, Vor!” he shouted, trying to clear out the infectious squeal with his deep, healing voice. “Could you not? I’m trying to think here.”

“Sorry,” Vor professed. “I bet I know what you were going to say, though.”

Doughas stiffened. “If you think you know, then tell me. What happened next?”

Vor raised the office squeeze toy and gritted his teeth. “Arrr! You’re terrified of me!” He brought the pistol hand around. “But I am someone completely different. I’m standing beside my ogre friend with an ARC in my pocket. I’m not planning to use it, but it’s there if I need it. I’m asking you questions while my ogre friend squeezes your arm.” Vor compressed the faux slime ball. “You’re not telling me what I want to know.” His head snapped to the side. “What’s that? Did I hear a noise?”

Doughas paced to the other side of his whiteboard. “Yes! And you see me, the good old safety goblin, crouched on the balcony and wishing I had chosen a different day to work late. Now, I know this building. Every uneven corner. I could run away if I wanted to. But why? What would I be running to? My soon-to-be ex-wife? Another shitty job site where I can be crushed, electrocuted, or drowned because someone else wanted to save a few cents?” Doughas absently tapped the whiteboard with the tip of his marker. It left the board as white as before. “No. I’m not gonna run. I’m tired of running. I’m gonna troll out and save that poor dwarfess, or I’m going to die trying.”

Vor turned his finger gun on Doughas. “I’ve got my ARC out, and I start shooting as soon as I see you troll out. I’m banging away, but you don’t care. You rip that balcony apart with the fury of ten ogres and leap down. You’re tearing up the floor and sending tiles and furniture flying. I have to back off to avoid getting crushed, and now my ogre friend is preparing to meet you. He’s still holding the dwarfess, though he’s not thinking about her as much as before.”

“The titans clash!” Doughas bellowed.

Vor slammed his hand against a desk and squeezed the slime ball until it burst through his fingers. Green goop dribbled out and leaked onto the table. “My ogre friend is fighting the trolled-out goblin, but he’s tougher than he looks. In the confusion, the ogre tries to drop the dwarfess but ends up squeezing. Her bones snap. She falls to the ground in huge amounts of pain. It’s all she can do to stumble blindly into the wall. She opens the door, clutching her arm.” Vor brought his finger-pistol around. “I see her getting away and fire, hoping to wound her, but she disappears. It’s chaos in the lobby, and there’s little I can do until the goblin’s troll form ends.”

Doughas capped his marker. “With a flick of his fingers, the ogre snaps—”

Eeeeeiiiigggghhhhh!

“Vor!” Doughas shouted. “Really? I was right at the end!”

Vor sighed. “Sorry.”

“Can I really not trust you with a stool? Is that the level you’ve stooped to? Come on! We’re Inquisitors.” Doughas threw his marker at the closed window, and it bounced off with an echoing boom. He stood there with his hands on his hips and waited. He didn’t know what he was waiting for until it happened.

Vor slipped off the stool and sat on the desk. “Are…you going to finish?”

Doughas nodded, stooped, and picked up the marker. “With a flick of his fingers…” He stopped. “No. It’s not the same. There was a buildup, and it’s gone. All gone.” He tossed the marker onto the desk. “You finish it.”

Vor sputtered, glancing from the spinning stool to Doughas. He raised his eyebrows to ask the question.

Doughas knew what he wanted. “Fine. But if I hear one more squeak…”

Vor threw himself back onto the stool and clapped his hands together. Like a frontier ranger with bugged-out eyes, sharing the end of a horror story with a troop of children, his hands circled in the air and drew Doughas into the final, terrible moment.

“There, in the sweaty depths of the unfinished apartments, the safety inspector faced his death. He had wrestled and clawed until his hands were bloodied. Yet it wasn’t enough. The ogre wrapped his meaty paws around the goblin’s shrinking neck. The brute was too big and too damn strong. The goblin’s neck shrunk, and the ogre’s fingers completed their circle. The inspector felt two fingers tighten. That was all it took.” Vor snapped his fingers and a loud pop! split the air.

“Broke his neck like a damn twig.” Doughas sat down, admiring Vor’s story. “When did you become such a storyteller?”

Vor waved the compliment away. “Areal’s boys like it when I read to them, and Areal thinks it’s sweet, too. I’m sure you know why I do it. I must have read them a dozen adventure novels. It’s all like, ‘oh, I’m a former soldier. Let me settle down on a farm. Oh, no! Bandits have killed my family, and I must rove the wasteland in search of revenge!’” Vor shrugged. “That kind of stuff. I’m so bored with them…” He massaged his forehead with the heel of his palm. “If I read one more chase scene, I’m gonna have an aneurysm. On purpose. I’ll pop a brain vein and leave you to sort out my mess of a life.”

“Oh, don’t joke like that.” Doughas couldn’t stop the laugh that burrowed from his chest. “You know, Tuirhas had phases.”

Vor chuckled. “Yeah? What did your son love?”

Doughas leaned against the empty whiteboard and slid his hand under his chin. “When he was very young, he had the usual dwarven obsession with large vehicles. Dump trucks, rock-grinders, tunnel-bores. After he got a little older and wiser, he wanted to be a Warden. Now, look at him. He’s halfway to joining the force.”

Vor reeled in his chair. “You think I could affect the boys like that?”

Doughas crossed the office and put a hand on his partner’s shoulder. “Esselliar.” He looked deep into his friend’s eyes. “Love the boys, but put Areal first for now. You have no way to control how you affect them. They could love you or hate you now, but you can never know where the ancestors will lead them.”

Vor tried to squirm out of Doughas’ grip but found it hard to break. He rotated the stool a fraction of an inch. His eyes locked with Doughas’ and narrowed. He rotated again.

“Don’t. You. Da—”

Eeeeeiiiigggghhhhh!

Doughas sighed while Vor cracked up with laughter like an elf half his age. “You always remind me how happy I am to be your partner,” Doughas uttered.

“Ditto,” Vor managed through chuckles.

“I think we’re done for today,” Doughas grumbled. “Let’s go home.”

The Inquisitors straightened the room and wrote out their notes for the day, including their latest theory on the Nadoraine case. Vor scribbled away while Doughas finished a few remnants of paperwork. Nothing major, but he filled out a requisition form to have the Wardens canvass the area around the crime scene for witnesses or cameras that might have spotted an ogre before or after the murder. He flicked his pen over the final line, tapped the papers on the desk to straighten the pile, and headed toward the door.

Vor was still at his desk, staring out the window. He inhaled and exhaled evenly, but his gaze remained riveted to a skyscraper opposite them. In one hand, he squished and released the slime ball’s remains in time with his breathing.

Doughas halted, stepped away from the door, and let it close. “Over two years I’ve known you,” Doughas began, and Vor looked up. “You’re troubled. Come on. Tell me what your brain is dickering with.”

Vor made a face. “Please, never say that word again.”

Doughas scoffed. “What? Dickering? It’s a perfectly acceptable word. The definition has nothing to do with—”

Vor dropped the slime and held up both hands. “I know what it means, but that does not make it okay. Okay?”

“Stop evading.” Doughas crossed his arms. “What’s wrong? Why the huffs and puffs?”

Vor only turned back to the window.

Doughas stepped closer and sniffed across his desk. “Are you…are you ill or something?”

Vor glanced over his shoulder. “You stand there smelling my desk, and you’re asking me if I’m the sicko?”

“Then what?” Doughas asked.

Vor must have known Doughas wouldn’t leave him alone until he got an answer. With a great deal of reluctance, he finally confessed. “It’s Areal. I don’t want to go home. I’m afraid of seeing her.”

Doughas frowned. “But you love seeing her. That’s all you two love-elves talk about.”

Vor swatted impatiently. “No, not that kind of seeing. I mean the normal kind. I’m afraid to talk to her after today. Think about it. I sent her an angry text. I mentioned my ex-girlfriend without explanation…and I am not looking forward to explaining that.” He broke into a deep, depressed slump as he tried to disappear into his desk chair. “She’s gonna dump me.”

Doughas looked at his friend, his ally and battle-brother. They’d passed through hails of bullets and dragon’s breath together. He wished he could battle through Vor’s feelings with a few blasts from his long heater instead of having to use words. It’s a hell of a lot easier to blow a hole in someone’s chest than repair a hole in their heart, he thought.

He drew nearer to his friend and placed a gentle hand on his slumped body. “You don’t know that, Esselliar.”

“You don’t know she isn’t going to,” Vor countered and tried to shy away from Doughas.

Doughas bobbled a response around in his head. “No, I don’t know that.”

Vor’s head dipped into a sigh.

The dwarf tightened his grip. “Let me finish. I don’t know if she’s going to break up with you, but you didn’t know if she liked you until she told you. Everything else was a guess. She told you she wanted to be around you. She wanted you to be around her boys. To read them stories…even if they’re terrible.”

A tiny laugh escaped Vor, and Doughas’ spirit glowed.

He pulled Vor’s stool closer and continued. “If there’s sadness ahead, we’ll bear it together. But don’t fear what might be. Don’t torture yourself over nightmares. They attack in the night to steal your peace, but all shadows wither in the fierce light of dawn.”

Vor stirred and looked up, his lips slightly lifted. “Who’s the poet now?”

Doughas grinned as he drew his partner off the stool. “Come on. Let’s go home. There’ll be plenty of troubles tomorrow.”

Vor allowed himself to be coaxed from his chair. “We’d better not keep them waiting.” He skidded to the door and opened it wide for Doughas. “After you,” he proclaimed with a mock bow.

Doughas bumped the door as he passed, laughing as he escaped down the hall to the elevator.

As Vor hurried after him, Doughas recalled a time when he’d felt like his partner. When the world and his own fears tried to drown his relationship with the violent force of a thousand to-do lists, a million distractions, and a legion of fleeting pleasures. His longing for family, for something bigger than himself, kept him tethered to the ground. Even today.

Yet part of him ached to know that Vor was only beginning his journey. His partner had so much left to learn. Left to hurt. It was the best sort of hardship, though. As Doughas’ father had said, something is worthwhile if it’s worth waiting a while. Worth losing a little blood, dripping a few tears, and breaking a heart.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Esselliar

The bed was cold on Vor’s side, the blankets caught up and crumpled against the form of his sleeping lover. Vor sat to undress, and the tired old mattress squeaked out its customary greeting. Too often, its nasal voice welcomed Vor home when he returned in the deep hours of the night. A cold mattress instead of Areal’s soft words and cushioned lips.

That was one reason he hated to return home so late. Tonight, he’d been so afraid to talk to Areal that when Doughas dropped him off, he walked around outside until well past midnight. He told himself it was to come up with something to say, but he knew deep down he was hiding. Now he had to pay the price of a cold mattress for it.

He laid down and shimmied closer to Areal, daintily resting the dregs of the blankets on his goosebump-riddled body. Tonight, he was lucky. The covering stretched across the majority of his chest, with the tail edge draped tastefully over his pec.

His gaze shifted to the back of Areal’s head. To Vor, the tangled mess of curls was a labyrinth of beautiful patterns, strands chasing strands and getting lost in their own web of follicles. He wanted to comb the black briar with his fingers, then move his hands to her neck to ease the tension there. Yet he didn’t want to wake her.

He followed her example and closed his eyes. Sleep was not long in coming, but when it did, it brought a kaleidoscopic host of dreams. Most of them he forgot beyond a flash of color, a glimpse of a shirt, half a word. Nonsense that immediately left his brain. Some dreams knocked on his brain’s door near the end of his sleep, and those he remembered.

That night he dreamed he was back in the Bureau, retelling a story to Doughas. Then the room spun, and he was standing on the upper balcony of the apartment complex. An ogre waited on the floor below, holding a tall dwarf by her leg. No, not a tall dwarf. An elfess. He leapt from the balcony and blasted tiles away from his feet when he landed.

It was Areal.

Warm magi-tech light pried his eyes open and banished the dream before it worsened. He groaned, his brain aching from lack of sleep. He turned and saw the clock wasn’t lying. Areal was already up and moving around the dark room, dressing and rubbing the sleep from her eyes. She didn’t speak to or look at him.

Vor felt each cold turn like a stab in his brain. He wanted to crawl under the covers so deeply that only Doughas could dig him out.

He couldn’t hide forever, though. It would be breakfast time in an hour, and they needed to have it ready for the other residents. He rose and struggled into the clothes he’d slipped off a few hours before, brushed his teeth, and descended to the kitchen. Areal joined him shortly, though neither of them spoke before the coffee brewed and they took their first few sips. The boys came downstairs and began their usual task of setting the tables for breakfast

“Will you help them?” Areal finally asked, her first words addressed to Vor that morning. He didn’t know if it was an insult or if she really wanted him to help. She’d never asked him to do that particular chore since the boys could easily accomplish it even with their limited attention spans.

“Of course, Ree.” His voice was quieter than he expected as it left his lips and swirled around her. He wished he could switch places with the stream of words and press himself against her one more time before the best dream he’d ever had inevitably ended.

He left the kitchen and entered the small cafeteria.

Freyun and Ellamor, respectively ten and six, were already on the job. They bounced along the place settings on the many long tables, clutching well-used silverware bundled in slightly uneven napkins. They had already plopped down bundles at half the seats, so Vor hurried over to lend a hand. When they saw him coming, they stopped and rushed at him. Ellamor reached him first and jumped. Vor stooped to catch the flying elf, then swung him over his hip. Freyun was too old to want to be held, but he hugged Vor’s waist.

The elf boys peppered him with questions about why he missed story time last night, then Freyun changed the conversation to the vacation weekend. It seemed Areal had not told the boys the bad news yet.

“We’re gonna have the funnest of fun,” Ellamor shouted. Vor almost had to shush him, but his next words came out softer. “We’ll go hiking around the lookie-lake, and I can show you where a whipplesnerk bit me on the toe.” He shook his head in a profound manner. “It was a bad-bad time.”

Freyun snickered. “Yeah. You should have seen how big his toe got. It was huge! The hugest toe you’ve ever seen. Bigger than an ogre’s eyeball. We thought it was gonna fall off. But it didn’t. It got better.”

“Yeah.” Ellamor nodded sharply. “It got better.”

Vor bounced Ellamor off his hip and set him on his two healthy feet and ten healthy toes. “I am glad your toe got better.” He dropped to a knee so he was at the boys’ eye level. “I have some bad news, though.”

Ellamor gasped. “Is it bad-bad news?”

Vor considered that. “Umm, you know, I’m not sure it’s as bad as a whipplesnerk bite. It’s more like bad-sad news—”

“Ah, I get it,” Freyun broke in. “It’s like when Great Granny got scared and fell down the stairs, and we watched her nap in the hospital for a few days. She is better at napping than I am. And I’m pretty good.”

Ellamor huffed. “I’m better.”

“You wish!”

“Guys!” Vor had to physically separate them to get their attention again. “No, it is not as sad or bad as your Great Granny going to the hospital. It’s different.”

Ellamor’s face lit up like a lamp. “Oh, I think you mean mostly-sad-bad,” he exclaimed and looked at Freyun. The elder sibling gave his esteemed confirmation. “Yes, that does sound right, and I would know. I’m always right.”

“Are not.”

“Am too!”

Vor shouted, “Guys!” so loudly that Areal poked her head from the kitchen and shushed all three of them.

“Sorry…” Vor and the boys responded.

In the moment of silence, Vor took control of the conversation. “Listen, boys… I don’t know if it’s bad-bad, bad-sad, or mostly-sad-bad, but here it is. I won’t be going to the lake house this weekend.” He prepared himself for a small-scale riot, but the only immediate result was silence. The boys deflated and shuffled a step back.

“Oh,” Ellamor said softly. “That’s not mostly-sad-bad.”

Vor braced for the worst. “Is it bad-bad?”

Freyun put a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “No, it’s okay. We’re used to family stuff with only Mom. It’s…normal.”

Damn. Vor had never been stabbed in the heart by a child before. He didn’t expect it to hurt as much as it did. Maybe if I promise to plan another trip?

He stopped himself. Suddenly, he was sitting on his childhood bed as a tall elf loomed over him. The elf was talking, but Vor wasn’t listening. He was crying. He already knew what the elf was saying. The same thing he’d promised a hundred times before, sometimes delivering but never consistently. The words trickled into his ears. I promise we’ll take the Griff out next weekend. As soon as I finish the rally next Friday, I’m all yours.

The scene faded, and Vor was back on his feet, looming over Ellamor and Freyun. His mouth was open with a familiar promise on his lips.

He didn’t feel evil, yet that was how he’d always thought of his father. A selfish workaholic who never cared enough to keep his promises. The way his father treated him should have been so much better, but he could see how the life of a busy politician didn’t mesh with fatherhood. The same as an Inquisitor.

What was the point, then? Why waste the boys’ time and Areal’s when they could have someone better? They deserved someone better. If he walked away, it would hurt them now, but how much more would he hurt them if he stayed? Breaking promise after promise until all they remembered of him was a black void of times never shared, activities never enjoyed, and love never given.

Freyun and Ellamor started to turn.

“Wait,” Vor called, though he didn’t know what to say. He was flummoxed, so he spoke without thinking. “Boys, I know I’ve been a real flake. The flakiest flake that has ever flaked.” They stopped, and Ellamor even chuckled, though he tried to hide it as he muttered “flake” under his breath.

Vor’s heart warmed, and it gave him the courage to continue. “The truth is that I don’t know how to be a part of a family. My own dad always made promises and never kept them. That’s not the kind of elf I want to be, but I’m struggling to figure everything out.”

The boys’ faces were blank. Vor didn’t know how much they understood, or maybe the awkwardness of the conversation made them want to distance themselves. He pressed on. “Please, be patient with me while I figure this out. I’m not perfect, and I never will be, but I love you boys. I think you’re incredible and special. I’m honored to be part of your lives… I only wish I could be in them more.”

Freyun pushed up his shoulders and drew his head down. A strange, continuous whirring sound emanated from his mouth.

Vor locked gazes with the boy. “What? What is it? Are you okay?”

In his turtle-ish form, Freyun looked at Ellamor. Whatever disease he had, it was contagious. Ellamor’s shoulders oozed up and covered the sides of his receding head. With an explosion of noise, they burst away from Vor and ran helter-skelter around the room.

Their heads burst from their shoulder shields, and Vor realized the whirring was an imitation car noise. The boys held their arms out as they ran, twisting an imaginary wheel to steer. They squealed around any kind of turn, sharp or not.

Vor finally released a pent-up breath.

They’re driving cars. Ancestors! It’s that stupid Valley-Racer show…

A looping whistle cut the air from behind him.

Vor whipped around. Areal leaned over the counter, staring at him with a sweet-sad smile.

“How much of that did you hear?” He wasn’t sure what answer he hoped to hear.

“Oh, I heard the best parts,” she enthused and watched the boys zip around the room. “Something tells me they’re gonna have a good time this weekend no matter what…but we will miss you.” She surveyed his body. “Though I don’t think they’ll miss you as much as I will.”

Vor felt the fire lighting inside him. “Yeah?”

She laughed. “Why don’t you finish setting those tables, then you can help me in the kitchen?” Her eyes flashed. “I think there are some things in the storage closet that require our attention.”

Vor grabbed the silverware bundles. There wasn’t a faster place-setter in the city that day who still managed each arrangement with diligence and care. He dropped the last onto the table and hurried to the storage closet to see what kind of chore Areal had in mind.
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As breakfast started, Vor stood behind the counter and scooped out piping hot scrambled eggs and diced chocolate chip pancakes for the descending swarm of hungry elves. The group in front of him said good morning as he dumped rations onto their tray. Normally he responded with the same, but this morning, he said nothing. They took their trays and hurried away.

Some of the bachelor elves had lined up next. They said nothing to Vor. Once the butt of their jokes, now the food scooper and lover of their landlady. Usually, Vor smiled and offered a snide comment for free along with their eggs, but not today. He scooped in silence, a sloppy smile on his lips. His eyes glazed over as he reminisced on his time in the supply closet. Nothing stirred Vor from this happy daydream until the honk of a car horn burst his bubble and reminded him that he did not scoop eggs for a living.

He was an Inquisitor. And his ride was waiting.

“Freyun!” Vor shouted, summoning the ten-year-old from dish duty. He flicked his apron off and over the boy’s head. “Take over the line. Looks like Doughas showed up early.”

Freyun saluted Vor and greedily dipped the ladle into the eggs. He dropped a yellow bomb on the next elf’s tray, sending a small explosion of eggs to the floor.

“Whoops.” Freyun blushed.

Vor ruffled the boy’s hair. “Don’t worry. The more you mess up, the more you have to clean up after. That’s all.” He slapped Freyun’s back and turned to go, but not without saying goodbye.

“Areal!” he hollered so his voice would carry over the cafeteria noise.

She worked the grill, cooking up another batch of liquid eggs and a sheet of bubbling batter. She was scattering handfuls of chocolate chips into the pancake rectangle when she heard Vor. She whipped around, flinging chocolate chips across the kitchen. Most disappeared under the counter or the fridge, but a few splashed into the pool of eggs and sank below the surface. She didn’t notice, and Vor figured a little chocolate egg wouldn’t kill the tenants.

He rushed over to explain, but she met him halfway, her mess of hair crazier than usual inside a hair net. A few rogue strands stuck out, and Vor carefully tucked them back in. Her skin flamed at his touch.

Vor frowned. “I’m sorry—”

“You have an important job. I understand.” She tapped his shoulder. “Go. The boys and I can handle the rest.” Vor started to turn, but she pulled him close and pressed her lips against his.

The kitchen disappeared. For a beautiful moment, it was only the two of them holding each other, but the magic didn’t last.

Ellamor emerged from the back with a pint of liquid egg and saw his mother kissing Vor. “Gross!” he exclaimed loud enough for Freyun to hear and copy his brother. “Stop it, Mom!” The cafeteria noticed, too. Hoots and whistles from their supporters pierced the room. Most of the bachelor elves said nothing, and a few got up and left half their food uneaten. Yet none of that stopped their kiss. Kisses.

Outside the building, someone slammed their car horn rapid-fire, then held it down until the beeping assault became a warning siren. If Vor didn’t leave, a dwarven tornado would smash through the wall and drag him out, whether or not he was locking lips with his beloved.

“Goodbye,” she whispered sweetly.

He kissed her again, taking as long as he could before he came up for air. “Goodbye.”

With that, Vor tore out of the building to the Street Behemoth, where Doughas waited with the window rolled down.

“Get in!” he shouted as soon as he caught sight of Vor. “Come on! We gotta hurry!”

Vor went over their agenda in his head. They had a meeting with Medivh soon, but they had plenty of time. Far too much of it, Vor realized as he climbed into the car. “What’s your deal, Doughas? Did you fall out of bed and think someone was attacking? What’s the problem? We’ve got a few hours until the meeting.”

Doughas kicked the Behemoth into drive. “I’ve been honking for five minutes!” he complained. “I wouldn’t be so crazy if you hadn’t taken so long. What, did you fall into the fryer, VorKluzt?”

Vor had no time to answer the question. His door was open, and there was a mailbox coming up. He grabbed the handle and yanked the door shut. The metal box rumbled as the Behemoth hurried by, but both remained untouched.

“You never answered my question,” Vor insisted.

Doughas jerked the wheel around, and Vor slammed against the car door. “I got a call from the wife of the missing inspector.”

Vor rubbed his head where it had smacked metal. “You got a what from a who?” He tried to parse what his partner had said but struggled to clear his head.

Doughas unhappily repeated himself. “The goblin inspector is at his wife’s house right now,” he bellowed inside the closed vehicle. “Do you see why I’m in a hurry?”

Vor buckled in and grabbed the ceiling handle to steady himself. “I can see why your doctor says you’re too stressed.” Doughas gave him a side glare but said nothing. Vor continued. “Sorry, but Areal and I were in the middle of, uh…patching things up.” He winked.

The dwarf dry-heaved. “Please. Say nothing else. I should never have asked.”

A surge of emotions passed through Vor. “Thanks for talking to me yesterday. I really appreciate the advice.”

“All right, that’s enough. Too much lovey-dovey for one morning. I save that stuff for anniversaries.”

Air shot from Vor’s nose with the velocity of an ARC blast. “How romantic.”

Doughas scoffed. “Oh? Tell me. Who’s been married for over a century?” he countered.

Vor huffed and crossed his arms. He settled back in his seat and glanced out the window. “Fine. You win, but I’m coming for you.”

That got Doughas laughing for several blocks. “I hope you do, Esselliar. I hope you do. For now, let’s go talk to our goblin friend, huh?”

Vor shrugged and smirked. “I suppose that will do. So, what is our trolled-out friend doing out in the open? He must not be the one initiating the divorce.”

Doughas turned onto the freeway. He didn’t respond until he finished merging. “The wife called the Bureau. Said he showed up early this morning and that he’s acting erratic. Something’s got him spooked, and he might try to bolt again. If we can catch him and get some concrete information about what happened to Nadoraine, maybe we can stop the Clannanigan in its tracks.”

“What about the autopsy?” Vor wondered. “Clan Nebluv should know by now that an ogre killed Nadoraine.”

Doughas’ shoulder lifted. “I can’t speak for the Arch-Commandant, but most of his clan is still talking violence. I had hoped the autopsy would cool the situation, but dwarves on both sides are riled up, and the tension is mounting.” He turned a palm up. “To the Nebluvs’ credit, Olwynor could have hired an ogre to do their dirty work. Throw off the scent.”

“We can’t have it that easy, right?”

“Never in my life.” Doughas veered into the left lane. He passed three cars before oncoming traffic forced him back.

Vor released the troubles of the morning in a powerful sigh. When he filled his lungs, the new air brought a fresh set of woes. Murder, mystery, and the nonsense of Clannanigan. The little rest he’d gotten leaked from his bones. Wish we could stop for coffee…

A few dicey lane changes and illegal U-turns later, the Inquisitors arrived at the Furst residence. The quaint, above-ground home stood in the less-crowded section of the goblin quarter. A spacious home for a goblin was still a postage stamp compared to the Ruiridh homestead and its massive square footage. Yet, as Vor considered the goblin’s home, he remembered the size of his own apartment and promptly decided comparison was an unhealthy activity, best left alone. Or at least not wielded against himself.

Doughas parked, and Vor exited the car onto the newly repaved sidewalk. Down the street, a throng of goblin children swarmed a patch of park, playing a variety of games involving balls, sticks, or small throwing darts launched into the air that had to be caught before they landed. Vor seemed to recall the dart game had been outlawed for obvious reasons. If not, it should be. However, he couldn’t deny that if he was a kid, it would be his favorite.

“The whole neighborhood is out playing,” he remarked to Doughas. “Isn’t that nice? Look at the trust these goblins have for their neighbors, even in our rough-and-tumble days.”

Doughas took one look at the gang of gremlins and laughed. “You know, I’ve been down on your comedy recently, but that was a lovely joke. Really, I mean it. You’ve got the old gears turning.” He squeezed a rogue tear from his eye.

From a house further down the street, a mother goblin hopped onto the front deck in pajama pants with an iron bell in one hand and a hammer in the other. Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! She banged away on the bell. “Breakfast time!” she shouted toward the grass clearing and the frozen mob of spectators. “Get a move on, chitlins. I want to see fat and happy goblins before the school bus rolls up.”

This prospect didn’t seem to interest whichever children were hers. They started to return to their fun, but she bang-a-langed the breakfast bell again and recaptured their attention. “You know, there’s no escaping the school hounds. They’ll drag you off one by one. If you come on up and stuff yourselves sick with food, well, shit. Maybe you’ll get so fat, the wheels on the bus will fall off, and you can stay home.”

Vor wasn’t sure which the kids liked more, missing school or destroying a bus, but the enticement convinced them. Eight young goblins, the oldest group in the bunch, left their balls and darts as they headed for the door.

Vor’s eyes widened. “Wow, that’s…eight kids. No wonder the goblin quarter is so crowded.”

For some reason, Doughas suffered from another fit of laughter. He slapped his knees and patted Vor on the back for good measure. A moment later, Vor saw why.

The eight older goblin kids paused in the front yard of their house and turned. The mother had gone inside. These kids shouted at the rest of them, probably to send them to their own homes…but no. The older kids madly waved their arms and gestured toward the house. Soon, the younger goblins left their games and followed the eight oldest across the yard and into the house. The same house.

Vor’s body seized. He looked at Doughas, aghast. “No,” he muttered. “No way. That’s impossible.”

Doughas realized Vor’s earlier comments had not been a joke and laughed harder than ever. “Oh, my boy, you’ve done it now! Come on, let’s go before you make even more of a fool of yourself.” He grabbed Vor’s arm and dragged him up the driveway to the front door.

Vor didn’t resist as his brain tried to recover from its meltdown. He watched the column of goblin children marching inside for breakfast. When they lined up at the door, the tail end of the brigade lingered on the neighbor’s yard until they passed behind a bush and disappeared.

Unbelievable.

A crash and a splintering sound from inside their target house pulled Vor’s attention back. Shouts filled the Furst residence, followed by several dull thuds. Like a body dropping to the floor.

“Shit,” Doughas uttered. “We might be too late.”

They drew their ARCs, and Vor kicked in the door with a gleamed boot. The wooden frame exploded off its hinges and flew across the foyer. The low ceiling inside clotheslined the door and knocked it flat to the floor. Damn, that felt good, Vor thought. He led the charge into the house, searching for the source of the struggle. The entrance hallway ran straight and ended in a T. From the left side, a piece of furniture flew across the opening.

“Glav, wait!” a gobliness cried. “You need help. You need to stop running.”

The Inquisitors couldn’t hear Glav’s reply, but they followed his wife’s voice to the kitchen. Inside, they found Glav halfway out the back door. His wife had grabbed his arm to stop him. When he saw the Inquisitors, he tried to bolt again. He even raised a hand to knock his wife off. Yet Glav must have realized what he was doing, and his arm froze. She stared back at him and held her grip. Glav’s features relaxed, and the door slid closed.

Vor and Doughas lowered their weapons.

“Please let go of him, Mrs. Furst.” Doughas gestured for her to step away.

She stayed next to him. “I called you for help. You have to help him.”

Glav reared back. “You called the law? Why? I…I said I needed time.” He slid a hand behind his back and grabbed the doorknob.

“You can trust them, Glav,” she pleaded.

His gaze flicked around the room, and his chest rose and fell with massive breaths. He flattened himself against the door. “Don’t want any trouble. I…it was an accident.”

The Inquisitors shared a look. That doesn’t sound good for our goblin friend. Vor holstered his ARC. “We’re all friends here, Glav. We actually need your help.” Doughas followed suit and holstered his weapon, but he kept his hand close to his side.

Glav’s heaving chest began to slow as he leaned off the door. “Y-you need my help?” The question calmed him, but only for a moment. “My help? What help can I give? I had m-mending hands.” He closed his eyes and shuddered. “Killing hands…” he muttered.

Vor sucked in a breath. “Glav, you need to come with us.”

The goblin must have realized he’d spoken too loudly. “No, you don’t understand. I’m a good goblin. I have mending hands. Mending hands!” He lurched forward, and the Inquisitors reached for their weapons.

Glav’s wife shrieked. In the confusion, Glav began to swell. “Leave her alone!” he shouted, his voice deepening as his body grew to a massive size.

“Well?” Vor remarked to Doughas. “Don’t want to alarm you, but we can’t beat a trolled-out goblin in a fist fight.”

Doughas rolled up his sleeves. “Don’t beat him, then. Outlast him.”

Soon, the kitchen was filled with Glav. The back of his head scraped the ceiling, and floor tiles cracked with each wiggle of his toes. His words became a violent scream. He swiped his trollish arms across the kitchen, raking the cabinets with his claws and forcing the Inquisitors to the floor. He swung again and sent a wave of broken tiles flying at the duo.

Shards battered their arms and chests as they retreated into the hallway, where Vor found a leg from a broken end table. He snatched it, gleamed his hands, and chucked the wood at the wannabe ogre, aiming for his chest. He wanted to stop the advance, not poke out an eye. Meanwhile, Doughas flicked out his concealed mace and swung a blow at the goblin’s ankle.

Glav took both attacks without notice. He shrugged off the table leg like a drop of rain, and the mace bounced off his shin. Neither Inquisitor was trying to hurt the goblin.

Mrs. Furst didn’t know that, though.

“Leave my Glav alone!” she shouted as her voice began to deepen. “He’s still my husband!” Her cry became a roar. A second later, two trolled-out goblins rushed at the Inquisitors. Husband and wife fighting side by side. Maybe the best kind of marriage counseling, one that was honestly hard to come by.

Vor and Doughas had no time to curse, only to run. They rushed back to the entrance hall and split up, with Vor going left and Doughas right. They had to either divide the goblins’ attention or occupy them with each other.

To stay calm, Vor counted down the seconds. Wait it out. Wait it out. He reached a dining room with a glittering cabinet against the wall, stocked with the requisite china and a few wedding photos. Half the shelves were bare, maybe intentionally. Saving the space for something else? He pushed the thought away and ran behind a glossy, dark wood table.

Mrs. Furst followed him in and froze when she saw the table and the cabinet. She was too big to fit in the room without destroying the furniture. Vor gusted a relieved breath, thinking he was safe.

He thought too soon.

The trolled-out Mrs. Furst began picking up the chairs and moving them aside. She grabbed the table and gave it a gentle push. It screeched across the wooden floor as she kept shoving. Vor tried to stay behind the table, but she pressed it against the china cabinet, threatening to squish him with it.

He ducked just in time. The china wobbled, and a few picture frames tipped over, but nothing broke. As Mrs. Furst examined it to be sure, Vor took a chance. He shot out from under the table and dove beneath her legs. She swiped at him but missed. He slid across the floor and came up behind her.

She must have been frightened then because she swung after him, breaking through a nearby wall and almost taking off his head. Glav might have mending hands, but his wife sure as hell doesn’t. Vor ran down the hall toward the kitchen with a glance to see how Doughas was faring but only saw Glav’s oversized body trying to squeeze through a bedroom door.

Their trolling began to fade. Mrs. Furst chased Vor into the kitchen, and by the time she got there, she had returned to her normal size. She grabbed a spoon off the counter and started whacking his chest. He let her get in a few blows before grabbing the spoon and snapping it in half. “That hurts!” he shouted. “Now, stop it! We’re not here to hurt your husband. You called us! Remember?”

Doughas reappeared in the kitchen, pushing Glav in front of him. The handcuffed goblin was a wreck, his wild eyes bloodshot and his skin a pale, sickly green. If he kept resisting, Vor worried he might drop dead from stress. When Mrs. Furst saw Doughas and her Glav in cuffs, she picked up another spoon. She had gone too far, though. Vor swiped the spoon away and forced a pair of handcuffs on her.

A minute later, they had both goblins on the front lawn, pleading and bubbling like a cheap fountain. Vor stood beside them, pinching his temples while Doughas readied the Street Behemoth for transport.

A flurry of movement caught Vor’s eye. He watched as the horde of goblin children marched past the Fursts’ front yard with school bags on their backs. Some of the younger ones stopped to stuff bits of gravel in their bags to add a little more weight. The children paid little attention to their handcuffed neighbors, though Vor suspected some had started to think of a better use for their stones. Like freeing a few goblins from the Inquisitors.

Doughas finished up, and they loaded the Fursts into the back of the vehicle. Vor returned to the passenger seat, more than ready to leave this neighborhood and its line of pebble-armed goblins.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Doughas

Glav and his wife sat alone in separate interrogation rooms. Panes of tinted, one-way glass blocked the Inquisitors from view. The goblin couple alternated between searching the glass and scanning the table, passing the time before the hammer of justice crushed their poor goblin heads. At least, maybe that’s what they thought.

Doughas didn’t pay much attention to them. He and Vor practically nibbled their fingernails as they watched the Inquisitor-General brood and contemplate a master interrogation plan. Vor had to silence his shard to stop Medivh’s messages from buzzing their way to the General’s attention. They were supposed to be meeting her at the rally right now, but the interrogation and the Inquisitor-General’s insistence on being involved had stalled them to the point of collapse.

“It’s paramount we get this right,” the gray-haired elf insisted, his tall and stately form layered in shadow thanks to the dim lighting. Still, the wrinkles in his uniform and the patch of stubble he’d missed while shaving was visible. He squinted at their interrogation subjects as if, by concentrating harder, he could clear the dank fog from his mind and decide on their course of action. As opposed to standing there wasting their time like he had been for the past five minutes. That didn’t seem likely to change, though.

“Very important,” the Inquisitor-General muttered, loud enough for Vor, Doughas, and the official scribe to hear. The scribe was a young male elf half Vor’s age who bore a striking resemblance to the Inquisitor-General. Doughas metaphorically rolled his eyes after noticing that. Wouldn’t be a proper organization without some nepotism.

The scribe tapped away at the keyboard, recording the Inquisitor-General’s murmuring. “Not that!” their boss snapped. “Only write down what’s pertinent to the case.”

The scribe’s head engaged in a flurry of nods. “What’s pertinent to the case,” he repeated and started to type that as well. A death glare from the General stopped him. The boy slumped in his chair, and the gray-haired elf returned to his glum musing.

Vor waggled his flipshard at Doughas and pointed out the eighteen missed calls from Medivh. “We have to go,” he whispered sharply.

Doughas pushed him away. “We can’t. Tell her to reschedule.” Medivh wouldn’t like it, but they weren’t going anywhere.

Vor typed out the message and clicked send. Like it or not, their main case took precedence, and the Inquisitor-General was right. If they wanted to prevent more deaths, they needed to know what happened the night of Glav’s disappearance.

Their boss snapped his fingers like a firecracker. “Let’s promise to free his wife as a token of good faith. Don’t directly offer a deal in exchange for information on the dwarfess, but get him talking. We need this—” The Inquisitor-General snapped two more times over the scribe’s head. “What are you doing? Why aren’t you writing this down?”

The scribe startled, and his fingers flew across the keys in a whirlwind. Doughas did not want to be the one to proofread that document. “Sorry!” the young elf sputtered as he worked to catch up. “Could you repeat that last sentence?”

“I didn’t finish my last sentence, you nitwit. How can I repeat something I never said?”

“Oh, um, I…” The scribe tried to backtrack.

Vor piped up with a valuable idea. “You know, if you aren’t happy with the new scribe, you can always fire him and hire a new one. Maybe one with a little more experience?”

The Inquisitor-General scoffed, sounding like he was hocking up a loogie. “Yeah, and be chewed out by my wife and her sister? No, thank you, VorKluvaith.” He paused when he realized what he’d said. “Don’t mention that nugget to HR, will you, boys?” Before Doughas or Vor could answer, the scribe finished typing the entire conversation.

The Inquisitor-General was livid. “What in the ancestors! What kind of imbecile are you, Ryl? You’ve got your mother’s mushy brains and your father’s crooked nose.”

Ryl exploded from his chair. “You mentioned HR! What could be more official than that? Maybe it’s not me who’s messing up. Maybe you need to watch what you say. Hmm? Did you ever think of that?”

The Inquisitor-General pinched his temple to keep the storm inside and not repaint the walls red. “Ryl, you’re fired. Get out of here.”

The young elf slammed out of his chair and headed for the door but suddenly stopped. “Hey, um…you’re actually my ride, so…”

The General rapidly smacked his forehead three times. Only after that and a good, deep breath did he answer. “Go wait in the lobby. I’ll drive you home in a bit.”

The boy hovered in the doorway. “H-how long is a bit?”

The Inquisitor-General squinted as if he was trying to shoot lasers from his eyes. “Every second I see your face, it’s going up by an hour. One…two…”

Ryl disappeared from the room.

It took the Inquisitor-General a moment to recover. “If either of you mentions this to anyone, I will shove you permanently behind a desk and forget that I ever knew you.”

“Of course, boss.” Vor earned a sour look at his use of the word “boss,” but the Inquisitor-General shook it off and moved past.

“All right, you two have wasted enough time dithering. You heard the plan. Get in there and get me a confession. I want it in writing,” the gray-haired elf demanded. That was usually the time when he stormed from the room.

Doughas headed for the door to Glav’s room, but Vor hung back. “We can have the report to you by this afternoon,” he offered, and Doughas wished he was close enough to drag his partner away.

The Inquisitor-General slammed a violent squint into Vor. “I think I’ll watch my Inquisitors at work. Do you have a problem with that, VorKluvaith?” He leaned toward the elf. “Don’t go living up to your family name now.”

Vor inhaled sharply, and Doughas rushed over and grabbed his arm to stop whatever snide comment was building in his partner’s throat. “Let’s get on with the show,” he insisted and pulled Vor into the interrogation room.

Glav Furst flinched when the door opened and the Inquisitors entered. His palms slapped flat on the table, and his bloodshot eyes bulged until they looked ready to pop from his head and fly across the room.

Doughas hesitated as he closed the door behind them. Here was a goblin with a whole mess of problems weighing down his shoulders. He probably hadn’t slept since the murder, and Doughas doubted his sleep had been good even before. He was weak. If they could string him along or get on his good side, the case could be wrapped up soon.

In one hand, Doughas clutched a folder with the goblin’s information. He sat and opened the file. Vor took the chair next to him. Behind him, Doughas felt the Inquisitor-General’s burning stare through the glass.

The dwarf cleared his throat with a gentle cough. “Now, Glav…or would you prefer Mr. Furst?”

The goblin said nothing. His chest heaved, sharp and erratic. With each passing second, his performance became a stellar audition. For a mental ward. His left eye constantly twitched. If he wasn’t crazy, he was terminally ill.

Doughas skipped the rest of the niceties. “Listen, Glav. I’ve got a wife myself, and I know how difficult it must be knowing yours is locked up. As a show of good faith that we have your best interests at heart, we’re willing to let her go. No questions asked.” He flashed his warmest smile and leaned forward, so the goblin had a good view. “How does that sound?”

Glav waited before responding. “Is that it, family man? You go ahead and bury my wife in the deepest hole you can find.” He slapped the metal table. “She showed her love for me by calling your sorry asses to arrest me. She can share in the fun, for all I care.” Under his breath, he added, “Won’t be a family man much longer.”

Vor took the reins and gave the goblin a friendly pat. “Hey, cheer up, Glav. I know it can be tough when a relationship goes sideways, but think of all the lovely goblin ladies out there. There’s an ocean of green waiting for you out there once we get this little misunderstanding cleared up.”

“Maybe you can have six different marriages, but not all of us have the time,” Glav intoned in a stone-cold voice. “If you think goblin ladies are so lovely, then you marry one. I’d like to see you at the funeral of your wife, your kids, their kids, and their kids… How’s that for an ocean of green?”

Doughas frowned. This interrogation is going sideways. They needed a new tactic.

The open manila folder with Glav’s information practically sang, especially the words highlighted in yellow at the bottom. Marital troubles. Doughas strangled a sigh that would have seethed through his teeth like dragon fire. He knew what to do, though he hated it. He was paid to solve crimes, not play marriage counselor.

Here goes, Doughas thought. He stuck a pen behind his ear, crossed his legs, and folded his hands like a dear, concerned friend. “Oh, no, no, no. Glav, you’ve got it twisted. Your wife never called us. I called her that morning to see if you had resurfaced. She tried to hide you, but the whole situation has her frazzled. I could tell something was wrong, so I swung by. We wouldn’t even know you were connected if your wife hadn’t been so worried about you. She called the company asking after you, and the company contacted us.” Doughas leaned over the table. “Your boss is a piece of shit if you don’t mind me saying.”

Glav looked away and closed his eyes, fighting back tears or possibly a scream. It was working. A little more coaxing and Doughas might save a marriage and solve a murder.

“Why is your wife even here?” Doughas asked. “It’s because she fought for you, to save you. What kind of love is stronger? She risked her life for you. Not only that, she hasn’t said a word against you since we picked her up.” Doughas neglected to mention she hadn’t said anything at all since they hadn’t spoken to her, but that was semantics. “You have to admit she cares about you.”

Glav was shaking his head. “So what if she cares? She’ll never stay.” His voice faded to a weak whisper. “We’re never gonna work. You don’t know. There’s some pipes nobody can fix. Not plumbers. Not doctors. Not you…not me.”

Doughas didn’t know what to make of the pipes comment, but he needed to keep pressing. This time, he chose a different direction. “Whatever issues you’ve had, Glav, you can’t deny that you still care about her. Where did you go when the shit filled the sewers? You could have kept running, but you went home. You went to her. I know you have problems, but whatever they are, your marriage has strong bones. If you work hard at it, you can still save it.”

Glav puffed air from his nose. “I’m sorry, but no amount of work will fix my marriage.” His body shook. “I tried talking around it, but fine. My wife wants kids, but my body can’t make them. I’m firing blanks. There! Do you get it now?”

Doughas did get it and wished that he did not.

Glav shook uncontrollably. “You know what? I’m glad I can’t have kids. I don’t want a flock of little gremlins to annoy me night and day. Gah! My life is stressful enough without them. Not her, though. She wants to drown us both.” Glav threw himself back in his seat. His arms crossed like an iron wall against the Inquisitors. “Why don’t you go tell that to my precious wife? See what she says then.”

Vor fell back in his chair as well, acting like their case was shot. However, Doughas held it together. He kept his features tight as he gave the goblin a sage, understanding nod. “We know about your condition,” Doughas lied, and Vor coughed violently to cover his shock.

Vor jumped onto the new train and nodded with his partner. “Yup, so sorry, buddy. That’s a…that’s some tough shit.”

Doughas needed to have a chat with Vor about his interrogation skills after this. Among other things. He nodded again. “That’s not the only thing. I said we would release your wife as a token of good faith, and we already did.” He jerked his head toward the glass. “She’s been watching this whole time.”

Glav leapt from his chair. “What? You piece of shit. You tricked me!”

Doughas stayed calm. He folded his hands and resumed the marriage counselor position. “No, Glav. I needed to show you how much she loves you.”

“She’ll never love me. Not…not after the shit I just said.”

Doughas shook his head slowly and methodically as if he’d completed a doctoral study on the mechanics of a headshake. “Is that what you think? Why don’t we ask her?” Doughas turned and spoke to the glass. “Mrs. Furst, if you would be so kind, please knock on the glass once for ‘no’ and twice for ‘yes.’” Doughas cleared his throat. “Does anything you heard from Glav change the way you feel about him?”

Silence took control of the room as everyone stared toward the glass, Glav with a frantic look. The goblin was too distracted to notice Vor’s grin. Doughas kept his cool as several seconds passed, and the silence remained.

“Mrs. Furst?” Doughas asked again.

A sharp knock battered the window, sounding too aggressive for a sign of true love. Still, Glav collapsed into his seat when he heard the tap.

“Really?” the goblin uttered. “Do you really still love me?”

Doughas glanced at the viewing window and pictured the smiling face behind it.

Two knocks responded and sealed Glav’s euphoria. Tears bathed his face, and he began to sob. “C-can she come in?” he asked Doughas.

Before the dwarf could answer, a single knock shook the glass. Glav’s brows furrowed.

“Oh, we have a strict protocol for interrogations. I’m sorry, but we can’t let her in to see you right now. We might be able to arrange something in a few hours. Does that sound okay?”

Glav pawed at the tears gumming his face and nodded. He recaptured a bit of composure, but his gaze remained fixed on the one-way glass and his imagined lover behind it. “I really appreciate you letting her go, and I hope you understand I didn’t have anything to do with the murder.”

Doughas held up a hand. “I understand, but we still need to know what happened that night. If you didn’t murder her, we need to find out who did.”

As Doughas finished, a strange look came over Glav’s face.

“What do you mean by her?” A new horror dawned on Glav’s tired features. His eyes glazed over, and his breathing grew irregular once more. “Sh-she got away,” he stammered. “I saw—” Glav froze mid-sentence. The Inquisitors had leaned in as close as possible, hungry for his next words. “I need time to collect my thoughts. I don’t want to say anything else for now.”

Vor opened his mouth to press, but Doughas tapped his leg and stopped him.

“That’s okay,” Doughas assured him. “We’ll take a break and come back in a bit to hear your story. Does that sound good?” He quickly added, “What would you like for lunch? Here, take this pen and paper. Write down whatever you’d like, and we’ll run out and get it for you. Our treat.”

The idea of food must have struck a chord with Glav. “Really? Oh, that would be wonderful. Let me think about it, and I’ll let you know. Thank you.” His eyes misted up. “Thank you so much. I mean it.”

Doughas reached across the table and shook Glav’s hand. “We’ll talk to you again soon. Feel free to take a nap on the table or the floor. I apologize that we haven’t got anything more comfortable at the moment.”

With that, the Inquisitors pushed back their chairs and left.

Doughas wanted to ask Vor about Medivh and if she had responded, but a firestorm of words and spittle greeted them as they reentered the viewing chamber and waltzed into the welcoming arms of the Inquisitor-General. Doughas slammed the door just in time to stop the flames from spreading into the interrogation room and ruining his work.

The peeved elf stomped the floor, no doubt imagining Doughas’ neck snapping under his stiff leather shoes. “Never. In. My. Life.” One second he boomed, and the next, he whispered as he struggled like a deprived addict to contain his fury. “What in the Quadras possessed you to try a shit-brained idea like that? I am not a damn two-penny whore who gets paid to tell sorry-ass bastards ‘I love you’, even if it is through a pane of glass.”

Doughas opened his mouth to respond, but the Inquisitor-General shut him up with another salvo. “So what if it worked? You get me that statement in writing and fast. It had better be the best damn statement to cross my desk.” Suddenly, he combed his hair back with his hand and composed himself. “With the niceties out of the way, I suppose I have to congratulate you. I asked for results, and you got them. Do I wish you were less creative? Yes. Will I ever be watching one of your interrogations again? I damn well hope not.”

“Um, thank you, sir.” Doughas caught a worried look from Vor. His partner mouthed something to him. He couldn’t read lips, but he knew what it was. Medivh.

Vor ducked back into the room and collected Glav’s food order.

Doughas headed for the exit. “We’d better get his lunch so we can finish up.” He wrenched the door open, ready to hold it for his partner, until he noticed something down the hall and pulled it mostly closed again. He hissed at Vor to hurry. His partner complied, zipping into the hallway before Doughas could warn him. He followed and hauled the door shut as fast as he could.

“Oh, shit,” Vor blurted.

Doughas swiveled in time to see an ogre descend from the lobby stairs with a criminal in tow. She railed against her oversized captor, whose eye sported a shiny bruise where she’d hit him with a brick or some other heavy object.

“Move it, whelp,” the ogre Inquisitor rumbled and yanked her down the last few steps. She stumbled but arrested her fall with graceful correction. Doughas and Vor might have missed their meeting with Medivh, but she had wasted no time in rescheduling.

“Bastards!” she shouted at them from the end of the hall.


CHAPTER NINE


Esselliar

“Gerhosk! Hey, buddy ol’ pal, what the hell happened?” Vor sidled up to his massive coworker just as the ogre finished locking Medivh in an interrogation room.

He did not look surprised to see Vor or Doughas, but Gerhosk never looked surprised. He was a classical ogre. Big. Quiet. Mean. Vor was sure he’d heard him whisper the ancient ogre phrase “Diddle-dee-dum” before he sniffed out a murder more than two miles away. Though today the ogre probably couldn’t smell beyond the stench of the swollen, pus-filled bulge on his forehead. It seemed to throb in time with his ponderous heartbeat. Every slow pulse fired a squirt of goo in a random direction.

Doughas stepped aside as a stream of gunk zipped through the air where he had been. Gerhosk did not seem to even notice his pus geyser.

“Esselliar. Ruiridh. Good to see you,” the ogre claimed, though his voice told a different story.

Doughas peered at his wound. “The elfess didn’t do that, did she?”

Gerhosk tilted his head. “Yes, the she-elf is responsible for the new arrangement of my facial features.” He turned an eye to Vor. “Many a brick has been thrown at Gerhosk’s head. Or stool, or oven, that kind of pitiful thing. Very few have hit. Even fewer have hurt. Only one has left mark.” He dug a finger into the sopping hole and rooted around, his body shivering from the pain. “Yes, yes. Incredible. I am impressed. I will enjoy finding out why she threw brick at Gerhosk. Maybe I ask her to try again someday. Could be fun.” His laughter felt like a shockwave.

Vor was glad he’d gone without breakfast. Even without a full belly, nausea rose in him. He wanted to fall on his knees and beg the ogre to stop, but he steeled himself and fought through the pain.

The pus cannon fired a juicy blast at Vor’s head. He flung his head sideways and praised the ancestors when the bolt flew past.

Doughas risked another step toward the ogre. “Could be fun, but I think you should get that checked out by the med-staff. You’ll want to make sure she didn’t pop too many vessels.”

Gerhosk grunted and turned away. “Bah! I have had worse. You should have seen when perp shot me three times in the chest. It was like tapping a keg. Gray juice flowed like mead. I never went to hospital once. Wrapped up in new bandages twice a day. Boom. Wounds healed in three months. Easy.”

“What! Three—” Vor cut himself off. “Oh, wow. Only three months?” He gave Doughas a look. “Did you hear that miracle, partner?”

Gerhosk squinted at the Inquisitors until only a sliver of his pupils remained. “Why the keen interest in my perp? You two are like rascal birds. You think every stalk of corn is yours for the eating.”

We’re the strange ones? Vor thought. Sure, sure. He backed away and shrugged indifferently. “Hey, we see a coworker looking beat up, we check out what’s going on. Listen, I know you’re tough as steel, Gerhosk.”

“Tougher,” the ogre expounded. “Continue, Esselliar.”

Vor reboarded his train of thought. “Yes, tougher than steel. We know that. When you have a leaking wound, though… We have to worry, don’t you see? How can we be friends if we don’t worry about each other once in a while?”

Gerhosk’s grunts sounded like a wild magsteer rutting. “You are lying, little elf. Do not call me friend and then lie to my face, no matter how ugly it may be.”

Vor choked on his tongue. “I, uh…”

Doughas swooped in to rescue him. “Fine, you caught us.” He stepped a bit closer. “Truth is we’ve got a subject in interrogation who wants us to run halfway across the city to fetch his favorite food. Except we had to wrestle with trolled-out goblins this morning, and we’re beat to hell. We were hoping to take out some steam on your perp to boost our energy.” A blast from Gerhosk’s forehead squirted toward Doughas’ chest. This time, the dwarf did nothing to avoid it. The droplet splattered onto his fine leather coat.

Vor almost turned to leave, but Gerhosk seemed to respect the display of solidarity.

“You are a fine dwarf,” the ogre remarked. “Yet you are not ‘beat to hell,’ as you say. You are both liars, and bad ones. If you are going to lie, at least try harder. I know you will not tell Gerhosk why you want the elf. I have deal in mind. Yes?”

“What kind of deal?” Above all else, Vor hoped it did not involve the ogre’s pus factory.

Gerhosk gave his belly a playful slap. “Your perp needs food. My belly needs food.”

Vor thought he understood. “You want us to get you a meal, then you’ll let us talk to the elf?”

The ogre shook his head. “I will get my meal and your perp’s, but you will pay. That way, I can leave, and you will stop asking me stupid questions. We have a deal, yes?”

Vor ran to the ogre and shook his hand before Doughas could say a word. “That’s a deal, all right. You’ve got it, my man. Go crazy.”

“Oh, he should go crazy?” Doughas snapped. “I hope you plan to foot the bill, then.” When Vor was less than forthcoming with his cash ring, Doughas finally held his out to the ogre. “Unbelievable. I can’t believe I adopted your ass.”

“You two are a cute couple.” Gerhosk slapped his belly again, and the mound of flesh danced beneath his shirt. Then the laughter died. “You will never do this again,” he ordered and swiped Doughas’ ring and the scrap of paper with Glav’s order from the offered palm. He opened the door to leave but hesitated and turned on the duo. “Whatever you are up to, you must finish. Now is bad time for secrets, and Gerhosk will not lie to protect you.” With that, the ogre left the viewing room, singing an old ballad as he went.

“He’s right, you know.” Doughas sighed. “What are we doing? She got herself into this mess. She can get herself out of it. We shouldn’t have to risk our careers.”

Vor pleaded with Doughas. “I know this is bad, but she’s a friend, and she’s up to something. Let’s talk to her and see what she has to say, okay?”

“Fine,” Doughas grudgingly agreed. “You go in and talk. I’ll turn off the recording and give you a knock, so you know it’s clear to speak candidly. I need to make sure there’s no recording in this booth. If I knock a second time, you have to get out, though. Ya hear me?”

Vor did.

He entered the interrogation room. Medivh waited, leaning back in her chair with her boots on the table like they were old friends chatting it up at the saloon. They were friends, but this was no saloon. Vor felt the official weight of his job bearing down on his personal life. He was hardly through the door before she started talking.

“Shut up.” Vor’s voice boomed in the small space. Normally that would have set Medivh on a dive-bomb course for his throat, Inquisitor or not. Something about his voice must have convinced her to listen.

A second later, they heard a sharp knock on the glass. Vor released a breath and took a seat. “Forgive the insult. Doughas was making sure the recording was turned off.” He gave her the once-over. “Are you okay?” He didn’t see any injuries, but considering the shiner she’d given Gerhosk, he couldn’t imagine she was unscathed.

“Screw you, too,” she spat. “You missed our meeting. Now you give a damn about me?”

Her sharp eyes pierced Vor through. Despite being the Inquisitor in the room, he was the one who felt threatened. “You’re acting like a maniac, Medivh. Why in the hell do you want to be arrested so badly? Are you that scared? Do you need protection?”

“I don’t need shit. Not from you, not from anyone.” She gestured at her surroundings. “I wanted to get arrested, so I got arrested. You don’t need to bother with me anymore.” Medivh hooked her head toward the door. “Go on. You’ve got better things to do, haven’t you? Or do they pay you to babysit these days, Ess?”

“Enough.” Vor slid the chair back, stood, and leaned over the table. “Forgive me if I’m worried. You’ve been arrested for assaulting an Inquisitor. That’s not a petty crime. It’s not jail time, either. It’s prison.” He let the words wash over her. “You’re going to Stannheim now, and there’s not a damn thing we can do about it.” He thought this would get under her skin and make her realize the brain-dead decisions she’d been making, but it didn’t. She smiled and rocked forward in her chair until her head was beneath Vor’s.

“Good,” she whispered and almost looked like she’d reach up and stroke his cheek. “Stannheim is exactly where I want to be, Ess.” She spider-crawled her fingers across the table until they rested on his hand.

Vor reared back. “Don’t call me that. We’re not a couple, and we’re barely friends.”

“Oh, take a joke, why don’t you?” she drawled. “I’m only messing with you. I know you’ve got some fine, wrinkled ass keeping you warm under the sheets. She’s still pretty. I’ll give you that. For how much longer, though?”

Vor wanted to reach across the table and give her a wound to match Gerhosk’s. Instead, he tightened his fists, bit his cheek, and kept his cool. “Tell me, then. What’s the master plan? Why are you hell-bent on going to Stannheim?”

“I told you, I’m working with a team. We’re investigating the pro-integration militants, and we managed to track down a leader. Only problem—the bastard is in Stannheim. So I’m going there too. I’ll be a nice, young, pro-integration militant. Ripe for the using.” She looked proud of herself. “It’ll draw some heat, but you know I can handle that.”

But Vor still didn’t understand. He sat back in the chair and folded his hands. “Why the hard-on for militant pro-integration groups? I mean, I know you actually are pro-integration. Why try and stop the people helping that cause, even if the way they go about it is wrong?”

Medivh almost giggled. “I was put onto this case by a former member of the pro-integration movement. He recognized a pattern. They focus their attacks on a few soft anti-integration groups. They push and push until their victims get so pissed they become militant groups, too. Then they slowly lower their aggression and choose a different target. My source noticed this and started asking questions. After two days, he was kicked out and running for his life. The idiot didn’t run fast enough.” She shrugged. “They killed him a few weeks ago, so I figured I’d better see it through. Honor and all that shit.” She flicked her head toward the mirror. “Doesn’t your partner get off on that stuff?”

“He does. You don’t,” Vor pointed out.

“Yeah, yeah.” Her voice softened. “He was my friend. Okay? I promised, and I’m going to keep it. For him and for his family. They deserve their revenge. Shit, I want some too.” She reclined in her chair again and resumed her cool demeanor. “That’s when I gathered my team and infiltrated the org for real. We’re making good progress, and this is the final stage.”

Vor started to question her further, but a fist banged on the glass. He briefly seized up, then ran out of the room, spitting an apology at Medivh on the way. Doughas was already in the hallway, holding the door open. The elf joined Doughas at the same time the Inquisitor-General rolled up. He was on a mission, and it seemed to be tracking them down.

“There you are!” he shouted, less angry than Vor would have thought. He started to sputter out a reason for being in the wrong interrogation room, but the Inquisitor-General cut him off. “Save it, VorKluvaith. We’ve got another body on our hands. I think I know who our goblin friend might have killed.”

“What?” Doughas exclaimed. “Who?”

Their boss pursed his lips in thought, then launched into an explanation. “It’s an elf. The Wardens found a badly damaged body inside a sealed barrel of alchemical reagents.” He shook his head. “Real messed-up-looking. Among the fleshy bits, we found an ARC pistol. It’s too damaged for a ballistics test, but the weapon fits Nadoraine’s chest wound. Could be what we need to head off the dwarven conflict. Nebluv has just called the first challenge of the Clannanigan. A boxing match. Olwynor has yet to issue their official response.”

He shoved a finger in their faces. “Get your sorry asses back to that goblin. Wring a confession from his skull, if you have to. Damn the food! He can eat after he’s done some honest work for us.”


CHAPTER TEN


Esselliar

At the door’s first creak, Glav rocketed upright and rubbed the sleep form his eyes. It had barely been ten minutes, yet he’d fallen asleep and woke up looking twice the goblin he had been. Of course, two times a zombified wreck was still far from perfect health.

Glav sniffed a circle in the air. “Where’s my food?”

Vor pulled out a metal chair, flipped it around, and straddled it. He rested his arms on the back. “It’s on the way. I know we said we’d wait to keep talking, but we’re doing a lot for you. And this case is causing a lot of trouble for us.” He decided to tell the truth. “Listen, our boss sent us back in here and told us not to leave until we have your statement in writing.”

As the words sank in, the wrinkles on Glav’s forehead deepened, and his eyes narrowed. Doughas grabbed a seat as Vor continued. “You’ve been through a lot. We really do want to help get this messy business behind you, but we need your statement.”

Doughas added his voice to the discussion. “You can take it slow. Tell us step by step what happened. As soon as we get this, we’ll leave you alone, and you can rest. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

Glav exhaled. He stared at his hands and started tapping the table with his index finger. The next words he spoke were hushed and aimed at his lap, so Vor only heard a snippet. “…rest…maybe… Almost had it…” The goblin continued to ponder. His tapping stopped, and his mouth shut. He closed his eyes, and his chest began to swell. Vor prepared to jump from his chair.

Then Glav released a deep breath. He wasn’t trolling out. When the goblin lifted his head and saw Vor’s worried expression, his lips quirked into a brief, cheeky grin. After the tiny smile vanished, he looked even more haggard than before.

Vor began to worry. Was the goblin having a heart attack? Should he call someone?

Glav was not dying. He was remembering.

“It was a normal late shift,” he commented. “Normal for me, anyway.” His sickly pallor began to lift as the telling of the story distracted him. If it was a story, it couldn’t be a memory. Couldn’t be reality…certainly not his. Vor had experienced the same effect when recounting his own harrowing tales.

The goblin’s voice picked up pace and strength. “A normal night, which meant I was ready to troll out and strangle whatever stone-skulled builder installed the pipes and wired the electric. A mess. An absolute mess. You wouldn’t believe—”

Vor put his hand up in a slow, definitive way. “We do believe you. Not to rush, but can you skip the details of the plumbing and the wiring? Unless they are pertinent to the case, of course.”

Glav grumbled, a sound like chewing pebbles. “Ask me to talk, then tell me to shut up. If you want the story, you get the whole story. I’ve had a shit-biscuit of a time. Quit it with the nitpicking.” He paused for a dainty cough. “Now, like I said, the Olwynor site was shittier than shit. My bosses wanted me to give them an easy pass, but I was sick of it. It’s one thing to give a contractor some leniency, but to ignore serious issues?” He shook his head. “I was writing the clan up for a violation in their plumbing. That’s when I heard voices.”

The Inquisitors leaned in. The back legs of Vor’s chair lifted as he rested his elbows on the tabletop.

“Olwynor didn’t know I was there that night, not that I tried to hide it. I simply didn’t advertise my presence. They probably thought I’d gone home hours ago, like any other safety inspector. When I heard the voices, I thought it must be Olwynor fiddling with the building or stealing their own materials to collect on the insurance. They’ve been accused of that several times but never convicted.

“By that time, I was damn pissed. Goblin-pissed. I wanted to find one of those longbeards and shove his stone-walled cranium into his own plumbing. See how he liked being treated worse than shit. Maybe he’d learn to treat his future residents better.”

Glav’s features animated with barely restrained violence, but his eyes were distant and glassy. Vor raised a hand and bid him to remain calm. The goblin’s eyes snapped to attention, and he recognized the elf across from him. He settled back into his chair and took a few more breaths.

“Sorry. I, uh, snuck down the stairs and followed the voices. The closer I got…well, it didn’t sound like a group of friends. I recognized one as female, and she sounded scared. Not terrified, but definitely scared.” He puffed air from his mouth. “I was almost as scared, and no one had threatened me yet. Maybe I should have left and called the Wardens right then. Maybe she’d still be alive?” The goblin stalled as doubts nibbled at his mind.

Vor scooted his chair closer. It squeaked against the floor like a farting pixie, but he tried to ignore it. “You did what you thought was best. You’re not a Warden. You can’t blame yourself for trying to intervene. Any other help would have been a long time coming for Nadoraine.”

Glav flinched when the Inquisitor spoke her name. “P-please don’t mention her. I feel terrible enough.” Pain whipped across his face. “I didn’t even try to save her. Not really. I saw her being threatened while I was hiding. I wanted to keep hiding, but…” His face soured. “My wife called me and stopped any chance of that happening.”

“Who was threatening—” Vor managed to stop before he said the victim’s name again. “Who was threatening the dwarfess?”

Glav waved vaguely. “No idea. An ogre and an elf.” He thought for a moment. “The elf did the talking. He was questioning the dwarfess about why she’d stopped funding the…uh, what was it? That’s right. She stopped funding the SCF. The Sojourner’s—”

“That’s okay. We know what it means,” Doughas interrupted. “Did they mention why they cared? What interest could they have in the SCF?”

Glav shrugged. “No idea. If they did say something else important, my brain decided to forget it. You can forgive me if memorizing the conversation was not my most important consideration.”

“Of course,” Vor soothed. “We wouldn’t expect any different, and we’re glad you prioritized your safety. We’re glad we get to talk to you today.” He risked another chair squeak as he moved closer. “How did you survive?”

Glav leaned back, folded his arms, and gave a tough-guy nod. “Isn’t it obvious? I trolled out and whupped both their asses. One hand for each.” A small smile touched his face, but the facade didn’t last long. “If only. No, I trolled out when they noticed me. The elf fired his ARC, but I threw up floor tiles by accident and somehow blocked the bolts. I’ve never been angrier in my entire life. Without thinking, I destroyed everything I could touch. I ripped up furniture and sent it flying across the room. I lost sight of the elf and the dwarfess, and I ran at the ogre. We, uh, wrestled. It did not go well for me.”

The goblin gestured at his battered body. “You can see who won that fight. I thought I was dead. My trolling faded, and the ogre had me by the neck. The elf must have recovered because he came up next to the ogre and yelled at him to put me down, but the ogre wanted to kill me.” Glav dropped his gaze and scuffed a foot. “I almost wanted the ogre to kill me if I’m honest. What with everything going wrong in my life...” He wouldn’t meet their eyes. He opened and closed his mouth as if he wanted to continue but couldn’t.

Vor remembered hard times in his own life. Endless nights spent alone in his dark apartment, too cold or too warm, depending on the season. He would have killed to switch places with Glav, to have a wife and a home. Yet Glav had ended up feeling the same.

Life is hard, Vor thought. Now I have my dream relationship, and it’s anything but perfect. Good, but not perfect. He still had those nights, like last night. Sleeping alone on his side of the bed, too warm or too cold depending on the amount of blanket Ree left for him. Why keep going if I can never leave the lonely nights behind?

Glav trembled as similar thoughts passed through his head, but he fought them and slammed a fist on the table. “I didn’t want to die. I wanted to rip their smug grins off their faces. So I did what I had to. I bit the ogre’s finger like a freaking redcap.” A wave of disgust passed through the goblin. “Awful flavor, like a sewer’s ass. Between that and the elf yelling, the ogre freaked. He tried to grab me again but tripped over one of the couches.”

The goblin smiled as if he’d planned it all. “He fell over and smacked the elf by accident with his fat, flailing arms. And bam!” He traced an arc through the air. “Knocked the ARC out of the elf’s sweaty hands, and it landed in my lap.” He looked at each Inquisitor in turn. “Not next to me. Directly in my lap. I was almost too stunned to react in time. It was a miracle. The Fruitful Mother’s blessing.”

Vor nodded slowly. “Okay, then what?”

Glav’s face pinched. “I’d never held an ARC before, let alone fire one. I aimed it and told them to back off, but they saw how shaky I was. They started talking to me and moving closer. I warned them. I did. It was self-defense.” His voice grew frantic.

Doughas raised his hands to ward off the barrage. “We know. It’s okay, Glav. You were in a tough spot. You can tell us what happened. Remember, you’re the victim here.”

The goblin latched onto Doughas’ words. “I’m the victim. I’m the victim.” He took three sharp breaths. “They didn’t stop. I warned them, then I pulled the trigger. It was surprisingly quiet, and I missed by a mile. The elf got cocky and ran at me. I was not in the mood. I closed my eyes and fired. I pulled the trigger again and again, moving the gun around to get a good spread. I had no idea if I’d hit anything. I fired until it was empty, and when I opened my eyes…the elf was dead. Not six feet in front of me.”

“And the ogre?” Vor asked.

Glav’s shoulders lifted and dropped. “Gone. He must have run when he saw his friend go down. The dwarfess was gone too, so I assumed she got away.” He sighed. “I guess I was wrong about that. So I was alone with a dead elf and a murder weapon. No more ammo and I wasn’t about to search the dead guy. I’d already licked an ogre. Didn’t need to throw up in my mouth a second time.”

A wave of calm washed over the goblin as he neared the end of his narrative. “I wanted to get rid of the body and knew there was a barrel of dissolving reagents nearby. I found it, dragged it over to the elf, and tossed the weapon in. As I did that, Mr. Big And Scary Ogre came back. He charged at me, and I was not in the mood for round two. I got the hell out of there and laid low for a day. Didn’t know what else to do…”

Doughas leaned back, hand on his beard as he rubbed in thought. “The ogre must have finished the job and stuffed the elf in the reagent.”

Glav blinked twice. “Really? How kind of him.”

Vor turned to his partner. “Yeah, but that makes identifying the elf almost impossible. We don’t have a murder suspect to satisfy Clan Nebluv’s wrath.”

“Oh.” The goblin flinched. “Sorry about—”

Vor wasn’t listening. “Maybe we can track down this ogre.”

Doughas snapped his fingers. “If we can nab the ogre, we can stop the Clannanigan for sure, but we might already have enough. We should go talk to the Nebluv patriarch.”

Glav leaned forward. “I could recognize the ogre if—”

“Hey,” Vor cut in. “If we tracked down the ogre or photos of the elf, would you be able to identify them?”

Glav frowned. “Yes… I can identify—”

“Great!” Doughas shouted and leapt from the chair. “Come on, let’s get going. Maybe we can stop the clan boxing match before it starts.”

Vor sprang up to join his partner and left the goblin without another word. The recording kept rolling a few seconds longer and captured the choice words Glav had for the Inquisitors.

Unaware of the wrath of Glav, the Inquisitors left the Bureau and headed for the dwarven quarter. They had a Clannanigan to stop.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Doughas

“No, thank you very much. We truly and deeply appreciate your time.” Vor spoke into his flipshard, his voice chipper and polite. For the life of him, Doughas could not tell what the elf was babbling about.

Vor tilted his head back and released a peal of high-pitched laughter that sounded as genuine as a politician at a fundraiser. One thing Doughas was sure of—Vor was one compliment away from getting his neck popped. The elf had called the Nebluv patriarch as planned while Doughas drove them to his house. As expected, Vor reached the clan secretary. Suddenly, without a clue as to why, the conversation had dissolved into nonsense and niceties.

“You take care now,” Vor finally said, chuckling at the response before he flipped the shard violently shut. His hand tightened around the plastic object until his knuckles popped. Doughas thought he might gleam his hand and splinter the device, but Vor only sat and stared, his haunted eyes fixed somewhere ahead. It was like he’d been to war and back in a single shard call.

Doughas sucked in a breath to ask the obvious, but Vor cut him off with an explosion of rapid-fire words, like a ballista-class Flame-ARC blasting enemy lines and choking the air with smoke.

“I thought I’d call, get the information, and leave with a gold medal. Quick and easy. I’d shut off the shard, then we’d go save the city. Except as soon as that secretary, that thing…as soon as he spoke…” The flipshard popped from Vor’s hand and landed on the floor. He didn’t pick it up. “He was so nice. So I had to respond politely. Then he responded even politer than that. It was an arms race, and I lost.”

He slammed back so hard that his scalp whapped against the headrest. “I lost badly. And I never lose that contest!” His voice climbed loud enough to buzz in Doughas’ ear. “Never! But today, I did.” Vor tried to settle himself, but he couldn’t seem to stop squirming. “I hope I never meet that absolute abomination.” His head swiveled toward Doughas. “You should have heard him.”

“I’ve heard enough already,” Doughas uttered, wondering what kind of madness had possessed his partner and whether he should take a detour to the mental ward. Unfortunately, their present situation required speed. He hunkered down, preparing to resist whatever nonsense the elf decided to spew before remembering the entire reason Vor had called. “Please tell me our audience with the patriarch was approved.”

The crazy fled from Esselliar. “Oh, yeah. The guy was totally cool with that. Said the patriarch is at the boxing match. He said he’d text me the address and let the boss know we’re on our way.” Vor looked askance at Doughas and slipped a grin onto his face.

Doughas roared like a magsteer. “This is no time for idiotic jokes!”

Vor’s smile only grew. “Oh, come on, Doughas. I think you need a little more politeness. Scratch that, a lot more. Maybe you should give Heinker a call. He’ll change ya.” The elf scooped his flipshard from where he’d dropped it and scrolled to his messages. “Lookie-lookie. Here’s the address. True to his very polite word.”

Doughas focused on the outside world. The dwarven quarter began to pass by on either side, the streets empty as the residents bustled inside their homes to watch the history-making boxing match.

“Don’t you need the address?” Vor asked.

Doughas restrained himself from repeating yesterday’s shard assassination. Whatever Vor thought about politeness, Doughas was twice as polite as that secretary. Any sane dwarf would have thrown Vor out the window, not only his shard.

He turned the vehicle into a dwarven tunnel. “No need for the address, Esselliar the Mad. I know the place.” He was less than pleased to be going there, though. He drove deeper into the dwarven quarter, taking every downward tunnel. They passed through the regular undercity and burrowed even further down.

Their unfamiliar surroundings stymied Vor’s usual questions. Dark, jagged stone surrounded them. When Vor cracked a window, a wave of warm, humid air steamrolled them. He put the window back up as fast as he could. They drove down long-abandoned streets and alleys, past progressively older and more primitive buildings.

Finally, the question came.

“Where are we?” Vor asked. “I’ve never seen anything like this in all the Quadras.” Here, houses had been carved into the walls. Their glass-less windows loomed dull and empty, like dark pits or the cold, unfeeling eyes of a monster. Even Doughas shivered.

“We call it the Hollows,” Doughas offered and let the silence build before continuing. “It was among the first dwarven settlements. One of the clans split in two. Half stayed put while the rest went further underground. They followed natural caves and found a network of tunnels here, centered around a lake. They made it their home, but it didn’t last.”

Vor swallowed nervously. “What happened? Did they starve?”

Doughas bid Vor wait a moment longer. The lights of the Street Behemoth reflected off a great body of water in the distance. They soon reached a massive underground lake that stretched out of sight in every direction. Doughas turned and followed a road along the shoreline. Lights flashed in the distance.

“The clan resolved its conflict,” Doughas continued to explain. “They hosted the first Clannanigan. Had a fight to the death between the two competing patriarchs. One died, and the other led the underground dwarves back to the surface. It was one of the few pleasant results for a Clannanigan, though it still required a dwarf’s death.” He gestured toward the empty buildings. “Everything was abandoned, but the arena remains. It’s not often used for sporting events. Many of the Clannanigan fights have taken place down here. It’s a sort of tribute to how it started.”

Vor eyed the dim surroundings. “I wish they hosted it on the surface or in a bakery or something. Not some dank cave lake.” He looked slyly at his partner. “At least we know where the Queen Pixie goes on vacation.”

While Vor gazed around in awe, Doughas ignored the view. Whatever wonder or terror he might have felt, it had already entered his mind during his previous visits and left when he turned his back on the Hollows. Today he only felt a burning pressure. A need to stop the Clannanigan and prevent another round of dwarven embarrassment.

When the last one took place, Doughas was only a wee lad. He had been thrilled by the fights and the races. He and his friends performed their own version of the Clannanigan, picking sides and wrestling the other team for dominance. It was a fun game, but the true Clannanigan turned dwarven society on its head.

Other clans tried to remain neutral. Yet as the conflict increased, so did the pressure to choose sides. Signs went up in stores banning supporters of one faction or another. Long-dead feuds suddenly reignited, feuds so old that the dwarves who started them had already crawled into their tombs and forgotten the affair.

One Clannanigan threatened to become three, then four. Dwarven society looked as though it would splinter along the clan lines, and open war would rage through the streets. The other races looked on and laughed, closing their gates to the dwarves and bidding them good luck on their impending destruction.

As Doughas had told Vor, the whole affair only stopped when one of the champions died before he could declare his clan’s intention to continue or submit. By that point, most dwarves wanted it over but didn’t know how to end it. Some claimed the Fellows had poisoned the clan’s champion in order to secure its end. Doughas dearly hoped another such conflict could be stopped without a needless death.

Cars now lined the street on either side, leaving a single lane of free space. Doughas drove carefully but kept up his speed. The arena was close.

Vor peered through the windshield at the space. “That looks odd,” he commented, probably owing to its lack of walls, roof, or anything that would mark it as a building. “Why waste the money when the cave has a free roof, I guess?”

“Too drafty,” Doughas responded. He knuckled down on the steering wheel and risked a little more speed. The arena stood at the edge of the lake on a large slate platform, once smooth but now grooved and scratched from thousands of fighters collapsing over its aged surface. In the past, dwarves mobbed along the sides or built temporary wooden platforms, but metal stands had since been erected on the landward side. A spider web of trusses crisscrossed the air above the arena, decorated with spotlights and speakers. A strange amalgamation of ancient and modern.

The chanting voices of the crowds reverberated through the cobblestone road and into the Street Behemoth. Two booming voices rose above it all. Those would be the announcers. Doughas and Vor heard no concrete words, only loud mumbles and high-pitched exclamations.

“Sounds like the match will be over before we show up,” Vor muttered, probably to himself. However, Doughas didn’t want to miss a chance to educate the young elf, especially when it came to dwarven traditions.

“There are always multiple fights before the championship bout. No need to fear. We’ll make it before the end,” Doughas explained and launched into answering the next obvious question. “Why the multiple rounds? Each win earns the clan points, and whoever has the most points wins the competition.” He tweaked the wheel as the road gently curved to the right around an outcropping of black rock. “It’s possible to win without getting to the final fight, but that’s rare.”

The elf was paying zero attention to Doughas. Vor’s gaze was fixed on the open-air stadium, his ears closed to the conversation. The boom of the chanting voices grew until it felt like someone had crawled inside Doughas to rattle his bones.

No empty parking spots remained. Doughas pulled onto the curb and parked outside the entrance, which he recognized by the four bouncers standing guard. As soon as they climbed from the car, two of the bouncers flipped out their maces and approached.

The leader had a long, drooping mustache instead of a full beard. He leveled the mace at Doughas. “Not a parking spot, Grandpa. Go home and get your eyes checked.”

Vor responded by reaching inside his coat. Hopefully, for his badge.

Doughas threw an arm across the elf’s chest. “I’ve got this,” he insisted. They were his people to deal with. He turned back to the mustachioed dwarf and gave him the once-over. “Calm your yapper, lad. We’re on Inquisitor business, and we called ahead. The Nebluv patriarch expects us.” Doughas stepped forward, but a mace barred his way.

The bouncer leaned over and spit on Doughas’ boot. “That’s what I think of the greasy old Nebluv. I don’t care if you’re on business from the Wardens or the Council of Elders. That ain’t a parking spot.”

Vor could only be so patient. “This is ridiculous,” he shouted. “We have information pertaining to the murder of Nadoraine Nebluv. Let us through this instant, or we will arrest you for interfering with an investigation.”

“Esselliar. Stop,” Doughas barked.

The bouncer twirled his mace with deft movements of his fingers. “Yeah, shiny. Listen to Grandpa. Let the adults do the talking, why don’t you?”

Both Vor and Doughas heaved with barely restrained anger.

The bouncer noticed. He brought his mace back, attempting to look casual as he rested it on his shoulder and primed for a swing.

Doughas touched Vor’s arm.

The elf reared back. “I know. I know.”

However, Doughas grunted in disagreement. “Some walls can’t be stepped around,” he stated and looked at the bouncer. “If you think Esselliar here is so weak, why don’t you give him a go? He’ll put you on your ass before you can cry for Mommy.”

Surprise flashed over the elf’s face and became a steely glare aimed at the bouncer.

A thin smile stretched the dwarf’s mustachioed face. His grip tightened. They had their answer.

The dwarf glanced away, but it was a ruse. Without looking, he started his swing. He swung his mace at Vor’s belly, trying to knock him down before he had a chance to defend himself. It was a dirty but effective move. The dwarf’s arm was fluid, his aim exact. He’d pulled the trick before. However, Doughas bet he’d pulled it on dwarves or goblins. Not an elf.

Definitely not Inquisitor VorKluvaith.

An almost imperceptible shudder passed through the elf and radiated down his arm. Faster than a wink, Vor’s hand flashed forward and caught the mace. With the remainder of the gleaming, he ripped the mace from the dwarf’s grasp and threw it aside. Finally, he grabbed the dwarf’s ridiculous mustache with both hands and yanked hard enough to tear the follicles off his face.

The dwarf’s cry cut through the noise of the arena but was quickly drowned by the booming announcers. If anyone else heard, they either didn’t care or figured it was a wild dwarf howling at the bouts. The other bouncer who’d approached with Mustache dropped his mace and turned tail. He disappeared inside, and the remaining two did nothing to stop him. They bent over laughing at the display.

“Finally, someone shut that Olwynor up,” one remarked.

“I’ve been wanting to do that to his mustache all day,” the other rejoined. Clearly, they were Nebluv dwarves. The clans must have each sent dwarves to guard the entrance from intruders. Doughas shook hands with them and introduced Vor before asking after the patriarch.

One of the Nebluv bouncers pointed into the arena. “He’s on the opposite side. Front row.” The Inquisitors started to move through, but he stopped them to say one more thing. “He’s sitting beside the Olwynor patriarch, for your information.” With that, he tipped his head, and the Inquisitors did the same.

The roar of the arena engulfed Doughas and Vor. Chanting dwarves assailed them, but the chorused cries did not seem to be a response to the fights. Rather, they were a secondary competition, a war of wits and endurance that the crowds waged against each other. Each chant was a barbed insult shot at the other side. The Inquisitors were caught in the crossfire, and their eardrums paid the price.

Louder than everything, the announcers’ voices radiating from central speakers formed the final instrument of chaos.

“Aye, what an atmosphere the Grotto has had these seven fights,” the first announcer thundered in a deep, rich voice that reminded Doughas of a pipe organ.

The second chimed in, clearly a younger dwarf whose voice commanded a pleasing tenor. “Righto! Now, watch Eerrik as he circles Daukus, waiting for the opportunity to strike. Daukus waits for the blow to come. See that foot locked in place? He’s not giving ground. Wants Eerrik to risk a blow.”

“We’ve seen it all day, haven’t we?”

The announcers laughed like old friends. For all Doughas knew, maybe they were.

“Aye, the punishers have taken the day from the fellers so far. We’ve yet to see the kind of brutal takedown that Eerrik is hunting for. He needs to find it for Nebluv to have any chance of winning the day.”

Doughas and Vor walked the outskirts of the arena and peered at the two dwarves in the center, circling each other and throwing exploratory punches. Cuts and red patches of skin marked both fighters where a rain of blows had already fallen. Doughas tapped Vor’s chest. “This won’t be the championship bout, but pay attention anyway.”

Vor shot back with a question. “What do they mean by the fellers and punishers? Are those different names for the clans?”

Doughas tried to respond, but he ran into a dwarf loaded down with beverages and snacks. “Watch it!” the seller shouted and scuttled past. Doughas found them a new path through the lower crowd before pulling Vor aside to answer his question. They had to huddle behind the sound booth to hear each other.

“No, not clans,” Doughas half-yelled. “Different styles of fighting…how to explain?” He pointed toward the center of the arena. “Eerrik there is a feller. That means he wants to knock Daukus off his feet and hold onto him as he falls. If his opponent falls, he has to let them get up unless he’s holding on. If he does grab them…” Doughas’ eyes lit up. “He can beat him into a pulp or keep going until the opponent yields.”

“And the punishers?” Vor asked.

A spike of action in the arena answered his question.

Eerrik stepped within range and threw a false punch, then stepped in again and tried to push Daukus off balance. The Olwynor punisher was waiting for that move. He predicted the fake and sidestepped the push. His right hook came up and blasted Eerrik in the chin. The dwarf staggered and toppled over, but the Olwynor dwarf wasn’t holding on. He had to perform the honorable action and let the other dwarf rise.

Doughas winced at the horrible blow but marveled at Eerrik’s tolerance for pain. The dwarf was up in a second and looked no worse for wear. Doughas tapped Vor. “That’s a punisher’s blow. They’re reactionary. They wait to be attacked and try to counter. Lame strategy, but effective. I’ll tell you what, though…you never want to see a fight between two punishers.”

Vor appeared to laugh, but the sound didn’t carry to Doughas’ ears through the cacophony.

The crowd pressed them from behind and pushed the Inquisitors closer to their goal. Two aged dwarves hunched together on the front row. The rightmost dwarf’s back was a little straighter, and he clasped a gold-capped cane in his palm. He was bald with a white beard that curved around his body several times like a sash, yet the tip still dangled past his waist.

Suddenly, the announcers and the crowds cried out when another violent exchange took place. “Daukus! Kicked in the head. A noggin-knocker if ever I’ve seen one,” the baritone pealed.

The tenor chimed in, “Wobble! Will he go down? But no! Daukus recovers and goes on the attack. What sort of punisher is he?”

“The entertaining kind,” the baritone responded. Their laughter echoed in the cavern. Doughas had no doubt the whole of the Hollows rang with their comedy.

Still working their way toward the patriarchs, Doughas bumped into a pair of cheering dwarves with arms locked over each other’s shoulders. Their bond burst apart and emptied their tankards of sweet amber fluid on impact.

Dwarves jumped and shouted around him. At first, Doughas thought it was a response to the spilled ale until he realized they’d reacted to the fight. It could end at any moment with a single, fateful punch. He pushed past the drunken dwarves and hurried toward the patriarchs, leaving Vor to shout a curt apology. Doughas doubted they’d heard it. No matter.

The crowd shifted and pressed, but Doughas pressed back. He pushed, elbowed, and bullied his way to the edge, making waves of enemies who forgot about him as soon as the fighters threw their next punch. Between the alcohol and the atmosphere, every movement was a small-scale battle. It reminded Doughas of his riot training in the Wardens. Not the fun parts, either.

Finally, the crush of bodies thinned, and the Inquisitors reached the edge of the crowd, only to be stopped by a new obstacle. A security wall and a slew of guards stood in the way. Even better, the bouncer who’d run away after Vor ripped off his buddy’s sorry excuse for a beard stood by the gate, pointing at them.

“That’s them.” The bouncer jabbed a finger like he was trying to gouge their eyes out. “They attacked the other guards. They’re here for the patriarchs. I heard them say so!” At least, he said something close to that. The exact words escaped Doughas, but the effect was clear. Four other bouncers drew their maces and shouted at the Inquisitors to stand down.

Vor drew up beside Doughas. “What a damn coward,” he muttered. “Do we really want to start a fight here? The Arch-Commandant won’t be happy. Even the Nebluv dwarves think we’re invaders now.”

The elf was right. Doughas saw no way for a fight to further their cause except by stopping the arena battle. That dishonor would demolish any good favor they might have with the Nebluv patriarch and make swaying his opinion harder. Maybe impossible.

Doughas approached the nearest guard with his hands up.

Suddenly, the crowd went wild and jumped. Based on the energy they put in, they were trying to crack their skulls on the cavern ceiling. The movement made the security guard flinch and swing the mace at Doughas. In the dark and the chaos, he must have thought Doughas had struck at him. Although with what, Doughas had no idea.

The other guards rushed forward and added their maces to the mix, sending a rain of overhead blows that forced the Inquisitor back. At the same time, Vor raised his hands and shouted at the patriarchs to get their attention. Nebluv should be expecting them, as long as he’d checked his shard. Yet neither patriarch’s attention stirred from the arena and the fighters whose shoulders carried the burden of the day and the honor of their clan.

Doughas pushed the nearest guard back and ripped the mace from his hand. The others hesitated when they saw he was armed. He tossed the weapon on the ground and reached for his Inquisitor badge, but the guards must have thought he was going for an ARC. They lunged at him with a suicidal lack of skill.

He caught the first by the beard and pulled him off his feet. The next found his end with an elbow to the nose. Blood misted the air and painted the nearby crowd, but they failed to notice anything beyond the main event. Doughas wondered if they’d find a stranger’s blood dotting their cheeks at home that night or if they wouldn’t notice until the morning, considering the prevailing drunken stupor.

The next dwarf swung his mace at Doughas, and the Inquisitor barely managed to sidestep before it caved in his noggin.

“Enough!” a voice shouted above the din, louder than the crowd and the announcers combined. As if a rogue dwarf had stolen the announcers’ amplifier and screamed into it. The voice didn’t radiate from a speaker but from directly beside Doughas. Every dwarf in the arena turned their way, and a spotlight flashed toward the scuffle. The glare momentarily blinded Doughas before he spotted the source of the gleamed voice.

Vor stood tall, waving at the Nebluv patriarch until the aged dwarf looked their way. His lips crinkled into a deep frown, and he gestured them forward with his gold-capped cane.

For a beat, the arena lay silent. Even the fighters looked over to see the hubbub. Then the baritone announcer shouted, “And Eerrik goes on the offensive! Look at that strike!”

The fighters in the arena hadn’t moved, but the attention turned back to them. Eerrik completed the predicted move with a wide swing at Daukus, who easily sidestepped. The crowds instantly forgot the Inquisitors. However, the dwarves they’d toppled to the slate did not forget. They watched with defeated expressions as Doughas and Vor stepped over them to reach the patriarchs. The cowardly bouncer was once again nowhere to be seen.

Doughas approached with firm confidence. “Your honor.” He addressed the Nebluv patriarch, who had waved them in. “Inquisitor VorKluvaith and I have pertinent information regarding Nadoraine’s murder. We suspect—”

The Nebluv patriarch tapped his cane against the empty place beside him. “Not now. We will talk during the intermission.” His eyes stayed glued to the fight. He did not lift them to look at Doughas. “I am weary of the interruption.”

Doughas choked down the rest of his carefully prepared words.

His partner risked a disagreement. “Our information may end the need for any more fights today. Please let us speak.”

The elder dwarf sighed, the air rushing from his chest in a weak billow. He leaned over his cane and looked every bit the ancient dwarf he was. “There is no stopping the fights today.” He sounded truly sad. His sharp, ice-blue eyes fixed on Vor. “Mayhap there is hope for tomorrow.” The patriarch inhaled. Life and strength swelled within him again.

He sat straighter and turned his careful gaze back to the fight. “We will talk in the intermission.” This time, the dwarf subtly motioned toward the Olwynor patriarch, an excessively wrinkled dwarf with a riot of gold attached to his head in the form of cheek-rings and various other piercings. He barely looked like a dwarf at all, but his eyes were as cool and calculating as Nebluv’s.

Obviously, the Nebluv patriarch did not want to discuss the murder investigation within earshot of the other clan leader. Vor and Doughas settled in for the rest of the fight.

Sweat dripped from the two haggard dwarves occupying the center arena with the heat of the spotlights bearing down on their backs. Their hands were unsteady and sloppy. Anytime one had the energy for a punch, the other had none to stop it. They hit each other back and forth, but the blows were weak, and the fight stalled. The crowd and the announcers seemed ready to boo them off the stage until the ring-a-ding! of the bell saved the fighters. They had earned a short rest before the fifteenth and final round.

Doughas had felt like those dwarves after the battles stretched all day, and his arm grew so sore from swinging his mace that it hurt to touch. Or when his trigger finger had to be taped to another finger in order to keep firing, keep fighting, and keep breathing. Sadness wormed into his gut and made a home. If I had been faster, smarter, cleverer—something-er—I could have stopped this. He rubbed his stomach and pushed the sorrow away. There was a time to feel, but he couldn’t bear it then. He needed to focus.

Ring-a-ding! The fighters left their corners with a burst of new energy, each hoping to end the fight before they tired again. It was close, and neither seemed to think the judges would choose them if it came to a vote instead of a tap-out.

The sea of noise swelled, the crowd raged like storm waves, and the announcers boomed like thunder.

Eerrik flowed from his corner and threw a fast kick that startled the crowd and his opponent. Daukus blocked the strike but blinded himself. The crowd surged to its feet. Olwynor shouted warnings and Nebluv taunts, but the follow-up strike from Eerrik came even faster than the kick. His cloth-wrapped fist burned through the air and battered Daukus’ chin. The dwarf collapsed, clutching his jaw as he tried to push the feller off.

Eerrik grabbed his arm and followed him down. He landed on top of the punisher. The Olwynor crowd looked away while the Nebluvs leaned closer, shouting their opinion about which part of the dwarf to dislocate next. To their disappointment, Eerrik threw no second punch. Instead, he leaned down and spoke to his opponent.

Daukus extended a hand and tapped the mat twice.

The referee whistled, the shrill noise competing with the boos from the Nebluv crowd.

Beside them, the Olwynor patriarch climbed to his feet. He carried no cane but hunched as he moved as if he dearly needed a walking aid but was too proud to acquire one. His gold piercings jangled like a magsteer’s bells, proclaiming to everyone around how big, expensive, and important he was. The Nebluv patriarch remained seated but tapped his cane on the floor when the referee raised Eerrik’s hand to declare him the winner.

The announcers broke in right after. “An unexpected end, but exactly the kind Nebluv needed. They have enough points to win the day if they can win the final match,” the baritone enthused.

The tenor replied, “Easier said than done. They’ll need a better fighter than Eerrik to take on Olwynor’s champion.”

The arena quieted to a simmer as spectators left the stands and hunted for the food and drink pavilions around the outside. If Doughas had money, he’d bet more brawls would ensue throughout the crowds when the competing clans began to taunt each other.

That was a concern for the Wardens.

The patriarch stood slowly, pressing his cane into the ground to acquire a noble stature. “I must congratulate my fighter,” he announced. “When I return, we will talk.” He noticed Vor ready to complain and added, “Do not worry. There will be time. They will not start until they have the patriarch’s word.” With that, he grabbed a few Nebluv guards and headed for the stage.

Doughas let the ill mood pass through his body and forced it out as a sigh. “Delay. Delay. Delay.” Vor offered no comment, and Doughas glanced at him. The elf was looking curiously at the vibrating shard in his hand as if he didn’t recognize the number.

“Do you know who it is?” Doughas asked.

Vor shook his head. “Should I answer? The patriarch could be back any second.”

Doughas batted his concern aside with a hand. “If you have this much indecision with every call, it’s a wonder you’ve made it this far in life.”

Vor narrowed his eyes to thin slits. “Says the dwarf who never answers his shard unless it’s his wife or his boss. When was the last time you picked up a random number call?”

Doughas swiped the shard from Vor. “Right now, actually,” he announced and flipped the shard open.

“Hello, this is Inquisitor VorKluvaith. How can I help you on this most excellent of days?” he answered, chewing back the chuckle in his throat. Vor laughed and watched his face to guess who was calling.

A gruff voice responded. “Perhaps, VorKluvaith, you have swallowed broken glass or drank spectrol until it ruined your pretty voice.” The caller was one to talk. He sounded like a box of rocks rattling inside a concrete maker. “Have you stolen your partner’s identity, Doughas? Or maybe his transformation into a dwarf has been helped by surgery?”

“Gerhosk?” Doughas recognized the ogre at last. “No, it’s me. We just didn’t have your number in Vor’s shard. You’ll forgive the joke, won’t you?”

The ogre chuckled. “Yes, I will forgive. It was fine.” His laughter quickly died. “I will not forgive you for continuing the secrets, though.”

Vor signaled for Doughas to hand him the shard, but he shoved him off. “What do you mean by secrets? Have you talked to Medivh?”

A rumble rolled out of Gerhosk. “She is like a lightning bomb in an elf’s body. I have new wound to add to collection.”

Doughas cursed under his breath. Vor mouthed what? but Doughas had to keep talking. “Are you okay, Gerhosk? And, uh, is Medivh okay?”

The ogre groaned. “Hurts much, yes. She is fine. I have more restraint than most ogres. She reminds me of several bulls I know. Perhaps, if your elf is now a dwarf, I can reserve this one to be ogre. Yes, she would make a fine ogre, except for her lack of good smell or taste. Is there surgery for this?”

Gerhosk must have realized he was on a tangent. “No matter. She left letter for dwarf elf, but she is gone. Taken to Stannheim so her violence can be contained.” He paused to let the information sink in. “She was very happy to go to Stannheim.” There was a question in Gerhosk’s voice that Doughas would not answer. The ogre waited for a moment but gave up. “See that I am not involved further in your under-table dealings. I say again. I will not lie when asked about this, but I will not offer it up, either. The letter is on the dwarf elf’s desk. I did not read.”

“Thank you, Gerhosk,” Doughas rushed out as he spotted the Nebluv patriarch heading back to his seat. “We will return for Medivh’s envelope that she left us before being sent to Stannheim, still in good health.” He directed those words at Vor and spoke loudly. His partner nodded.

Gerhosk sighed. “You are strange dwarf. I go to medical branch now. The ogre elf is too much for me.” The line went dead, and Doughas flipped the shard shut.

Before he and Vor could discuss that, the patriarch dropped back into his seat and turned toward them. A plate of cheesy nachos rested in his lap. He proceeded to snack on them with loud crunches and little slurps when the cheese threatened to run away from his mouth.

“Now then,” the patriarch expressed after snapping up a handful of chips. “Tell me, what information is so urgent that you interrupt my fights and bloody my guards? Despite my delay, I am curious to know. You say it has to do with Nadoraine.” He licked his lips and revealed a fine set of pearly dentures for crunching.

“W-well,” Doughas stuttered, distracted by the smell of liquid cheese and a chip-munching patriarch. He cleared his throat and refocused. “We completed Nadoraine’s autopsy. She was murdered by an ogre and an elf, not a dwarf.”

The patriarch shoved another fistful of nachos into his mouth, chewing while he talked. “Yet there be a dwarf behind the attack still. Do you know why it happened?”

“We have a witness to the murder,” Doughas explained. “The ogre and the elf were threatening Nadoraine about why she withdrew your clan’s funds from the SCF.”

The Patriarch stopped chewing as he considered that. “You don’t say. And who is the witness? Is it—”

“A goblin,” Doughas interrupted. “Not an Olwynor.”

“You’re certain about the cause of death being related to an ogre and an elf?” the long-bearded dwarf asked, then licked cheese from his fingers.

Doughas swallowed the vomit in his throat and stayed on task. “Yes, your honor. Nadoraine’s wounds are consistent with an ogre attack, and we recovered the elf and the ARC he used to shoot Nadoraine at the scene of the crime. The witness confirmed the autopsy evidence. We have no reason to believe Olwynor was involved or is in any way related to the ogre or the elf in question.”

“Yet you don’t know for certain, do you?” The degree of sadness lining the patriarch’s voice surprised Doughas. True, the Inquisitors could not say for sure without knowing who the ogre and elf were and why they’d threatened Nadoraine.

The patriarch understood their answer from the silence. “I am sorry, but until we can one hundred percent rule out Olwynor, I will not put a stop to the Clannanigan.”

Vor broke in. “Why not wait? You’ve rushed into a fight before you even knew what happened to Nadoraine. Call it off, or say it should be delayed. There has to be something you can do. You don’t seem thrilled with the Clannanigan.”

The patriarch snorted and dug his cane into the floor. “You should know as well as I, VorKluvaith, that family is a complicated matter. I may be the patriarch of Nebluv, but my power is neither ultimate nor eternal. A great many of my family want this Clannanigan, regardless of Nadoraine’s murder. They don’t care, and most were alive when the last one nearly tore the dwarven quarter apart.” The patriarch shook his head slowly, as an old dwarf did when considering the follies of youth. “I argued for patience. They threatened removal…and they have the power to do it.”

Doughas could hardly believe what he was hearing. “You are the patriarch. It’s your goal to lead the clan in the best possible direction. Will you not risk anything to stop a war from breaking out over nothing?”

The patriarch chewed on the words like the nachos he’d already finished. “It is too late for the fights today. I cannot promise anything, but I will always work for the best interests of Clan Nebluv.” He glared at them. “Never doubt that. What I said before, I will say again. There is still hope to stop the Clannanigan before it continues, especially once my champion flattens Olwynor’s brute into the slate.”

He tapped his cane a final time. “Thank you for the information. I appreciate your concerns. Please convey to the Inquisitor-General my thanks for his timely and well-executed investigation.” A small smile appeared on his face. “You may sit here for the final bout. If we win, there is great hope the Clannanigan will end today. So take heart.” With a nod, he turned back to the arena where the slate was being mopped and dried for the championship bout.

Doughas and Vor could only wait and see how the day turned out. Olwynor or Nebluv. The announcers seemed to think Nebluv would have the harder time, especially as they preferred the riskier feller combat style.

The lights went out, and pump-up music swelled. The arena was ready, and the fight would commence, but not without the usual pomp and violent circumstance. A few spotlights flicked on and circled patterns across the arena. Another lit up and fixed on Olwynor’s corner.

The baritone announcer unleashed a barrage of noise like he was competing with a lightning drake for the loudest voice. “In the r-r-r-r-right corner! The bull of Olwynor, the brass-knuckled, icy-hearted punisher of punishers…it’s Rizzard ‘Riot’ Olwynor!” Following the name was a list of past achievements stretching back half a century, almost to the previous Clannanigan. The Olwynor crowd stomped the stands and shouted until the whole arena shook with their chant: “Riot! Riot! Riot!”

Doughas and Vor shrank from the noise, but Nebluv stood firm and prepared to respond in kind.

The tenor announcer cut in as the spotlight swiveled to the opposite corner. “And in the left corner! The secret weapon of Nebluv, trained from the age of twenty for one purpose…to fell, fell, fell! He’s young. He’s furious. He’s ready to make a name for himself and his clan. It’s Bard ‘The Ballista’ Nebluv!”

The Nebluv dwarves jumped together for one massive stomp. They raised their voices and shouted, “Bang!”

The patriarch smiled. “One shot is all the lad needs, and he’ll take the day for us.” He glanced at Doughas. “Then we’ll see about ending this silly contest, eh?”

From the roar of the arena crowd, the contest seemed anything but silly.

The fighters took their places. Rizzard seemed more ogre than dwarf, towering above others of his race. Only a head or so shorter than Vor, if Doughas had to guess. His belly extended over his feet, but when he flexed, a wall of muscles rippled across his body.

Nebluv’s fighter paled in comparison. The stick of a lad didn’t even have a beard. He reminded Doughas of his eldest son, Tuirhas. He feared for the boy as “The Ballista” stood beneath the giant dwarf and shook his hand.

As soon as the handshake finished, Rizzard spat on the ground to show his disdain. Bard did not respond in kind. He returned to his corner and raised his hands in a defensive position, ready to show the world what kind of fighter he was. Doughas hoped it was the legendary kind. For his sake and for the sake of dwarven society.

Ring-a-ding! The fighters converged at the sound of the bell. Rizzard swaggered with his fists down as if he would steamroll his opponent before the lad could throw a punch. Yet Bard didn’t open with a punch. He swiveled into a low stance and used every muscle in his body to wind up his leg.

If his opponent hadn’t been so foolish, and if Bard hadn’t been wicked fast, there was no way the move would have landed. It did, though…and it was only the beginning.

Bard’s foot crashed into Riot’s leg and upset his balance. Normally, a feller would rush in at that point and try to force his opponent over, but not Bard. He stepped in close and left the Olwynor champion on his feet. Bam! A punch to the ribs. Pow! Another to the gut.

Riot desperately tried to mount a defense, but the lad was already inside and pushing him back, knocking his knees and slapping his thighs aside. At one point, Riot tried to throw himself backward, away from the onslaught of punches.

Bard caught the fleeing dwarf by his beard and yanked him into his deadly embrace. He had Riot right where he wanted him.

“What in the Quadras are we watching?” the baritone announcer uttered.

The tenor announcer jumped in. “Look at those blows! If it were just one, I’m sure Olwynor could shrug it off, but it has been a nonstop attack from Bard as he shows us the meaning of his name. By the ancestors, I’ve never seen a fight like this.”

Beside Doughas, the Nebluv patriarch began to laugh. The deep sound started in his gut and grew wilder with each burst of noise. Doughas scooted away, somehow afraid for his safety.

Back in the arena, Bard finished his deconstruction of Riot’s body. He batted aside the champion’s attempts to block and pummeled the softest tissue he could find until Riot toppled over his own feet and tumbled to the slate. Bard grabbed his beard with one hand and followed the dwarf down, raising his elbow.

The crowd winced before the blow came. Bard used the beard to pull himself past Riot and struck him square in the temple with the point of his elbow. If Doughas had been closer, he was sure he would have heard an audible crack as bone struck bone.

Bard rolled to his feet and returned to his corner, chest heaving from the exertion. Rizzard “Riot” Olwynor didn’t stir. The referee called it, and medics rushed the slate, dragging Riot onto a gurney and wheeling him out of the arena. Thankfully, as they pulled him onto his new bed, his arms flailed. The dwarf tried to sit up, but the medics restrained him.

It was over, and the crowd was quiet on both sides. No one had dreamed of an outcome like that. Except the Nebluv patriarch.

The elder dwarf’s laughter ruled the arena, stirring the silence and twisting a knot of fear into Doughas’ spine. Finally, the dwarf coughed and stopped his mad laughter. The Nebluv crowd recovered their senses and roared out a victory cry. Soon they were shouting Bard’s name, and security guards had to push the crowds back to keep them from rushing the beardless dwarf still standing in his corner. His breathing had calmed, and he looked at peace. Almost like he was meditating.

“Damn.” Vor infused the word with the shock of someone who’d seen the truly miraculous and had no idea how to respond.

Doughas could only react the same.

The referee raised Bard’s hand above his head and announced him as the winner of the contest. When the Nebluv patriarch heard this, he practically jumped from his seat and ran to the platform. Though really, it was more of a hobbling power-walk. The Olwynor patriarch appeared at the same time on the side of the stage where Riot had gone down. He stood over a puddle of his clan member’s blood and sweat as he waited to hear what Nebluv would say.

The patriarchs conferred with their fighters, Nebluv in person and Olwynor on a shard. Doughas was surprised that Rizzard could talk so soon after that head blow, but maybe it was only for show.

The Nebluv elder accepted a voice amplifier from the referee and brought it to his cracked lips. “Now, then. Nebluv has two simple demands, and this Clannanigan can end. Olwynor will open their records to the Inquisitor’s Bureau and do everything in their power to assist with the investigation, and Olwynor will offer an apology for insults given. These two items only do we request. We think it fair, especially considering the manner of your defeat.”

Olwynor’s patriarch held out a hand for an amplifier, and the referee duly gave him one. When the dwarf spoke, it was like smoke and honey. Smooth and wispy, sometimes concrete, but always fleeting. If not for the amplifier and the silence of the crowd, it would have been impossible to follow. “Olwynor has considered the terms offered and finds them…”

The tension inside the cavern swelled. Everyone was standing, practically on their tiptoes. No one dared to breathe or blink in case they missed his next words. The room echoed with the amplified jingle of the Patriarch’s gold rings. “Olwynor finds the terms…insulting.”

The whole arena deflated. The moment was over, but Olwynor kept speaking. “Most insulting of all was your joke of a champion who broke all traditions of the fight. Who by guile, deceit, and other devilrous arts managed to win the day…and lose you whatever scrap of respect my clan once had for you Nebluv curs. This Clannanigan will continue until you offer an apology to us.”

The crowd riled again, each side furious, egged on by the patriarch’s speech.

By then, Doughas and Vor were the only two seated, not yelling or about to enter a fist fight with some drunken dwarf. The duo slumped against the stands and tried to rub the growing headaches from their skulls. It couldn’t be that easy, Doughas thought. Not in my line of work…


CHAPTER TWELVE


Doughas

Getting into the arena to stop the fights had come with its own set of problems. Now, Doughas and Vor were back in the Street Behemoth and trapped behind a slog of cars also trying to leave. They had good reason to want to vacate the area. Not only because the event was over, but because small-scale riots raged through the Hollows as the most aggressive members of each clan fought hand-to-hand.

The once-empty city was bursting with foot traffic. A pair of dwarves rushed into an alley between two leaning clay structures only to have four dwarves of the opposing faction chase them out. It wasn’t even clear who was fighting. Doughas wondered how many dwarves would end the day with their nose broken by their third cousin or their shins kicked in by a great-uncle on their mother’s side.

Wardens rushed to the scene and brought the one-way street to a standstill for well over an hour. Doughas was past the point of anger and disbelief at Olwynor’s petty decision. He had no doubt who was responsible for every broken bone in the Hollows. A patriarch who was more jewelry cabinet than dwarf.

Finally, the violence began to ebb as the rioters lost steam and perhaps realized they could not tell the difference between Olwynor and Nebluv simply by looking. A collection of offenders lined the sidewalks with their handcuffs on proud display to the line of advancing cars. Families on both sides had to pass their captive relatives. Some pulled over to argue with the Wardens.

“Think we should help?” Vor asked, not for the first time. He stared out at the marred city, the defaced monuments and shattered homes that had stood empty and eerie a few hours ago. “I guess it’s too late for most of it…”

Doughas wanted to sigh and collapse into his seat for a nap. Maybe he would have, but the column inched forward then. He threw the Behemoth across the empty space, only to stop after a few short feet. “It’s no use, Esselliar. We did the best we could. Damn Olwynor, and damn their patriarch.”

“Damn Nebluv’s too,” Vor almost shouted. His fury at the Nebluv elder surprised Doughas, but its source soon became clear. “He could have stopped it before the final fight. He knew he would win and try to force Olwynor to make the concession. He’s a coward. They both are. Now, you, me, and the rest of the dwarves…shit, the rest of the city! We’re the ones paying for their corruption.”

“No, hold on,” Doughas stated, trying to calm his partner down. “That’s hardly corruption. That’s…that’s just…” He stopped before he said the word.

Vor finished for him. “Politics. That’s what it is. No one wants to give up power, to be the better dwarf. I’m surprised you can stand it, Doughas. They’re arrogant.”

“Your own people call you the same, don’t they?” Doughas responded. “Are you corrupt?”

Vor was not pleased with this line of questioning. “I bend the rules every so often, but I’m not in this to become a great leader or make a mountain of money. You and I, we’re servants. Servants of the people.”

The line of cars began to move, but the vehicle in front of Doughas hesitated. “He’s not gonna let that parked car in, is he? Let the bastard wait his turn.” Doughas whaled on the horn, and the stalled car lurched forward with a surprised slam of the gas. “Good,” he snapped before turning to Vor’s question. “Aye, we’re servants of the people. The patriarch serves his clan—”

“So you think it’s good for the Nebluvs that the Clannanigan continues?” Vor interrupted.

Doughas wanted to argue, but the outside world needled that idea away. Bloodied Nebluvs lined the streets in handcuffs. Others were lost in the ruins, searching for an Olwynor to thrash. Maybe Vor was right, but Doughas was stressed enough with the outcome. He needed solidarity. Not an attack.

A wild pack of dwarves rushed across the street, smashing windows with bricks and shouting, “Olwynor! Olwynor!” and “Revenge for Riot!” Doughas started to roll down his window and shout at them to bugger off, but the Wardens beat him to it. A trio of armored dwarves tackled the rioters and had them cuffed and trussed, ready to be tossed into a car and subsequently into jail for a few days.

It would be a wild time in the temporary prisons since rioters from both sides would be placed in the same jailhouses. Doughas wondered how many more broken bones there would be…because of Olwynor’s foolishness.

“Agree to disagree,” Doughas announced and dug himself into his seat.

It took a few more hours, but the traffic eventually cleared. By then, it was past dinner, and they were out of leads for the day.

“Let’s work with Glav on the ogre,” Vor suggested, hungry for resolution.

Doughas was already driving in a different direction. “You should go home, Esselliar. I know it’s been tough on Areal to have you gone. Take the evening off. I’ll go and work with Glav on the ogre lead.” He smiled with a sad twist of one lip. An apology for their argument without having to speak the words.

Vor gave the same smile back, and Doughas knew they were okay.

“Thanks, Dougie, my dwarf,” the elf gabbed.

Doughas’ smile withered. “For the next twenty-four hours, I demand to be called Inquisitor Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech. That, or I get to give you an infuriating nickname.”

“I’d like to see you try,” Vor challenged. “I love nicknames. Lay one on me, Papa Dwarf.”

“Please, no.” Doughas regretted his kindness already. “This is what I get for inviting an upstart elf into my family.”

“Come on, give me a nickname,” Vor demanded.

Doughas thought about it. “You’re the skippiest, lippiest elf I know. Henceforth, you shall be called Skippy Lippy of Clan Backtalk.” He wiggled in his seat. “How’s that for an insult, huh? Are you boiling in your booties, Skippy?”

A spike of laughter erupted from Vor. “You wish, old dwarf. You wish.”

The duo carried on until circumstances forced them apart. Eventually, Doughas pulled up to Vor’s apartment complex, and the elf hopped out of the car and rushed to the entrance. He stopped there and fiddled with his pocket before disappearing inside.

Doughas watched him go, shaking his head and muttering, “Dougie. Never in all my years…” Yet he was happy that Vor and Areal would have more time together, even if only for a night.

He and Huala had struggled in the early years of their relationship. When they thought they had it figured out, children arrived and turned the whole marriage thing on its head. If Doughas’ mother hadn’t been around to help, they would have drowned for sure. Doughas was pleased to help Vor in whatever small way he could. He doubted he’d be as much help to Vor as his mother was to him, but he could hope.

Back at the Bureau, Doughas found Glav spinning on an office chair, three times the goblin he’d handcuffed that morning. Peace and rest lingered on his face, and he smiled when he recognized the Inquisitor.

“Ah! Doughas!” he shouted and threw himself toward the dwarf. “I can’t thank you enough. No, really. My wife and I are closer than we’ve been in months. Not healed fully, but there’s hope now. So much more than we had.” He broke off the hug to stand awkwardly beside Doughas and stuttered out a few more “thanks yous” to fill the silence.

Doughas gave the goblin his best smile. Not that he felt terrible and needed to lie, but he was not in a bubbly mood. He held up several fat manila folders. “Don’t thank me yet. I’ve got a job for ya.”

Glav lunged for the folders. “Anything!”

Doughas gave him the top one and nudged the goblin toward his own office. “Come on. We’ll get it sorted in here—” He stopped, grabbed Glav’s shoulder, and pulled him to the side. The move saved the folder-distracted goblin from barreling into the wall. “Watch it now,” Doughas cautioned. “I don’t need you taking a forced nap. I need your eyes and that brain of yours.”

Glav’s body shook like a cave pixie drying itself after a sewage bath. “Sorry, I guess I’m not back to a hundred percent. I’ll find the monster that killed Nadoraine, though.” Glav flipped through a few records, shaking his head at each. “No need to worry. I can picture that oversized brute’s snarling, toothy, ugly-ass—”

Doughas cleared his throat to interrupt, but Glav continued a second too long. Two ogre Inquisitors passed behind them, their own toothy glares aimed at the goblin.

“Oh, yes…well,” Glav stuttered.

Doughas directed him into the office before he could utter another word and plopped him into Vor’s chair, recently oiled by the building custodian as requested. His nerves couldn’t take a repeat of the last office session.

“Paint me a picture, Glav,” the dwarf requested as he settled into his chair and opened his own folder. “What am I looking for?”

Glav’s head shot up. “Uh, umm…” His nose smooshed a page, and he corrected it with a frantic swipe. “An ogre, of course…but what kind? B-big teeth? Scary face?” The goblin rubbed his cheeks. “No…he was big. Bigger than most ogres.”

“Good. What else?” Doughas noted down above-average size, an ogre of an ogre.

Glav clinked his fingertips on the desk. The tapping came faster. He raised a fist, ready to slam it in frustration, but the motion froze midair. “That’s it!” he exclaimed, then folded in on himself. “Well, actually, maybe not. It’s a little insensitive…”

Doughas stifled a yawn. “Spit it out, Glav. I won’t hate you.”

“It’s only…he looked rather…simple.” Glav snapped his mouth shut on the words and glanced at Doughas, but the dwarf was still swallowing his yawn.

“Can you be more specific? Simple how?”

The goblin released a frustrated growl. The kind that said when will the questions end? When will they realize my memory isn’t a picture book to be reopened and admired for its detailed lines? Or something like that.

He paused a minute more before answering the terrible demand. “You know the sort. Empty eyes. He barely spoke, only made animal noises. Wasn’t even that good of a fighter, to be honest. I managed to beat him and his sorry excuse for an elf. Isn’t that pathetic?”

Doughas almost reminded Glav of the battered state he’d found him in, courtesy of that sad, simple ogre. He decided against it. “What do you want me to put down for that? ‘Can be defeated by a goblin safety inspector?’” Doughas spoke without humor. His gaze flicked toward the door. Toward his home. “We may need you to narrow down our suspects. I’m sure you’ve got a few more fights in you, right?”

Like a flash-freeze, Glav’s green skin paled to silver. “Y-you can’t be—” He inhaled sharply. “Ah, you’re joking. Very funny.” Neither dwarf nor goblin laughed. “Put down ‘minimal combat experience’ instead,” he offered. “That will help, won’t it?”

“I suppose,” Doughas conceded. “We’ve got above-average size, low intelligence, and minimal combat experience. That should narrow it down some.”

The dwarf began to dig through the ogre profiles, separating those who met the criteria. He discarded a majority of the ogres and prepared a neat list for Glav to inspect. This he set in front of the goblin, who slowly nibbled through his own gang of suspects. But as each page flipped and Glav examined the mugshot, he shook his head and flipped to the next, muttering, “no, not him” or “definitely not that guy.”

Flip by flip, ogres appeared and disappeared. Each failure eroded Glav’s eyes with spreading webs of bloody veins. The first folder came and went, then the second. The goblin’s breath came in short puffs, held in as he searched each photo, then huffed out as he turned to the next. He grew more frantic. The second folder left Glav’s hands as he dropped it onto the first.

“Give me the next one,” he all but demanded.

Doughas handed it over. Glav tore through it faster than the others. He practically ripped each page out as he flipped to the next, and the next, and the next. Halfway through, he began to shake. His arms seemed thicker, or maybe Doughas’ eyes deceived him.

“He’s…he’s not here,” Glav rasped. “He has to be. Has to be here. I have to find him.” The folder flew from the goblin’s hand and splattered against the whiteboard. Ogre faces exploded and gently floated to the floor.

Glav trembled in his chair. His breathing was out of control. He grabbed the other folders and took them back. “Maybe I missed him. He could be in here. Have to look. Have to find.”

Doughas calmly began to slide the folders away from the goblin.

Glav lashed out and snatched the escaping papers. “Stop!” he almost shouted, his voice deeper than normal. “Let me help. I can help. I c-can fix.”

Doughas reached out and touched Glav’s arm. “It’s okay, Glav. You don’t have to fix this. It isn’t your fault. You hear me? You can let go. It’s going to be okay.” He increased pressure on the goblin’s arm until he looked up.

Glav blinked rapidly, and a huge gush of air whooshed out. “I-I’m sorry. I got so worked up. It feels like he’s right in front of me, and if I tried harder, I could find him. Make him pay for what he did.” The goblin’s breathing slowed. “I guess it won’t be that easy, will it?”

Doughas squeezed his arm. “I’m afraid not, but we will try again when you’ve had some rest. Don’t worry. There are plenty more ogres to check out. We’ll find out who did this.” He started packing up a few files. “That’s enough for today. We can look again tomorrow. How does that sound?”

Glav smiled. “Sounds good.”

The dwarf and goblin wrapped up and said their goodbyes. Glav would stay overnight in the Bureau. Not under arrest, but more like a guest. They didn’t know if the ogre would seek revenge, and they couldn’t risk losing their witness or having him run scared again.

Doughas drove home into the waiting arms of absolutely nobody. The house was dead and dark. He’d message Huala about the late night but still felt an ache in his chest, the pain of missed conversations and memories his family would have without him. He tried to dislodge the thoughts, but his weary mind found the task impossible that night. Better to keep moving, he thought as he weaved through the rock garden and into the darkened home.

A plate of lemon-broiled cave fish awaited him in the kitchen. He didn’t even bother to heat it up before scarfing down the damp, cold morsels. Not savoring the flavor but simply shoving the food down to replace the army of calories his body had used throughout the day. One plate was not enough. He dug up another bowl of leftovers. Pasta covered in a clear, buttery sauce. He upended the bowl and added its corpse to the small graveyard of dishes beside the sink. With a final, triumphant burp, he bid the kitchen farewell and charted a course for bed.

A loud cry changed his course. Doughas closed the distance with a rush and entered Ezellyhas’ room to soothe the sobbing infant. The child roiled in his crib. He screamed without care or concern for anyone else, mourning whatever nightmare or growing pain had disturbed his rest. Doughas lifted and rocked him as his father had instructed and cooed the same sweet words his mother had given.

Footsteps in the hall caused him to look away from the baby, whose happiness with the attention morphed into screaming when it left him for the upstart girl in the doorway.

“Sierla?” Doughas’ eldest daughter stood frozen in her nightgown. “Come in. Do you want to hold your brother? I seem to have lost my fatherly touch.”

Sierla slipped into the room and gently retrieved the squirming bundle of dwarf from her father. She held the baby against her chest and bounced him up and down. “He was calming down fine until I distracted you, Dad.” Regardless of her words, the baby instantly settled into her embrace. Ezellyhas curled up, threw out a wild arm, and went utterly limp. Dead asleep. “See, he only wanted someone to give him a squeeze. Then he goes straight back to sleep.” She spoke softly as she laid the child in his crib.

Doughas offered no argument, though he could have. He eased into the hallway, where Sierla joined him a moment later.

“Are you going to bed?” she whispered as loud as she dared.

Doughas looked around the dark, silent house and wondered what else there was to do at this hour.

“It’s just that we haven’t talked in a while,” she blurted, perhaps sensing his indecision.

Doughas led her away from Ezellyhas toward the living room. “I’m not that tired,” he lied. “I was going to hit the couch and read when I heard the crying. Come, let’s have a wee chat.” He plopped himself on the roughest part of the sectional and crossed his legs in a painful position. Anything to keep his eyes from fluttering shut as they so desperately wanted to.

Doughas started. “So, have you tired of being a homebody yet?”

Sierla rewarded his joke with a chuckle. “Never! Well, not after my misadventures.” She hung her head. “I can’t imagine why you ever let me come back…”

“Hey.” Doughas gently raised her chin. “None of that. The past is past. We’ve had our troubles. Every family does. There’s a time to mourn a decision, but there’s also a time to move past it.”

She sniffled and brushed a rogue tear from her eye. “I know. And being at home so much, helping Mom…it’s been good. Sure, I’ve been bored. I’ll probably go back to the offices full-time eventually. Maybe.” She cast her gaze around the room, looking at nothing but imagining much. “On second thought, maybe not. I couldn’t go back there. Not after what she did…or what she tried to do.”

Doughas exhaled. “I told you about Mairel, so you knew it was over. There’s nothing more to fear from the Sons of Stone or the Mountain Brides.” He patted her leg. “Trust me on that. As much as I love you helping your mother, you can’t hide forever.” He scooted closer to his daughter. “I’d hate for the world to never see my darling daughter’s face. You make me the happiest dwarf when I see you.”

“Even with what I did?” she asked.

Doughas hugged her tightly with one arm. “Even so, dear. Even so.”

She chuckled again. “Were your parents as forgiving as you are? Is that how you learned?” She searched his face, but Doughas was not unhappy to be asked about his parents. It was natural for his kids to wonder, given their absence. He couldn’t deny the hurt that still throbbed in the deeper places of his heart when he thought of them, especially his mother.

He cleared his throat. “Forgiveness…. Yes, they taught me to forgive and to love without sparing. Hard goals to reach, both of them. I remember them most for their generosity. Less with their money, but more with their time.” He poked Sierla’s side. “Don’t you remember your grandmother? She saved your mother and me in the early days. She was always chasing you and Tuirhas around our apartment to change your diapers.”

Sierla’s gaze lifted toward the ceiling. She sniffed loudly. “I remember a smell. She was spicy. Yes, that’s it. Spicy.”

A single, powerful laugh shot from Doughas’ mouth before he clamped it shut. He waited for the baby to cry, but the moment passed, and silence remained. He looked at his daughter. “Spicy? Ancestors, why would you think—”

Then, he remembered.

“Pastries,” they chorused.

“See? I’m not crazy.” Sierla giggled. “Grandma always brought those spicy-sweet cinnamon…things. Buns? Donuts?”

Doughas scratched his head. “I think they were a kind of evah bread. But yes, as ridiculous as it is, I can see why you remember her as spicy.”

“And cold,” his daughter added. “She was always freezing. I remember wrapping her up in as many blankets as I could find, and she still felt like ice.”

He nodded. “Poor circulation.” He touched one finger to the other. “Only in her hands, though. I think she might have tricked you into thinking her whole body was as cold as her fingers.”

Sierla laughed under her breath. “What an awful joke. I always wanted to stick her in a hot bath or push her into the fireplace.” She shivered. “Makes me cold just thinking about it.” Her laughter gave way to the sad kind of sigh that remembering often brings about. “What kind of dwarfess was she?”

Doughas settled back against the couch. Thousands of words came to mind, but none formed a cohesive sentence or even a single picture that would capture his mother’s likeness. He supposed nothing could compare to the woman herself. No amount of words or stories ever would.

“She was a business dwarfess,” he commented. “Shrewd, but in a good way.”

Sierla scoffed. “What way is that?”

Doughas struggled to hold onto the idea of his mother. He opened his mouth, but the words came slowly. “Oh…the way that thinks ahead and plans. That doesn’t rush in without thinking…”

His daughter went still. “Not like me, then.”

He slipped a reassuring arm around her shoulder. “You are different dwarfesses,” he told her. “I see much of my grandmother in you. Her boldness, her strength of will. You are a wonderful young lady, Sierla. I only wish your grandmother was still around to see you. Her murder sent me down a dark path. I’m surprised I ever made it out.”

She looked at her father. “Yeah. I miss her, too…but you’re wrong. I’m sad she’s gone, but I’m glad she didn’t see what I became.”

“Sierla—”

“I know you forgive me, but the wounds are still there. In you, in Mom…in Tuirhas.” She looked away. “All because I chose my work friends over my family.” She stood slowly, and Doughas rose to meet her with a hug.

“Child, remember what I said. The past is the past. You’ll drown yourself on the shore if you keep dwelling on it.” He squeezed her as hard as he dared, wishing he could tear the splinter of pain from his daughter as easily as ripping the bolt from an ARC wound. Well, on second thought…maybe he was glad it was an emotional wound.

Sierla hugged him back, squeezing as if she wanted to snap him in two. “Thank you,” she murmured and withdrew. “Have a good night. I… I think I’ve had enough talking for one night. Love you, Dad.”

“I love you so much, Sierla. Never forget it.”

Doughas watched her disappear into the house, dark and quiet as the grave once more. Her words swirled around Doughas’ skull, making him almost too dizzy to walk. He sorted through the conversation in his head and paused when he recalled the end. Something she’d said stuck out. She had blamed her work friends for getting her involved in the Mountain Brides.

“Excellent,” he whispered. She’d given him exactly the idea he needed.

They had been looking for the ogre all wrong. They didn’t have to sort through every ogre in existence. They only had to look through the SCF. Both the ogre and the elf were asking Nadoraine about it. There must be a connection, maybe a work one.

Doughas filed the thought away and gave a short thanks to the ancestors for the help.

Finally, he went to his bedroom and dropped into bed like a corpse. He was asleep as soon as he closed his eyes.
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The morning light struck Doughas like a hammer. The headache buried in his skull required immediate removal. He stumbled to the bathroom, noticing the empty place beside him that said Huala was already up and preparing breakfast. That dwarfess never stopped for a minute. Doughas popped a few pills and leaned over the counter while the hammer blows ebbed away. It was not a perfect way to start the day, but it was something.

His pocket vibrated, and he realized he was still wearing his pants from the day before.

He grabbed his shard, saw Vor’s number, and flipped it open against his ear. He mumbled something unintelligible that was supposed to be “good morning,” but Vor didn’t try to correct him.

“I’m going to be gone for part of today,” his partner said.

“Vacation?” Doughas muttered.

Vor sighed. “No…”

Doughas heard birds in the background. “Where are you?” he finally managed.

“Stannheim,” the elf said. “I’m visiting Stannheim.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Esselliar

The fortress of Stannheim loomed dark and foreboding from the ferry where Vor stood. He tightened his jacket to ward off the chill, but it was in vain. He buried his hands in his pockets. It made no difference. Spray from the rioting waves doused the ponderous ship and Vor along with it, smothering him in a clammy sweat.

He actually felt relief when the dark specter of the prison’s jagged shadow pierced the horizon. There, his feet would walk on solid, unshifting rock instead of the rolling deck that’d made him heave overboard twice.

There was little light here, though it was early morning. Stannheim hunkered under a permanent swirl of storm clouds, the epicenter of a magi-tech hurricane that pulsed with sheering winds and ravenous lightning. The seas around the prison had executed many vessels when they drifted too close. The emerald-green water lacked luster, like a raw gemstone melted into liquid.

Suddenly, Vor reared back from the railing as the waters surrounding the ship blackened to the darkness of a new moon. The ship’s crew gave the color change no more than a glance and a shrug. Only Vor and the parade of chain-gang prisoners cared. Some shouted, and others whispered about what it could be.

Vor backed away and almost bumped into one of the prisoners’ guards.

“Careful, boy,” the grizzled goblin muttered. “You go slipping off the deck, you’ll find yourself a snack for the brute-a-babies.” His lower lip quivered, stuffed with something, and his speech slurred. Vor didn’t know whether the chew or the distended lip was the cause.

“Brute-a-babies?” Vor asked. “Do you mean sea brutes?”

The goblin spat a chunk of brown goo onto the deck, barely missing Vor’s shoe. “Aye, them and their young’uns.” He glanced toward the chained prisoners. “Those snapper jacks love the waters ‘round Stannheim. Love making love in the stormy sea… That, and the fresh meat the warden’s fond of dishing to them.” He eyed the convicts and chewed, letting them think about his words before confirming their suspicions. “You boys look like some fine morsels, don’t ya?” He sniggered before spitting on the deck again.

The prisoners barely raised an eyebrow at the threat, as most were hardened criminals. One pitiful dwarf took the bait and began to quake. The guard sauntered over and leaned toward the trembling dwarf. “Every day, I see them dump new boys like you into the sea. Real messy. Hard to watch…all the screamin’ and thrashin’.” The goblin shook his head, a sad smile on his crooked face. “You’d think it’d end quick, but them brute-a-babies love to play with their food. They pick them apart like a toddler mashing peas.”

“That’s enough,” Vor ordered and approached the goblin. “Stop lying to them.” He tried to stand tall against the goblin’s glare, but the ship heaved and sent him stumbling into the railing. His upper body tipped over, and his head dangled toward the sea. The ship tilted at the same time, putting him as close to the water as he could be without falling in.

Darkness stared back at him from the deep. No eyes, but a massive shape swimming beneath the surface. Able to flip their boat on a whim if it cared to. The brute snaked onward, speeding ahead of the ship in the general direction of Stannheim.

Vor recovered from his near-fall and pushed away from the railing and the creatures lurking below.

The darkness passed, and the sea returned to its usual dull green.

The goblin smirked at Vor but said nothing more. He merely hummed a tune and returned to his duties. The dwarf prisoner collapsed to his knees, no longer shaking but completely broken as he was assured of his demise. His eyes glazed over, and Vor imagined the vision he saw. A bloody maelstrom of torn limbs and thrashing teeth, overlooked by prison towers and a certain goblin’s crooked grin.

Vor turned away and stared at the fortress on the horizon, more gargantuan with each passing second. He wondered about the goblin’s words.

Looking at Stannheim, he could believe them.

The waters calmed as they entered the eye of the hurricane, a ten-mile circle surrounding the islet. Gulls soared in the gusty winds, and shoals of fish leapt from the waters. For all its darkness, the eye around Stannheim held a rare quality of peace and beauty. It housed a microcosm of ocean life sheltered from fishing trawlers, pleasure boaters, and leviathan hunters. A prison for us looks like a sanctuary for the animals, Vor thought as the ship rolled up to the dock.

The ferry slid into place between two pylons. Metal pillars extended from the sides and plugged into the walls of the dock, locking the ship in place. With a punchy ERRRR!, two railing doors opened, and the ship’s occupants marched off in single files. Prisoners and guards through one gate, sailors through the other.

Vor followed behind the prisoners and flipped his Inquisitor’s badge to gain entry through the front doors. The guards inside informed him that an audience with a prisoner would be difficult to achieve without a prior appointment.

“Talk to Captain Jeuth,” an elf guardsman suggested as he held the door open. “He can arrange it for you.”

“Where would I find him?”

The question puzzled the first guard while the second, a dwarfess, looked on in disbelief.

“Really?” The second guard sighed and faced Vor. “He’ll be processing the new arrivals. Go through these doors and head left. You should find him in there.”

Vor rushed ahead and entered the network of tunnels within Stannheim. This far down, the walls were natural rock, carved out and smoothed down over hundreds of years through forced labor. It was barely large enough for an ogre to squeeze through if they bent their head. Still, it was something. This was probably the first structure to be built with all the races in mind.

After turning left as the dwarfess guard directed, Vor entered a modern hallway. Here beige-painted concrete covered the ancient rock beneath a drop ceiling. It could have been the basement of some skyscraper in the Quadras. Vor asked another guard where to find the captain. They directed him to a large room at the end of the hall, where the guards and new arrivals who’d been on the ship with him had gathered for their introductory briefing.

The grizzled goblin who’d threatened the criminals on board presided over the meeting from a small stage. “You are here because you failed. You weren’t smart enough, weren’t fast enough, or weren’t lucky enough to get away.” He stalked back and forth as he spoke. His slurred speech filled the room, somehow well-enunciated despite the errors in every word. As if he cared too much and too little at the same time.

He stopped and met Vor’s gaze before moving on to haunt another prisoner. “You may have heard that prison is meant to reform, to rehabilitate.” The goblin paused. “That may be true of other facilities, but not Stannheim. You are here because you are a plague on society. It’s time you were treated like it.”

Vor looked closer at the cold goblin and noticed a patch of flames emblazoned over his breast pocket. He hadn’t noticed that on the ship. An invisible anchor seemed to drag his feet into the floor at the sinking realization that Captain Jeuth was the goblin.

The captain loomed over the prisoners’ heads. “Some of you will die. Others will wish you had the opportunity. Remember this above all else—in this prison, the law is no longer the law.” He pointed at the guards at the end of the stage. “They are the law,” he intoned, then hooked a thumb at himself. “I am the law.” The words hung in the air until the room was heavy with their weight. “You will obey, or the brute-a-babies will see you for dinner.”

Vor snorted. “I still don’t believe it,” he muttered. Stannheim might be brutal, but it wasn’t outside the law, no matter what one mad goblin said. Thankfully, that was the end of his speech. The prisoners continued on to processing, though Vor couldn’t help but notice a difference in them. The calmest ones, most of them grim-faced elves and a few sharp-nosed goblins, were ushered through one set of doors while the haggard, frightened remnant was shoved through another door.

Captain Jeuth whistled an innocent tune, hopped off the stage, and marched up to Vor. “Now, what are you doing still breathing the same air as me? You know we pump it down here. Isn’t cheap. Every body adds to the cost.” He crossed his arms like a disappointed father.

“I’m here on official business for the Bureau.” Vor flipped up his badge. “I need to speak with a recent arrival to Stannheim pertaining to an ongoing investigation. Will you be so helpful as to set up the meeting for me?”

Captain Jeuth tapped his cheek several times. “Let me think about that. Hmm…you know, I’m not sure I have the time to help with an unscheduled request.” His mock disappointment was syrupy thick. “There’s only so many hours in the day, and sheesh, I’m booked for all of them. Ain’t that a shame.”

Vor’s resolve hardened. “I don’t need your time. I need one guard who can fetch a prisoner. You seriously think the Inquisitor-General will be okay with a delay in an important case?” He was bluffing…but so was the goblin.

Jeuth squinted him. “I would have loved to spare a guard for you if you hadn’t been so rude to my hardworking staff.”

“What?” Vor shouted. “How have I been rude?”

The goblin captain clicked his tongue. “Yelling at me, for one. Yelling at my guards and treating them worse than dirt. Aye, you’ve made a bad name for every Inquisitor in the city with your sour behavior today. I’m sure your boss will be thrilled when I send the prison warden knocking on his door about your little visit. All for some official business? Sure. Call it whatever you want.”

The goblin waited, but Vor didn’t have a response. How could he? This was Jeuth’s world, and Vor was only a visitor. He couldn’t actually go to the Inquisitor-General without revealing everything Medivh was up to. Which would earn her a lot of criminal charges and risk blowing her cover.

Vor sized up the goblin as he chewed on the plug of herbs behind his lip. He had to give in. “Is there no way I can see the prisoner today? It is important, no matter what you say. Come on, what will it take? Do you want me to take a swim with the damn brute-a-babies you’re so fond of?” The ploy was his last hope. The captain knew he had the stronger position. Now he could demand anything he wanted from the Inquisitor.

Apparently, the goblin liked it. He swaggered back on his heels and probably would have thumbed his suspenders if he had been wearing them. He spat the chew and this time landed it on Vor’s foot. The goblin waited to see how the elf would react.

Inwardly, Vor fumed like a not-so-dormant volcano. Outwardly, he remained all charm.

“I appreciate the time it would take out of you or your guards’ schedules to set up the meeting. However, it is vital for the safety of the citizens of the Quadras that I speak with this prisoner today.” Vor folded his hands and waited for the goblin’s reply.

The goblin sniggered. “If it’s for the citizens, how could a fine gob like me say no?” He whistled sharply, and an elfess in a guard uniform sprinted to his side. “Morey, see to it the elf gets what he wants, but make sure he’s gone by lunchtime.” Jeuth gave Vor one last grin. “I don’t want him around when the brute-a-babies have their snacks. After all, he says he wants to swim with them. That’s a silly thing to do, now, isn’t it? I’d hate to report every horrible detail of his death to his precious General.”

To all this, the guard simply said, “Yes, sir,” and whisked Vor from the room.

Vor got one last look at the captain, waving his goodbye. He hoped it would be their final meeting.

The guard stopped at a nearby kiosk, and Vor gave her Medivh’s information. She typed it into the system, looked at the number, and grunted. She whipped around, not looking back as she shouted, “Keep up, Twinkles.”

Vor hurried after her.

She led him through a labyrinth of tunnels. Some were ancient and marred with the bite of pickaxes. Others had been transformed into concrete bunkers so bland and beige that Vor longed for any sign of color or beauty accent. The harder he looked, the less he saw.

Higher up in the structure, the caverns ended. The building became a proper fortress of chiseled stone walls, with wires taped along the ceiling and retrofitted light fixtures dangling from cables high above Vor’s head. Here was ample room for an ogre or two.

Vor stopped paying attention to the turns they took. He scanned the nooks and crevices for signs of That Thing. Not that a secretive multi-species network of criminals would have a sign saying Here’s That Thing, but he couldn’t shake the crawl from his spine. The feeling that every step took him deeper into enemy territory. Into Valorius’ domain.

This was the closest Vor had ever been to his cousin. Valorius was here somewhere, frolicking in a cell. Scheming and orchestrating That Thing with who knew how many other long-lived criminal minds.

They passed a bay window revealing the exercise yard, a narrow scrap of rock and earth walled on all sides. Grim, gleaming black guard towers overlooked the space. The towers were old bulwarks with modern observation decks built on top. Antennae jutted from the slick roofs to allow communication between the units.

Everywhere he looked, Vor saw the takeover of modern tech. Peaked rooftops glittered with power arrays and AC units strapped on at dangerous angles. Stannheim’s glued-together combination of ancient and modern was like a corpse updated with the latest in magi-tech limbs.

The elfess led Vor up several flights of stairs, then down five more into a natural stone shaft with flickering fluorescent lights.

“Where are we now?” Vor eyed the walls oozing with droplets of sea water. Little crystals had formed where the ocean damp evaporated and left its salt behind. The air reeked of the ocean. Normally a pleasant smell, but it was so concentrated here that it turned his stomach. “Is the visitation room really down here?”

The guard seemed unaffected by the stench. She walked tall at a brisk, steady pace. “This is not the usual visitation room,” she stated. “Your prisoner is on the rocks. It will be faster to bring her here. You are in a hurry, aren’t you?”

“Fine.” Vor spoke louder than he’d intended. His voice reverberated in the confined shaft. The walls shuddered, and a light sprinkle of dislodged salt crystals dusted his head and shoulders. Seasoned for the brute-a-babies.

The guard paused at the foot of the stairs and glanced back. Her eyes were not cold or uncaring but sealed from the pain she interacted with daily. “You are too harsh on the captain, you know. He looks after the guards.”

“It’s his job to look after the prisoners, too,” Vor rebutted.

She waved him on, and they continued into a semi-circular hallway bored out by a modern drill. “He does, but the prisoners here are the worst in the world. They constantly conspire against us. Maybe you wonder why he separated some of them out and treated them so harshly?”

“I’ve seen plenty of people on a power trip before. His takes the cake and smashes it down a prisoner’s throat.” Vor didn’t want to have this conversation. “I know everything I need to about him.”

The guard didn’t respond. She only walked faster, forcing him into a light jog to keep up. She was taller than him, and her power-walk outpaced his.

Suddenly, she stopped and turned on her heels. Vor had to shuffle his feet to keep from running into her.

The guard flung her hand at a door and palmed it open with a powerful thrust. “Wait in here,” she instructed, offering no estimate of time.

For all Vor knew, this would be his cell to rot in until the damp and the cold killed him. Then he’d be dumped into the sea for the captain’s kiddies to enjoy. Part of him knew that wouldn’t happen, but he couldn’t help the thought.

He slipped inside the room and found it quaintly adorned with a table, two chairs, and a single hanging lamp in the corner. It was dim and earthy, the smell of the sea somewhat diminished. He settled into a chair to wait.

True to the guard’s word, Medivh was not long in arriving.

The door flew open with another practiced palm-slap from the guard. The two elfesses stood side by side in the doorway, like a pair of vultures eyeing a scrap of roadkill. Vor gulped nervously before the guard pushed Medivh into the room, and the similarities ended. Whereas the guard was stiff and straight, Medivh dragged herself to the chair opposite Vor and plopped into it. She probably would have put her legs on the table if they hadn’t been chained together.

“Vor…” His name escaped her lips on a sigh. “What are you doing here?”

Vor glanced at the guard. “I don’t suppose you’d permit a private meeting?”

The guard rumbled a laugh and didn’t move.

“Figures.” He turned his attention back to Medivh. He didn’t know how much he should mention in front of the guard. She could be dirty, and he might ruin Medivh’s plan and make her sacrifice pointless. He focused on the only question he could ask. “How are you doing?”

Medivh raised an eyebrow. “You took the ferry to ask me how I’m doing?” She pushed her chair back and started to rise. “Yeah, take me back to the rocks. The fellas are gonna miss their favorite sparring partner if I’m gone too long.” She flashed an angry look at Vor. “I get more respect from them than I do from you. Coming here to check up on me like I’m a doll or some shit.” She spread her hands in disbelief. “Can you believe this guy?” Medivh commented to the silently watching guard.

“Wait!” Vor urged her back into her seat.

“What more do you have to say?” she countered, reluctantly lowering herself. “Did you even read my letter?”

“I, uh…well, it’s on my desk at the Bureau—”

“Unbelievable.” Medivh stood and dragged herself to the door. “Take me to the rocks. I’m done with this idiot.”

“Isn’t there anything I can do?” Vor rushed out.

The guard was already leading her away, but Medivh stopped. “If you really want to help me…” Her eyes softened, and she gave a genuine smile. “Then read my letter.” She raised her brows as high as they could go. “Read it, Vor.”

“Come on,” the guard snapped and yanked her away.

The door slammed shut, and Vor was alone. Hours of travel and multiple arguments wasted on a thirty-second conversation that communicated absolutely nothing. He wished he was at the Bureau, settled into his chair and enjoying a toasty cup of coffee as he searched for the next clue.

He sat and stewed, listening to the sound of the waves whispering through the passageways. There was probably a cave nearby where the sea came in. The rocks, or whatever it was. Some kind of torture labor for the prisoners. Likely the brainchild of the glorious Captain Jeuth. He and Valorius probably got along well.

Vor’s heart beat faster at the thought of his cousin. His palms sweated like the stone walls, and fear crystallized in his chest. He shoved the table back and pushed to his feet. The chair fell behind him with a sharp, hollow clang. He was tired of Stannheim already, but he was more tired of Valorius and the power his cousin wielded over his thoughts. For more than two years now, his relative haunted his steps, taunted him from behind the bars where Vor had put him. He was sick of the fear.

When the guard returned to the room, she found it neat and tidy, the table realigned with the chairs. Vor stood patiently to the side and thanked her for her time. His new demeanor alarmed her, and she scanned the room in suspicion.

The room wasn’t different, though. Vor was. “I need to visit one more prisoner today,” he stated in a strong, clear tone.

The elfess shook her head. “That’s not what the captain agreed to. I’m taking you to the ferry.”

Vor stood his ground. “My cousin Valorius VorKluvaith is expecting me.”

If he needed any more evidence of corruption at the prison, here it was. Without another word of argument and with a great deal of fear, the guard agreed at once to take him to his cousin. She walked slower this time, on edge. They retraced their steps to the room where the prisoners had been separated. From there, she brought him to a beige room with two tables and sets of chairs.

“Wait here.” Those were the first words she’d spoken since Vor had mentioned Valorius’ name.

He took a seat, but no matter how many positions he tried, he could not find a comfortable one. By the time the doors reopened, he wanted to stand and stretch. That time had passed, though. His thoughts and feelings faded, except for one. A buried anger whose roots had grown fat beneath the surface threatened to sprout into a towering tree of fury with a single look at his cousin.

The guard stayed in the room but directly beside the door.

Valorius smiled. There was no love in the expression. Only pride, a furnace of arrogance and seething intelligence. He dipped into the seat across from Vor, looking every inch the gentle-elf even in his prison slacks.

“My, my,” Valorius drawled. “What a surprise from the sea. My dear cousin, come to visit. I will admit that after two years, I was beginning to wonder when you’d get over our little tiff.”

In the back of his mind, Vor knew his cousin only wanted to get a rise out of him. Still, he was startled into obliging. “A little tiff? Is that what you call eighteen counts of fraud and six counts of first-degree murder?”

“No. That I call an overreaction,” Valorius simpered. “It was inevitable, I suppose, after you took the stand and painted such a pleasant picture of my character to the jury. A shame the legal system can be so easily misled…and a shame that family can be so motivated by base feelings. Even jealousy.”

Vor jabbed a finger toward his cousin. “Justice motivated me.”

“There’s no need for lies, cousin. It was a valiant effort…well, it was something, at least. It saddens my generous heart to know the depths you’ve sunk to. Wretched and poor, barely able to make payments on Daddy’s debts.”

Vor trembled as the anger unfurled. The guard sensed an impending explosion and approached his side of the table.

Valorius’ eyes sparkled brighter than ever. “Now I hear you’ve got a pretty mother to warm your bed. I suppose that’s something, but probably not worth whatever you’re paying her. Or maybe she’s paying you? The free rent must be nice, at least. Maybe the only nice—”

Vor kicked up from his chair and loomed over his cousin. “Your words are weak. Prison has rusted your tongue.”

“Oh, yes. Very weak. Unlike that stretch of an elf you came to visit. She’s a bundle of fun if I do say so.” He popped a wink. “I’m certain you know what I mean.”

Vor considered punching Valorius, despite knowing he’d be kicked out for that.

The guard must have guessed his thoughts. “Sit down,” she demanded and pushed Vor back into his seat, though she seemed confused. She looked between the cousins as if trying to figure them out.

Valorius shifted position and fiddled with his hands. “My only complaint with the wench is that she keeps her mouth shut, and it’s rather resistant to being pried open. For how much longer, I wonder?”

Vor jumped on that. “So there is something the great Valorius doesn’t know. He’s even admitted it himself. Maybe you’re not as arrogant as I thought…only foolish. You were foolish enough to trust me once. Thought you could get away with it all, that there were no consequences for thick-skulled lunatics. Yet you’re locked away in here, and I walk free.”

Valorius narrowed his gaze.

Vor kept pushing. “How are you and your friends adjusting to the changes in the Quadras? It must really bind your balls to see the city integrating, and now the humans are here, too. A real shame, considering how hard you worked to stop it.”

Valorius waved aside the attack. “Yes, a shame. Here we are, in an expanded market, and I’m more profitable than ever. I am reminded of the glory days of the VorKluvaiths. Not that you were around to see them, of course. It was the time of times, let me tell you. Now, I find myself courted once more. You’re the least important person to pay me a visit in these two years, Esselliar. I expect it will stay that way.”

“Really? Because corruption is a hot topic in the city, and I don’t think anyone wants to dip their toes into your messy shit.” Vor leaned back, coming into his own. He felt cool and easy, maybe like Valorius often did. He probed with a few more statements. “The Bureau is as clean as could be with the latest moles excised. I’m sure that was a sting for you. I hope they’re as useful in Stannheim as they were in the Quadras…though somehow, I doubt it.”

Valorius shrugged. “One opportunity ends, and another opens up. You won’t find me short on influence or money anytime soon. Commodities that you, Esselliar, have always lacked.”

Vor wasn’t fazed. He continued with a twisted grin. “Speaking of commodities and markets. It’s a real shame the humans won’t have those precious pets someone promised them. I hope that doesn’t upset any contracts or deals. It’d be unfortunate to ruin a relationship that’s only getting started…and one that would have been so profitable.”

He’d never seen his cousin look stunned before. Clearly, even Valorius hadn’t known about the raid on the pixie pet shop. A sudden unease swept over Vor. He had said too much.

The conversation lapsed, and the cousins stared at the other with fury and bubbling rage.

“You can take the prisoner back to his cell.” Vor dismissed him with a flick of his hand. “We’re finished.”

Valorius shot to his feet as if he’d fly across the table to strangle Vor. The guard did not try to stop him. Instead, she flinched and assumed a defensive position.

Yet when Valorius spoke, his tone was as calm and cool as when he’d first entered. “You understand I have to hurt you now,” he declared almost sadly, as if it pained him to do so.

Vor rose. “Do what you will, cousin. If you really think you’re so great, try getting your hands dirty for once in your life. There’s no one in the world you’ve threatened and done the deed personally. Maybe you think you’re better because of it, but I know the real reason.” He stared into his cousin’s icy gaze. “You’re weak. You always have been, and you always will be.”

The guard stepped up to Valorius but said nothing, only waited for him to move.

Valorius sneered. “Maybe you’re right, cousin. That won’t help you now, will it?” He turned and stalked out the door with the guard following at a safe distance.

The door slammed shut. Vor had the distinct feeling that he was the prisoner in the cell, and Valorius was the one who walked free, wherever and however he liked. Even here, he had power.

Vor kicked over a chair. It felt good. He flipped the table and smashed it against the concrete wall with a gleamed throw. The hollow metal bent in several places, and the room rang with a noise so loud he almost fainted. He wobbled on his feet and leaned against the wall to steady himself, merely breathing as he waited for the guard to return.

When she did, she said nothing. She didn’t even mention the destroyed table. However, there was an unspoken understanding between them. They both walked with the scars of Valorius on their hearts. He pitied the guard, who had to work so close to him. He almost asked what his cousin had done to her, but he couldn’t bear to know. He’d been the one to put Valorius here, to subject her and everyone else to his cousin’s venom.

“Take me to the ferry,” Vor insisted. “I’m leaving, and I’m never coming back.”

The elfess grabbed his arm and pulled him from the room. Vor started to complain, but she tore ahead and threatened to disappear around a corner. He sprinted a few feet and settled into a power-walk, catching up to the guard only for her to increase her speed and break away. In this manner, she sped Vor through the tunnels to the lower entrance he’d come through earlier.

It felt like forever since he’d traded the real world for the starkness of Stannheim, of brutal captains and worse inmates, of sea monsters and schemes. The guard seemed determined to get rid of him as soon as possible like Jeuth wanted. She hurried him toward the ferry. Along the side of the pier, a chain gang loaded boxes of prisoner-made products onto the waiting ship to be sold in the Quadras.

The main pier was a great concrete slab that jutted several hundred feet into the sea, where it housed the boats in slightly deeper water. There was room for four ferries. At least ten offshoot piers held smaller ships, probably used for patrols or in case of an escape.

Prisoners trooped on and off the ship, dropping boxes and heading back for more. The ferry wouldn’t leave until they finished. Vor couldn’t even get on board with all the bodies blocking the way.

The elfess seemed to take this as a challenge. She stomped to the overseer and chewed his ears off, trying to get the product line suspended and the prisoners sent back inside. She kept glancing at Vor as if any second he’d bolt back inside Stannheim and continue to ruin her day. The Inquisitor wanted nothing more to do with her or that place, though. He would bide his time until the prisoners finished, then get out of here.

A ruckus took over the chain gang when a goblin bumped into another prisoner and sent his box tumbling over the side of the pier, a fifteen-foot drop into the sea. The victim was a goblin as well, and he turned on the bumper. The elfess and the overseer practically jumped on top of them, but the goblins threw them off. They’d already trolled out in preparation to smash the other’s brains in.

To accomplish that more productively, they snapped the chain.

The gang split and prisoners began sliding their shackles off the broken section. They didn’t run—there was nowhere to run. They simply removed the cuffs and stood off to the side to watch the fight.

However, a few of the prisoners had different ideas. Three elves appeared from behind a clump of bystanders, bumping through them and heading directly for Vor. He knew a fight when he saw one. The efficient, expressionless elves covered the distance in seconds. The guard looked over and saw too late what was happening.

Vor raised his fists.

The lead elf drew a shank from his sleeve.

“Ah, shit,” Vor professed, wishing the prison had allowed his weapons on the ferry.

The elves split up, the lead elf coming at him while the others spread out. They pinned Vor against the side of the pier. As the knife flew out, Vor rolled and grabbed the elf’s arm. He tried to pull him off balance and maybe toss him in the drink, but the elf’s buddy punched him in the gut and knocked the wind from him.

The pain dropped him, but he couldn’t stay down. He shuffled close to the puncher and stood. Their faces were inches apart. He snapped his forehead into the elf’s nose and heard a crunch! In an even fight, the blow would have satisfied him, but the name of the game was survival. He couldn’t lose focus for a millisecond.

The lead elf slashed at Vor and forced him back. The third dove at his legs, a ridiculous move if he wanted to cause damage. It put his face next to Vor’s boot. He only had to step back, out of danger, and kick the dummy in the head.

Except when he did, he stepped into danger rather than out of it. Open air and the ocean below met his heel. The brute-a-babies will get their meal, after all, he thought as he began to plummet.

The lead elf grabbed Vor’s arm and stopped his momentum. He hovered with one foot on the pier, his life dependent on the enemy’s grip. He looked up and did not see the face of mercy.

The elf hissed at him. “With love from your cousin,” he spat and slashed Vor’s wrist. The neat cut would bleed profusely and kill him if it wasn’t bandaged, but he had a feeling the slash wasn’t supposed to be a death blow. It was a lure.

The pressure on his wrist vanished.

Air and spray whipped around him, and an inky hand consumed him and dragged him down. Not a beast, but the ocean.

Vor struggled toward the surface, toward the light. Everything else was dark and cold. It seeped through his clothes and his skin. It settled in his bones like a cancer, eating his strength. He’d already been short of breath due to the fight, and now his body needed it desperately.

He kicked upward, but it wasn’t enough. His mouth opened of its own accord. In the panic, he inhaled a sliver of sea water. It burned as it entered his nostrils. He flailed and looked up, but the surface seemed no closer than before. Despair overtook him as his vision faded and his mind drifted. The last thing he felt was a thin, many-fingered limb encircling his forearm above the cut.

That was no longer Vor’s problem. He was moving on.

Or so he thought until his eyes snapped open, and he found himself breathing air yet surrounded by darkness. He wondered if he was brain-damaged…or dead. The latter seemed more likely. He flailed his arms, and they seemed to move through air, too.

He was soaked through. Sharp rocks dug into his back and all along his body. He raised his head, and a massive headache punctured his skull. He tried to lower it back down and only increased the pain when his head smacked a rock.

Well, there’s no avoiding it. He slowly pushed himself up.

He was in a cave, dark but not entirely without light. Clumps of fluorescent bulbs dangled from the ceiling in several places. What they revealed confused him. The sea flooded a wide, shallow area of the cavern. Pockets of folks in prison garb waded the shallows, searching and pausing when they discovered something. A goblin snaked his hand into the water and emerged with a small, feisty mass of tentacles and scales. The creature thrashed at its would-be captor and would have overpowered him, but other prisoners grabbed limbs and walked the creature as a group back to the shore. Large plastic bins filled with water and more of the little monsters awaited them there.

“What in the Quadras is going on?” Vor did not expect an answer, but he got one anyway.

“I told you about them brute-a-babies, didn’t I?” a voice slurred. There was a spitting sound, and gummed herbs splattered Vor’s cheek.

The captain sat on an outcropping a few feet away.

“I hear your cousin gave you the shiv,” Captain Jeuth continued. “He’s a real slice of lime, that Valorius. All sour, no sweet. Though he likes to pretend.” He eyed Vor. “You remind me of him, walking in like an arrogant piece of…well, I didn’t trust you in the slightest.”

“What about now?” Vor rubbed his temples, hoping to quell the throbbing in his skull. He could barely focus.

Captain Jeuth chuckled. He ambled over to Vor and rolled up his sleeve, revealing a small scar on his arm. “Tried to do me in the same way as you. That was after his first month in Stannheim.”

Vor’s arm suddenly itched. He tried to scratch it, but a cloth blocked his fingernails. His forearm was bandaged. “Did you do this?”

The goblin nodded. “You have me to thank for the pretty knotwork but not for saving your life. You’ll have to thank Eliah for that. She jumped in after you, dragged your sorry ass under the pier and onto the rocks.” He gestured behind Vor. “There’s an access tunnel under the pier. She brought you here and went to get me. I sent her to medbay to get looked at, or else I’m sure you’d give her the biggest damn thank-you of your life.”

Between the headache and the story, Vor couldn’t tell up from down. “She hated me. Why would she save me?”

Captain Jeuth nodded. “We both hated you. Wanted nothing to do with your pompous self, walking into our business and ordering us around. You’re a real piece of shit, you know?”

Vor glared. “Thanks. I can see my opinion of you hasn’t been entirely wrong. You’re a piece of shit yourself.”

The captain pulled a fresh batch of chew from his pocket and stuck it behind his lip. “Aye, you’re spot on, boy. You gotta be one to beat one. This damn rock is covered with murderous shits.”

Vor gestured toward the bay of convicts and their brute-a-baby harvest. “And this? What’s going on here?” The shallows teemed with movement, both the wading convict groups and roiling mosh pits of tentacles. It looked like the brute-a-babies were fighting each other.

Captain Jeuth shot a globule of spit into the air. It arced and landed in the water. “The weakest of the sea brutes get herded in here. They fight it out, and the stronger survive. You know, regular nature. We’ve got uses for the little critters, though. Sell them to the mainland, to a zoo or a school.” He shrugged. “Most often, the prisoners get a little extra protein in their diets.”

“So what you told that dwarf earlier is a lie?” Vor asked. “You don’t feed prisoners to them.”

Jeuth laughed good and hard. “I try to every day. Look how many I got out there fishing. The brute-a-babies are surprisingly picky, though. They get one bite, spit it out, and keep on swimming. No, what they like best is the taste of their siblings and cousins.”

Vor looked at his arm. “Then why would Valorius’ thug cut me before pushing me in the water?”

Captain Jeuth went quiet for a minute. “There is a secret to Stannheim that you’re dancing around. I’d rather not tell you, but it’s easy enough to figure out. Suffice to say, Mr. Valorius believes the brute-a-babies like to eat us because I tell him they do, and no one contradicts me.”

Vor glanced at the hundred-odd prisoners in the shallows. “Surely they know. Why hasn’t anyone told them?”

A sly smile responded. “So many mysteries in this life. The tight lips of criminals must be one of them.”

Memories of the day swirled through Vor’s mind. He saw the dwarf on the ferry, broken down and weeping. Then it was the introduction room where Jeuth spoke to the prisoners…then sorted them through two different doors.

Vor snapped his fingers. “There are two prisons in Stannheim. You separate the career criminals from those who were only unlucky enough to get sent here. That’s who you use to catch the brute-a-babies.”

The goblin shrugged with casual indifference. “Maybe, but that sounds like a crock of shit to me. One island. One prison. Perhaps there are separate populations within, like low-security and high-security?”

Vor chuckled. “Has anything you’ve said today been true? Or is it all a web of lies?”

Captain Jeuth tapped his fingers on the stone, then pushed to his feet. He helped Vor up and steadied him as he swayed. Jeuth led him down the rocks to the shoreline. “Everything I said was true, only a little exaggerated. If you want to know why, you don’t need to look further than your cousin.”

He shook his head. “I have ten assholes just like him in there, running their criminal empires. It’s a warzone, and half the guards are on their payroll. I do what I can to get an edge and keep the weepy ones out of the mix. They can bide their time with the brute-a-babies. It’s a lot better than whatever Valorius would have them doing.”

“So you do care,” Vor contended.

The goblin captain only grumbled in response. He continued to support Vor until the elf could stand on his own two feet, then escorted him to the ferry.

Valorius would know he was alive and that Eliah had saved him.

“Will you make sure the guard stays safe?” Vor asked the captain as they stood beside the ferry. “Valorius might go after her.”

Captain Jeuth pushed him toward the boat. “Worry about yourself, Inquisitor. I’ll take care of me and mine.” He grinned. “You have my word.”

Vor slipped onboard the ship. Almost at once, the pylons disconnected, and the ferry got underway. Stannheim began to shrink behind him, a dark, fading specter. He glimpsed back once at the peaked roofs, the chiseled walls, the emerald sea, and the leaping shoals. How could a place drenched with such beauty be so vile?

It was too much for him, so he headed below deck for the rest of the ride.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Doughas

Afternoon at the Inquisitor’s Bureau found Doughas Ruiridh buried in a landslide of manila folders representing the employment records of the SCF.

Two months. That was how long the organization had existed, yet somehow they employed a charitable army of thousands. This unexpected revelation first massaged Doughas’ stony heart with tender feelings toward his city. It showed the tsunami of support the human cause had earned in a fraction of a year.

He almost fainted when he saw the donations generated in that same measly span.

Glav sat at Vor’s desk, like the night before, but today the goblin hummed a show tune as he flipped the pages in time with the beat. The repeated swish…swish…swish soon consumed Doughas’ mind. I suppose I can survive, so long as it helps the goblin avoid another breakdown, he thought. I’d take a thousand page flips over a single abominable squeak.

He finished sorting the ogres and elves from a stack of photographs and passed them to Glav, who happily grabbed them and continued his chorus of one.

The wall clock’s hands converged on the number two.

There was no word from Esselliar, no response to Doughas’ texts or calls. The dwarf didn’t know how long a visit to Stannheim took, but Vor had been gone since six or seven in the morning. Doughas had discovered no remedy for the situation beyond the usual answer of patience.

Though now, he’d grown tired of waiting for Glav. He was ready to send the folders back to their owners unsorted. The despair had nearly reached its zenith when Glav’s song clipped off. Even his breath stopped.

“Furst?” Doughas steeled himself when he noticed the abrupt change. Any moment, the goblin could troll out, blow up like a balloon, and level the office with a swish of his hand.

In a small voice, part surprise and part disbelief, the goblin made his announcement. “It’s… It’s this one.” He tapped a photo of a hulking brute with a glum smile. “This is the ogre. Doram, son of Minram.”

Doughas had no such reservations. “Excellent!” he cried and soared across the room to descend on the profile, congratulating Glav and telling him what a fine job he’d done. “Now we can identify his known associates and find the elf quicker than de-wicking a candle.”

Glav’s head cocked. “That fast, huh?”

Doughas practically cackled. His insides swelled as if he’d reached the end of a long line or gridlocked traffic had suddenly cleared to an open road. The type of joy that was only present because of the delay and multiplied by its length.

As the Inquisitor predicted, they discovered the elf a few minutes later.

“Jussilian ShoLyndreth is his name.” Doughas wielded the scant pages like a newspaper at the kitchen table, reading each section and guffawing when a certain passage goaded him.

Glav looked up from the ogre’s profile, more interested with every noise Doughas made, until he could bear the suspense no longer. “What is it? Tell me! Did you find something that helps the case?”

Doughas lowered the pages. “He’s a crack and a half, this elf. A few misdemeanors for miscreant activism, and a few disruptive protests in his youth. Nothing that screams ‘intimidation at gunpoint.’ Listen to this passage from his application, though. Under Disclosure of Criminal Records, he wrote, ‘Wherever the path of right takes me, I am willing to go, no matter what violence awaits. I have always been a crusader for justice and have suffered greatly from the law because of it.’”

He paused to laugh. “This Jussilian never spent a day in jail. He’s only been served fines, and some are still outstanding. I’ve never seen an elf so full of himself…except maybe Esselliar when he puts his mind to it.” He met the goblin’s gaze. “What sort of fish is yours?”

Glav sighed with a touch of regret. “Oh, he’s more of a rockhead than a fish. Nothing close to a criminal record. Everything he says on his application is sweet and endearing. I can’t imagine why someone chose him for a thug other than his size. I also can’t imagine why he chose to listen.”

“I think his size was enough. He sounds more like a follower than a leader.” Doughas returned to the elf’s folio. “Size is also what our pointy-eared friend enjoyed,” he remarked and pulled out a printed screenshot from the elf’s social media. It showed him in a thuggish pose with an oversized ARC blaster. Rather than a derelict factory or a rundown apartment, the background was a beautifully manicured garden. “A trigger finger and a green thumb. I don’t know whether to be scared or ask him how he gets his turnips so big.”

Glav didn’t laugh.

“Oh, sorry,” Doughas added as Glav reminded him of the elf’s fate and who had administered it to him.

The goblin leaned across and handed Doughas the ogre’s file. “There’s an address listed.”

“Aye?” Doughas snatched the paper. He read the address three times and tucked the name and numbers in his memory. It was in the ogre quarter, on the surface. His employment records showed that Doram couldn’t afford a house in that area, but maybe it was an apartment building. “I suppose I’ll go take a look.”

As he prepared to leave, he checked his shard one last time. His frown deepened.

Glav noticed the change as he started piling the unneeded documents. “Nothing from your partner?”

Doughas grumbled a string of nonsense, but the meaning was clear.

“Has he ever done this before?”

The dwarf donned his jacket and his metal gauntlet. He flexed his fingers and stretched their crushing power. “Esselliar can be unpredictable,” he claimed, thinking over their years of service together. “He’s loyal to the end, but I’m worried. I think he’s taking on too much. Something’s gotta break. Either him, his relationship, or…I don’t know. Something.”

He finished gathering his materials and left without a farewell to the goblin. Worry for Vor pressed his mind and would not leave until he called his partner. It was late in the afternoon, and Doughas still hadn’t heard anything from him. The shard call only made it worse. It rang and rang until a chime signaled him to leave a message.

“Hey… I hope you’re okay, Vor. Give me a call or shoot me a text when you can. Glav and I found the ogre’s identity, and I’m on my way to check out his address. You can meet me there if you get back.” He gave the address for the ogre and ended the call.

Images entered his mind of Vor trapped in Stannheim during a prison riot. With his luck, at best, he’ll make it out of there with his limbs attached.

Doughas climbed into the Street Behemoth and shoved it into gear. He tore across town, trying to distract himself with the radio. No matter how far he cranked the dial, the sound of Vor screaming lingered in the back of his mind. Only when he pulled up to the ogre’s house did he finally regain control of his thoughts.

A pink pastel cottage sparkled on the street corner. Doughas double-checked the address. “Yup. This is the place,” he muttered. “And what a place…”

Gardens dominated the gently sloping lawn, with shorter plants near the front and radiant bushes beside the house that gave the larger-than-dwarf home a gargantuan sense of scale. Even painted pink, the home made Doughas tingle. He flexed his gauntlet and checked his holstered ARC to reassure himself.

The clouds parted overhead, and beams of sunlight spotlighted the home. A rainbow sprouted in the distance.

Doughas didn’t like this one bit.

The one thing he did like was the car parked around the side of the house. Even from the back, he could tell it was a stylish vehicle, if slightly rusted. That and the overgrown grass around its tires suggested it hadn’t been driven in a while. He took a good look at the rear of the car before moving on to the entrance.

Doughas thumped the door with his closed fist and stepped back to clasp his hands and wait. In his many years of law enforcement work, he’d knocked on thousands of doors and waited thousands of minutes. Sometimes no one answered, or they tried to run out the back, only for his partner to take them down.

He had no partner today. He was alone and searching for a potentially dangerous ogre.

The pastel home groaned as something large shifted inside. The squeak of aged floor boards and the stomp, stomp of large feet pierced the walls, moving closer. Doughas stepped back again and shifted his clasped hands closer to his gun.

The door opened a crack, and an ogre’s green eye took up the space.

“H-hello?” The voice was female…old and tinged with fear. That was normal for an elderly ogress concerned about a strange dwarf knocking on her pretty pink door. She wavered and closed the door to a splinter’s width.

Doughas did his best to put her at ease. He relaxed his body and bowed his head. “Hello, ma’am. I’m Inquisitor Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech, dropping by to visit Doram.” The name sparked no reaction. “I’d like to ask him a few questions. Do you know Doram, son of Minram?”

The ogress opened the door and stepped onto the threshold. Doughas realized she also might have been apprehensive about being dressed in baggy purple pajamas and no slippers. Her gnarled toes bent in sickening directions, covered with thousands of warts and pimples.

He decided to focus on her face.

“Doram is my grandson.” The ogress’ many skin folds scrunched and stretched as she spoke. “He lives with me, he does. I’m afraid he hasn’t been home for a few days, though.” She inched forward and blocked the door with her bulging frame in grandmotherly protection. “You had better move on. He’s not here, and I don’t think he will be anytime soon.”

“Does he often disappear?” Doughas attempted.

The ogress gestured toward the Street Behemoth. “I’ve got company coming over for tea. I need that street space cleared if you’d be so kind.” Her gaze lingered on the vehicle, and her tense form softened. “That is a lovely car you have.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Doughas acknowledged with a raised brow. She seemed genuine about the car but not much else. If she didn’t know where her grandson was, she should have been concerned for him. Another thought slapped him across the brain stem, and he gestured at the side of the house. “Is that a Joth Brothers? A Broadback Special?” he asked, recalling the car.

The ogress blinked several times. “Why, yes, it is.” She gave Doughas a once-over. “Imagine that, a dwarf who knows more than two licks about ogre vehicles. I can’t imagine why you would.”

Doughas hooked a thumb toward the Street Behemoth. “Mine was a gift from an ogre and based on ogre designs. I’ve always loved cars, and ogre models fascinate me. I had tons of magazines about them as a kid. That’s how I recognized your Special.” Doughas recalled the overgrown grass and the rust. “Looks like no one’s been behind the wheel for a while. Something wrong with the beauty?”

The ogress sighed. “Oh, there’s no hope for that one. It broke down before my son passed away. Minram, as you know. It hasn’t gotten any love since. The car was his pride and joy, the light of his life. Besides Doram and me, of course. He was always underneath it, replacing the odd part or trying to fix what he broke during a replacement, and so on.”

Her body swayed with the weariness of loss. “I’ve been meaning to junk it for a year now, but every time I pick up the shard…I end up putting it down.” Memories briefly glowed on her face, only to fade in a wake of sadness.

It prompted a memory about a blender. His mother used it to make health-aid shakes when she came over to help with the kids. She would hold a sobbing Sierla in one arm and cram gray powder into the blender with the other, singing as the magi-tech shaker twirled her drink together. She matched her voice to the key of the motor. No one else in Doughas’ family ever meddled with frozen beverages, so the blender in question was now packed in a storage box in the attic. He hadn’t thrown it away, either.

Doughas cleared the nostalgia from his throat with a stiff cough. “If I may, ma’am, I’d love to take a look. See if there’s a loose bolt or two keeping it down. It’s a shame to see such a fine vehicle grass-locked.” Doughas wasn’t lying. Which wasn’t to say he had no other motives for sticking around.

The ogress opened her mouth to disagree, but the same nostalgia muscle that stopped her from calling the junker also stilled her tongue. Her gaze flicked from the car to Doughas. “I suppose if you think you can finagle something…though I won’t hope for it. I’ve been disappointed too often for that.”

“Thank you, ma’am. I’ll see what I can do.”

“No, thank you,” the ogress insisted. “You can call me Oureen.”

Her approval launched a soundtrack of dueling guitars in Doughas’ head. Seconds later, he stood beside the Broadback Special with a toolbox in hand, wearing sunglasses to shield his eyes as he formed his attack plan. The side panels came off with a stiff tug, and he dug through the machine from side to side, top to bottom, becoming better acquainted with the bowels of that car than his own inner workings. After all, he could hardly dissect himself and hope to live with the knowledge he’d gained.

He discovered the issue within the first ten minutes but let the diagnostics continue, risking glances around for a sign of anyone coming or going. All he gained when he poked his head above the Special’s hood was awkward eye contact with Oureen through the front window. She stood stock still as she sipped a piping hot cup of something and watched him. Finally, he sank back down and returned to tinkering.

After Doughas could stall no more, he returned to the front door, primed to knock. He hadn’t even raised a fist when the handle wiggled, and the ogress of the house slid the door back. Her purple pajamas ruffled in a slight breeze, and her gnarled feet crinkled.

Oureen broke the silence. “Well?”

Doughas flinched as the ogress’ gaze bore into him, digging deeper with each second her question went unanswered. He pointed to the car. “I figured out the problem, all right. A brownie must have snuck in and snacked on some wires, and the spectrol exciter couldn’t recharge itself. It’s basically dead.”

“Oh…” She trailed off, probably thinking this was the final indictment against her nostalgia wagon.

“Let me finish,” Doughas countered. “It only needs a simple splice and a shock from the Behemoth to get the exciter bubbling again.” He delivered the verdict with more glee than a midwife announcing the arrival of a child.

The ogress mirrored his reaction. “Oh! Wonderful, I say! Wonderful!” She clapped in a furious flutter.

“That said, I want to check the garage to see if your son had a splicer in there. I don’t have one in my toolbox, or else I’d have it fixed by now. Would you mind if I took a look? I understand if that’s too much to—”

“No, no, no!” Oureen interrupted. “You must take a look. You must. I will open the door from inside, and you head in.” Her head inclined, and her face flushed pale. She turned back to Doughas and gestured for him to wait. “Let me make sure of something first, but I’ll open the garage in a minute. You can wait outside.” She started away and paused again. “Oh! Would you like some tea, dear?”

Doughas waved her off. “No, thank you. I’ve already had a pint of coffee at the Bureau, and my fool coworkers make it stronger than death. Any more caffeine, and my nerves will shatter.”

“Perhaps an organic cacao? My Doram loves—” Her head snapped to the side again, and a deep frown entrenched her chin. “Actually, I think we’re out of the chocolate. My apologies, Inquisitor.”

“No need, ma’am.” Doughas backed up. “I’ll wait outside the garage.”

“Thank you!” She yanked the door shut behind her

After Doughas heard her stomp deeper into the house, he reversed his steps to the front door, leaned toward the window, and peered inside. It was a mansion by goblin standards, too drafty for a dwarf, but average for an ogre home. Cutesy pictographs covered the wallpaper hung with a line of framed photos he couldn’t make out at this angle.

He caught sight of the ogress’s purple pajamas at the end of the hall. She was looking up, and her head bobbled as if she was talking to herself…or someone else. Someone taller.

Keeping his eyes on the ogress, Doughas tried the handle. The lever pressed down, caught, and refused to lower further. Locked. He surveyed the solid wood. Pink or not, there would be no battering it open without help from the goblin long heater in the back of the Behemoth.

He released the handle. It soared upward with surprising speed, struck the top of its course, and rattled there. The noise reached the ogress, and she tensed.

Doughas threw himself toward the lawn. He landed in a crouch and shuffled low until he reached the garage. There, he stood patiently and politely, as if the last five seconds had never occurred.

A screeching groan preceded the garage door’s ascension. The ogress’ naked feet greeted him from the door in the back corner leading into the house. Purple pajamas and a scowl soon followed.

“Will you be much longer?” she asked, her tone implying new distrust.

“Ten minutes,” Doughas offered. “After I find the splicer. One look tells me that should be easy. Your son kept a tight ship out here.” He wandered through the storage half of the garage, ignoring the parked car in the other half.

“Yes.” Oureen risked looking away from Doughas to inspect her son’s workshop. “He sometimes spent hours reorganizing the tools after a project…” She lapsed into silence, and the distrust ebbed with it. “Thank you again,” she told him. “You don’t know how much this means.” With that, she closed the door. There was a sharp click when the lock slipped into place.

Doughas snorted. I imagine that was on purpose, he thought as he waded to the depths of the garage and reached the tool shelves. He found the splicer at once and returned to the Special. True to his words, the deed was done in under ten minutes. Under five, even. For the cherry on top, he produced his charger cables and slapped the access panel back on. A flick of the ignition turned back the clock on the hunk of metal. It rumbled and surged to life.

He thumped the side of the vehicle, and a victory shout leapt from his throat. After he wiped the worst of the grease from his hands on a spare rag, he returned to the garage and waited for the ogress.

He didn’t have to wait long. Seconds after the car’s roaring revival, the ogress almost yanked the side door off its hinges when she charged through and around the house. She’d left the door wide open and the house vulnerable. He considered rushing inside, but he hated to strangle Oureen’s newborn joy. Instead, he followed her back to the car and watched as she danced a half-circle around it, graceful as an ogre half her age. “Oh, my! Oh, my!” she repeated with every gurgle from the engine.

Doughas capitalized on the surge of goodwill. “If you don’t mind, ma’am, I’d like to wash my hands and maybe have a sip of tea.”

She turned the eyes of a kindly grandmother to him. “Of course, dearie!” she bubbled and ushered him through the garage with a gentle hand on his back. She hesitated on the threshold. “You can use the sink in the kitchen,” she called loudly into the house, gesturing at the sink in question.

Doughas walked behind her with eyes and ears alert. Thankfully, there was a stool in the corner for guests. He slid it to the sink and cleaned his hands with ease. It helped that ogres’ legs were not much longer than a dwarf’s. They were stockier, and their bodies were taller and wider.

A shuffling sound from a side room drew Doughas’ attention.

Oureen froze in the middle of turning on the stovetop. She flicked it back off. “Hold on, dearie. Let me check on that. I think it must be my Mr. Snuffles rooting around the furniture. He’s always digging the upholstery with his cute little claws.” She waddled across the kitchen and into the side room.

“Mr. Snuffles,” she warned, loud but calm. “Off that and back to your cage.”

Whatever pet she wanted Doughas to think she had must have been exceptional because Mr. Snuffles replied with words. And a bit of attitude. Then came stomping feet, one after another.

Oureen hustled back around the corner but did not return to the stove. “Apologies, dearie, but I must start dinner. I have company coming and food that needs preparing. I’m afraid I can’t offer that tea.” She smiled sadly.

“Of course, ma’am.” Doughas finished drying his hands on a purple towelette. “I don’t want to impose a moment longer, but I do want to help your grandson. He’s gotten himself involved in some real trouble.”

She was already leading him toward the side door. “Yes, yes. I can’t thank you enough for your help with the car. You must come back for tea another time.”

A thump drifted from the side room, like a couch or a chair tipping over.

“Enough, Mr. Snuffles!” she shouted as she kept Doughas moving toward the exit.

It was now or never.

Doughas dug in his heels. He looked up at the ogress and raised his voice so Mr. Snuffles could hear. “I hope you know I only want to help. Come out, Doram. We need to talk.”

Oureen stammered wordlessly. Before she could thrust Doughas out the door, a sheepish face emerged from the side room. The top of his scalp scraped the vaulted ceiling. Doram dragged himself around the corner and into Doughas’ line of sight. His gaze hugged the floor.

“Doram, no!” the ogress cried.

Doughas ducked under her arm, approached Doram, and placed a hand on his arm. “I understand things got out of hand that night.”

Doram glanced at him. A worm of fear festered behind his pupils, and deep sadness weighed down his limbs like a leaden coat.

The dwarf squeezed his arm in encouragement. “I know you didn’t mean to kill her.”

“K-kill?” Oureen staggered back. A change came over her face, and a snarl whipped from her lips, but it wasn’t aimed at Doughas. “Doram, son of Minram! What in the Quadras have you gotten yourself into?” She edged toward the young ogre. “Hm? What have you done, boy? How could you do this to me?”

Doughas tried to get between them, but it was like standing between the crushers in a dwarf jam factory. No, thank you.

Doram held up his hands in defense. “Mamo, I can explain.” Even as he said the words, panic reared behind his eyes and hijacked his brain. He almost fell over backward trying to get away…from his grandmother.

Now it was Doughas’ turn to shout. He rushed through the side room and cut off Doram’s retreat at the front door. In the commotion, Doughas flexed his gauntlet and took a defensive stance, ready to tackle or trip Doram.

So when Mamo turned the corner, she found an armed Inquisitor threatening her baby boy.

“Get away from him!” she screeched, her breath seething hot and heavy through her fangs. She surged past Doram and raised herself to a new and terrifying height. Her shadow fell over Doughas, and a violent light possessed her eyes. “Get. Out.” The growl that followed the words shook Doughas to his boots.

He stood his ground against the titan’s fury and flicked his mace free.

The ogress understood his meaning. She charged, a mountain of flesh and purple fabric about to reduce Doughas to a puddle. Perhaps this was not the move, his brain suggested as the attack commenced.

Her fist launched at his chest with a powerful swipe. He dropped to the floor. The gale of the passing blow ruffled his hair before she struck the front door with a thunderous boom! The door launched into the front yard. Hinges clattered on the porch, and splinters rained over the flower patches. The door itself split in two and gouged the manicured lawn.

Doughas rolled over the threshold and back to his feet. He threw his mace over his head to ward off the next blow, however fruitless the attempt might be against such a powerful attack.

He crouched and waited, but the blow never came.

Both ogres stood on the porch with their hands in the air.

A familiar voice shouted from behind Doughas. “On the ground! Hands behind your back!”

Doughas turned and beheld a certain pointy-eared friend.

Relief filled him as he swept a gaze over his partner, taking in his torn coat and equally slashed skin. Even with two hands aiming his ARC, the barrel shook uncontrollably.

“You look like shit,” Doughas remarked.

Vor raised an eyebrow but kept his weapon trained on the ogres. “Is that really how you say thank you?”

Doughas grunted and drew his own weapon to relieve his weary, wounded friend. “Thanks for finally showing up,” he quipped, unable to resist a small joke. Doughas began to tremble, too, though for a slightly different reason.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Esselliar

Vor’s clothes reeked with the briny stench of seawater. Even outdoors, there was no hiding it. He and Doughas sat on the lawn, each occupying half of the fractured front door. The pieces had landed several feet apart. Doughas tried to waft away the foul ocean breeze that rolled off Vor, but it was a fruitless attempt.

“You smell like you died three days ago in a swimming pool. Why couldn’t your cousin drown you in a bathtub full of lavender? Hell, he even could’ve thrown you in a pot of chili. That would have made the experience pleasant for one of us.” Doughas pinched his nose, and an expression of sweet relief crossed his face.

Vor was used to the smell by then, but he took enjoyment from the pain it caused his dwarven partner. “People pay good money to smell like a breeze, you know. If anything, you should be paying me for the beachfront experience.”

Doughas snorted. The ocean air broke through and mugged his senses with the beachfront experience. He scrabbled with both hands to plug the hole before another gust broke through. His voice grew nasal and high-pitched. “I’ll tell you, no cave lake ever smelled or tasted like that shit. Madness drives fools to the ocean, even more for those who decide to jump in and drink the fishes’ filth.”

“I actually like the smell,” said the glum-drum voice of Doram, cuffed on the driveway with his grandmother standing beside him. She hushed him and reminded him not to speak. “Sorry, Mamo,” the ogre mumbled.

Ten minutes passed before the Bureau transport arrived. A true behemoth of a car, the ogre prison transport was a converted freight hauler, tall enough to house ogres even bigger than Doram. It took up two lanes and looked like a disaster about to happen, but Vor was glad to see it. His ass ached from sitting on the wood. He was ready to find a change of clothes and stop Doughas’ complaining.

“Hop to it.” The dwarf urged Doram up and around to the transport.

Oureen rode her grandson’s coattails to the back and needled the staff inside as they locked him into his seat. “Not so tight! His heart beats weaker than most. He needs loose traps, or his legs will fall asleep.”

“Mamo!” Doram complained, but he didn’t have to. The transport staff was used to background orders and programmed to ignore them. From what Vor saw, the traps were neither too tight nor too loose, and Doram sat comfortably upright.

“We’ll see you at the Bureau, Doram.” Doughas gave the ogre a friendly pat. “We can sort through this mess. Okay?”

The ogre nodded, and Doughas bid him goodbye. With the cargo loaded, the transport closed up and trundled down the street, veering so close to parked cars that Vor almost bit his fingers off. Somehow, the truck made it unscathed. It honked once to tell them it was fine and disappeared from the neighborhood.

“You take care of my boy,” Oureen ordered Doughas. “I trusted you. Don’t let my hope be for nothing. You hear me?”

Doughas walked back to the Street Behemoth. “We’ll do what we can, ma’am, but your grandson is wanted for murder, even if it was an accident. He’s facing serious charges. I can’t promise he’s coming home. I’m sorry…”

Oureen held her chin high, but the fractures in her face deepened. “I know you can’t. But take care of him.”

Doughas sighed. “I’ll try, ma’am.”

She took this as the best she’d get and hurried back in the house, glancing at the door she had shattered and probably thinking about the laundry list of repairs she needed to complete. At least that might distract her from the arrest of her darling grandchild.

Vor joined Doughas inside their vehicle, and the sea stench swelled in the confined space. It was like salt and fish diluted to their foulest particles and amplified tenfold. Doughas shuddered when the doors closed. His hands shook as he held his breath, started the engine, and clawed at the window buttons. At the first crack of fresh air, the dwarf thrust his lips into the gap and sucked in what little relief he could.

“Oh, come on,” Vor complained. “Don’t be so dramatic. Let’s get back to the Bureau. I’ve got some spare clothes there.”

“Only if you let me burn what you’re wearing in the boiler room.”

Vor snorted. “What is going on with the Nebluv case? I’m surprised our killer ogre is a big softie. I mean, the guy lives with his grandma, and you were saying he’s got no record.”

“An amateur if ever there was,” Doughas confirmed. “The elf isn’t much better. Or worse, in this case. He had a few priors but nothing nasty. Lots of posturing and trying to fake a name for himself.”

“Hmph.” Vor ignored the passing streets and pedestrians, his eyes unfocused from reality. He considered the case and everything they knew. “Strange for someone to use amateurs for such a risky move. Unless the one calling the shots is also an amateur.”

Doughas yanked the wheel and dragged the Behemoth into the turn-only lane. “Or they have a manpower issue. Maybe there’s not enough meat to go around, so they brought some in fresh?”

“Maybe.” Vor didn’t sound convinced. “Seems too high-profile to risk using newbies.” He released a long breath, and the gush of air brought Doughas a new wave of stench. The dwarf all but coughed his lungs out, trying to expel Vor’s generous donation, but it was no use. Every time he opened his mouth, he tasted the sea’s undergarments. He resorted to shoving his head out the window for the rest of the ride, much to Vor’s enjoyment.

When they reached the Bureau, it was past five o’clock, and Vor was tired of listening to the wind blow. The car door opened, and he tried to restart their conversation.

Doughas would not have it. “Go and get changed,” he ordered, already out of the car and standing a good ten feet away. “Then we’ll talk.” The dwarf went on his way, and Vor hurried after him but left some breathing room.

The crowded lobby changed as Vor entered, slowly at first, then suddenly and violently. One cough, then three. Soon the whole room was pinching their noses or squeezing their bellies to keep their dinners down. Vor rushed through and hoped their sense of smell was not so keen in terms of direction.

Sadly, that could not be said for the ogres in the room. They tracked the stench to Vor at once but also seemed less affected by it. Gerhosk stood to one side and gave Vor a sly wink as he passed.

At least that was the worst of it. After a few more minutes, Vor reached his desk and dug out a fresh set of clothes and a separate jacket. It wasn’t his favorite, but it would do in a pinch. He stuffed the ocean-scented leftovers into a trash bag, sealed it, and shoved it under his desk before sighing in relief. “Glad that’s over with,” he commented and headed out.

He found Doughas in the lounge, filling a cup of coffee. The dwarf aggressively sniffed as Vor drew near. He stepped back and paused. When no terrible stench materialized, he moved next to Vor and sniffed along his neck, so close that his beard hairs tickled Vor’s chin.

“S-stop that!” Vor pushed his partner away.

Doughas took a final, powerful sniff, swished the air around inside his nostrils, and gulped it into his lungs. One second passed, then two. He smiled. “You’re in the clear, bucko. Let’s finish up in the office, shall we?”

“I thought we might go straight to Doram,” Vor countered. “He’ll be ready for interrogation any minute.”

“Aye, but I want to get my brain straight after the drowning you forced on it.” Doughas pulled him back to their office for a chat. “Come on. We’ve got more to discuss.”

Vor perched on Doughas’ usual stool. “Like what? We can get quicker answers out of Doram.”

“Yes, but we need to know what to ask,” Doughas pointed out.

“Well, we have two cases to discuss. Which do you want to focus on?” Vor tried to scribble something on the board, but the marker was dry and useless. He picked up another and found it in the same state. “Figures…”

Doughas sat on his desk and tapped a marker against his chin. “That’s the thing. You said Medivh is working with a radical pro-integration group, and Nebluv’s murder was related to her withdrawal of support from the human relief fund. Couldn’t they be the same case?”

The marker slipped from Vor’s fingers. “You’re right! Not only that, but Olwynor is balls-deep in the human habitat project and maintaining a Clannanigan for a murder they didn’t commit.”

“Could be they’re trying to hide something else in their books,” Doughas suggested, giving his marker a twirl.

“Maybe that’s why they want to keep going? They have to or else expose an even bigger plot.” Vor stood as another thought impacted his brain. “Valorius was always a cool customer. I’ve never been more upset in my life than I have today, and I testified against him in court! I’ve said some mean shit to that elf’s face, and he didn’t blink…but today, he fell apart with a few veiled threats. Maybe That Thing is having a harder time than we realized after the humans’ arrival?”

Doughas jumped from the desk. “What if there’s a new operation in town? With all the change, there’s gotta be some massive power vacuums to fill. The humans have shifted everything one way or another.”

“Yeah.” Vor chuckled. “What better way for a new criminal network to finance itself than on the back of the SCF? You said it yourself. They were flooded with too many donations to sort through. That sounds like a good time for someone with the know-how to redirect funds.”

Doughas smirked. “It’s a shame you pissed off your cousin as much as you did. We could have a common enemy in this new group. He might even drop the dime on them if it helped.”

Whatever laughter was left died in Vor’s mouth. “Oh…yeah, there’s no chance of help from him. I made sure of that.” Damn. Right when I thought I had an edge over my cousin.

Doughas saw the change come over him. “Hey, we’ve gotten this far without your cousin’s help. We can go the distance. Remember, he’s the criminal. You’re the Inquisitor. You haven’t failed.”

Vor tried to lift his spirits but found them hard to move. “I know, but it damn well feels like it. I tried to keep Medivh out of prison, and yet there she is. My whole trip to make sure she was safe failed. She didn’t tell me anything new, only to read…to read…” Synapses fired like bolts of lightning through his skull. “Oh shit! The letter!”

He rushed to his desk and riffled through until he found the simple white envelope. “I can’t believe I forgot about it again. Maybe this will make everything clear? It could be a break in the case!” He tore the envelope to shreds and flipped the letter to read the front, except it was blank white. Frowning, he turned it over and found a single line. Not words but a string of numbers.

It was a shard number.

“Dammit, Medivh.” He slammed the paper on his desk. “It’s the number to her team, I bet. This tells us nothing.”

Doughas swiped the sheet and performed the same actions as Vor. “Well, it’s not exactly a dead end. I’m sure her team can fill you in on the details. It’s not nothing, Vor.” He handed the paper back, and Vor tucked it into his jacket.

“You’re right,” he agreed. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. You’ve done nothing wrong—”

Doughas’ shard interrupted with an explosion of vibrations. He scooped up the device and glanced at the enchanted screen. “Great! Doram is ready for interrogation, though we’re gonna do a lineup with Glav to make sure he’s the right ogre first. With the heat this case is taking, we can’t afford a screw-up.” He grabbed Doram’s folder off the desk, tucked it under his arm, and held the door open for his partner.

Vor hesitated. “Do you think the ogre will crack easy?”

Doughas laughed so hard he almost lost his grip on the door. “He’s a sweet boy. I’d have a confession already if his grandmother hadn’t gotten in the way. He’ll point us to whoever is in charge of this nasty affair at the SCF.” He wagged a finger in the air. “Better than that, it will give us the proof we need to end this Sham-anigan before it can—”

His shard buzzed again. Vor caught the screen and saw it was Huala.

“Is everything okay?” he asked.

“Speak of the fool, and he will appear,” Doughas muttered. “The next bout of the Clannanigan has been decided.”

“Really?” Vor tried not to sound excited, but he couldn’t kill the curiosity burrowing through his chest. “W-what is it?”

Doughas glanced up from the response he was typing to Huala. “Hmm? Oh, it’s a dance battle. Now, let’s go. I won’t hold this damn door forever.”

Vor did a mental double-take. “A dance battle?”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Doughas

Glav stood solemn and still before the tinted glass. If Doughas could read his thoughts, he’d guess they weren’t concerned with finding the correct ogre. From the start, the goblin had locked his gaze on Doram and never shifted or blinked.

How much fear had Glav endured on account of that ogre, almost becoming his second murder victim? Yet there he stood, no longer the biggest, meanest, scariest, or certainly the smartest in the room. What emotions filled the goblin as he beheld the object of his fear?

Doughas felt sorry for the ogre after visiting with his grandmother and fixing her old Special. It reminded him of Sierla’s involvement with the Mountain Brides. Much longer in their tender care, and Sierla could have been where Doram was now.

“Number six,” Glav intoned, breaking the almost sacred quiet.

Doughas glanced at Vor. They knew this would be the result, but it was good to confirm. “Are you sure?” the dwarf asked.

Glav nodded without looking away. “Yes.”

Doughas addressed his partner. “Get Doram situated in the interrogation room.”

Vor hopped to it. He entered the chamber and announced the verdict Doram knew was coming. With those words, most of the lineup relaxed. Their tensions eased, and their practiced scowls migrated into simple boredom.

Doram was the odd ogre out. His chin dropped, and his eyes slowly closed like a sick man accepting his fate. As Vor led Doram through the side door, the others followed Gerhosk from the room. He’d posed as one of the lineup choices, in addition to a few chefs and several temporary jailbirds. It hadn’t been easy acquiring a list of ogre look-a-likes on short notice, but they managed with Gerhosk’s help.

When Doram disappeared, the emotions of the moment hit Glav like…well, like an ogre’s fist. He shuddered and almost collapsed. A flood of tears came, but his grief was quiet.

Doughas pulled up a chair and settled the goblin.

“It’s over,” Glav repeated several times. “I can hardly believe what’s happened in the past few days.” He brushed the salty droplets from his cheeks. “I never would have guessed I’d live through a terrible thing like this.”

“Aye, but the worst is over,” Doughas assured him. “We’ll make sure you aren’t charged with the elf’s murder. Given the circumstances, you did the best you could to save Nadoraine from an even messier end.”

Glav blinked. “You don’t think I messed it up? Maybe if I’d left, Nadoraine would still be alive.”

Doughas lowered himself to eye level with the goblin. “Listen, the elf and the ogre were not trained. They were in way over their heads, and they’d already done a lot of damage to Nadoraine before you arrived. The best chance she had was you intervening. Don’t think for a second you’re the cause of this.”

He raised his voice, so the goblin understood. “Doram killed Nadoraine, accident or not. He and whoever put him up to this is at fault, not you. Never you, Glav.” He softened his tone and laid a gentle hand on the goblin’s arm. Glav sniffled and wiped his other arm across his nose. His coat sleeve came away lined with gook, but Doughas paid it no heed. “Now, we’re going to put you into protective custody until we know you’re safe. Whoever put Doram up to this crime has a reason to want you silenced. Or dead.”

Glav stood. “I want my wife in protective custody with me, or I won’t go.” He crossed his arms and smeared slime on a new limb. “She’s in danger, too.”

“You’re right,” Doughas agreed. “I’ll arrange it. For now, wait here in the Bureau until we figure out the details.”

He said goodbye and hoped he didn’t see the goblin again until the trial. For Glav’s sake.

In the hallway, Doughas tracked down the correct interrogation room and entered. Doram and Vor sat discussing the friendly topic of Doram’s charitable contributions. The banter died when Doughas entered, and the ogre’s placid face hardened into a blank stone wall.

So it’s going to be like that, huh? Doughas settled beside his partner. “You know why you’re here, Doram. Our witness placed you at the scene, and the autopsy results show Nadoraine was crushed to death by an ogre.”

Before he could even ask a question, the ogre reacted.

Doram slammed both fists on the table, and the room quaked. “Lies!” he roared, baring his fangs. Froth flew from his mouth and splattered Vor’s cheek.

“Dis-gust-ing,” Vor muttered. He swiped the foam off with a sleeve and flung it onto the floor.

Doughas had not expected such a violent reaction. Not so soon into the process. Doram didn’t seem one to overreact unless he truly believed Doughas was lying.

The case file sat on the table between them. Doughas flipped to the coroner’s report and slid it across the table to the chained ogre. His cuffs offered enough freedom for him to peruse the pages. His face changed as he traced the lines with a finger and devoured the report.

“No.” His voice emerged half-whine, half-moan, and one hundred percent pitiful. “I thought Jussilian… His ARC. He shot her.”

“He did,” Doughas confirmed. “That didn’t kill her, though. You did.”

Peeved by the slobber attack, Vor added his two cents. “You practically tore her arm off, Doram. What did you think would happen?”

Doram’s world was crumbling. The ogre tried to speak, but only half-formed stutters came out. He violently shook his head, like he was trying to banish an onslaught of demons roosting in his fragile psyche. Finally, he spoke through tears, snot, and a rush of rapid breaths. “It was Jussilian! He told me to squeeze, told me the dwarfess would hurt the humans with her greed. Her selfish, greedy…greed. I did it for the children! For the little human children!” He wormed closer to the Inquisitors. “Y-you have to believe me.”

Doughas and Vor shared an uneasy glance and edged back from the wriggling ogre.

“You want to blame the elf for everything?” Doughas asked. “That’s convenient, considering he’s already dead.”

“You can’t deny you share some fault in this,” Vor added.

Doram’s body heaved. Tears and snot flowed together and formed twin pools on the tabletop. “Jussilian said we had to find out why she was quitting the project. H-he said we could use the information to keep them…keep them giving, and to help the little children.” A strange light glinted in the ogre’s moist eyes. “He was always braver than me.”

Doughas nodded at his partner. Vor opened Jussilian’s file and pushed it across the table until it bumped Doram’s quivering chin. “Your friend isn’t brave. He’s more actor than activist.” He gestured at the file. “See for yourself. Not a bold revolutionary. Only a poser with a penchant for storytelling and an inflated sense of his own importance. He’s no hero.”

With a wearisome effort, Doram lifted his chin and nudged open the folder. He made it halfway down the first page before he slammed it shut. “I knew Jussilian. He was brave. This file isn’t him, and no one knew him better than I did.”

Doughas snorted. “You must have known he’d never interrogated anyone before, then. Unless you found out the hard way when his little plan fell apart.” The ogre’s face stiffened, and Doughas kept pressing. “Nadoraine wouldn’t answer, so he told you to squeeze. How does that qualify as a plan? You made it harder for her to answer by crushing her. Your friend was using movies for advice, not actual skills.”

Vor chimed in. “Not to mention the location wasn’t secure. What, did he look for the nearest construction site and figure no one could possibly be working late? You interrogated Nadoraine in the lobby, of all places. It’s a miracle only one person interrupted you.”

Doram shook his head almost imperceptibly.

Doughas attacked from another angle. “What did the talented Jussilian do when a goblin showed up? When the plan was discovered? When Nadoraine started to run?” Silence built up as he paused. “What did he do, Doram? Tell me, since we’re a couple of liars.”

The ogre said nothing. His eyes were closed, but the words wormed through his ears and into his brain. Whether he wanted to or not, he heard and remembered what Jussilian did.

Vor supplied the answer for him. “He shot Nadoraine. He shot the dwarfess you needed alive, who you needed to keep giving money. For the little children. Jussilian panicked and shot her.”

Doram’s eyes squeezed tighter until fresh tears leaked out. “Yes…he shot her. I c-could tell Jussilian had no plan, but it was too late. It happened so fast. I could only listen to him. He told me to-to squeeze, and I… I squeezed. I squeezed, then the goblin showed—” His faltering words flowed into a rant. “He scared me, and I squeezed so hard, I felt her arm… If the goblin hadn’t shown up. He shouldn’t have been there. It was supposed to be secure. He said it would be secure. Bastard! Damn bastard!”

“Who said it would be secure?” Doughas probed. “Do you mean Jussilian?”

“No!” Doram roared, launching more foam. This time, Vor ducked to avoid a repeat incident. Doram snapped his mouth shut and ground his teeth. “He should have known. It was his building site.”

Doughas’ stomach dropped. “Ergund? He put you up to it?”

Doram gave a shuddering nod. “Yes, he was helping us. He said no one would be there. He was wrong…” The ogre’s anger washed out in a gush of tears and moans. They wouldn’t get anything more out of him for a while, but they didn’t need to. They had the next link in the chain.

The Inquisitors gathered their files.

“Thank you for your time, Doram,” Doughas asserted. “We will discuss this further on another day. For now, get some rest.”

The duo left the sobbing ogre behind and regrouped in the viewing chamber.

“Ergund?” Vor spun on his heels, hands in his pockets. “Looks like the Clannanigan might be justified after all.”

Doughas couldn’t believe that. “He’s one dwarf, not the whole clan. We don’t know if his actions are supported by the patriarch. If we can prove Ergund’s responsibility, they might choose to banish him and end the Clannanigan.” He chewed the edge of his index finger. “What bothers me is why? Why would Olwynor care about Nebluv dropping their funding from the SCF?”

Vor shrugged. “Olwynor is making a lot of money on the humans’ migration. The SCF money is probably funding some of their projects. Maybe that’s why Nadoraine wanted to quit in the first place. When she found out Nebluv money was going to Olwynor building projects.”

“Maybe,” Doughas hedged. “I don’t want to guess, though. I want to know. We need to get intel on Ergund, see what we can dig up about him. He could be a part of this new criminal organization if there is one. He might be operating on his own, though how much the leadership knows is an important question.”

Vor shoved his hands deeper. “We don’t have enough to bring in Ergund on charges, and I doubt we could get him to talk if we did. I’m still freezing from the cold shoulder the Olwynor dwarves gave us.”

The dwarf frowned in thought, then waltzed over to Vor and stuck a paw into his partner’s jacket pocket.

“Hey!” the elf complained.

Doughas plucked out Medivh’s letter and flourished it. “Oh, look! It’s the number for an intelligence group. What a fortunate surprise!”

Vor snatched the paper back and rolled his eyes. “And you think I’m strange…”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Esselliar

Vor dialed the number in his office with the door closed, though he switched the shard to speaker so Doughas could hear. His second shard in a week since the replacement had perished in the sea during his pleasant little dip. He needed a military-grade shard, something that could withstand seawater, explosions, fire, and high-speed impacts with asphalt. It would also be nice if it could return to him when he said the magic words.

If such a shard existed, Vor sure as hell couldn’t afford one.

The shard jangled, the only noise in the quiet office. Vor and Doughas sat on opposite sides of the same desk and stared at the shimmering glass. It rang until Vor was convinced no one would answer. Abruptly, the noise ended. No ringtone, no voicemail. A soft burble of static noise mingled with the quiet pulse of the Inquisitors’ breathing. Except the respiration Vor heard didn’t match Doughas’ or his own.

He stared at the shard. The call timer was counting up.

“Hello?” Vor leaned over the device. “You there?”

“Maybe,” someone replied. The timbre was deeper than an ogre’s and edged with unusual electronic tones. A masked voice. Vor had heard narks and whistleblowers on the news use something similar.

Doughas growled a response. “You can’t say ‘maybe.’ It’s a yes-or-no question.”

After a moment of silence, the voice demanded, “Password.”

Vor tugged the shard back before Doughas could insult the caller again. “This is Inquisitor VorKluvaith, and I’m a friend of Medivh. Maybe she mentioned me?”

Silence again, then, “Password.”

Doughas grabbed the device. “Listen up, stonehead, because clearly you didn’t before. We don’t know your club’s little code word.”

“Password,” the voice repeated, and Doughas growled into the speaker.

Vor swiped the shard away, though he was equally frustrated. “I know she told you about us. Trace the damn call, for ancestors’ sake! Medivh wouldn’t keep a weedy-voiced basement dweller on her team unless they could carry their weight, so stop playing with us. We don’t have time for games, and neither does this city.”

Doughas chuckled and eyed Vor with a comical gaze. “I thought you were supposed to be a people person,” he whispered.

Vor muted the device. “Some people need honeyed words. Some people need a swift kick in the shorts.” He unmuted the line. “What’ll it be, basement lurker?”

Whoever was on the line dropped the electronic mask, leaving a nasal voice like an out-of-tune pipe organ. “You’re a real piece of shit, you know?”

“More than you do,” Vor snapped back. “Though Medivh knows me better.”

“What do you want from us?” the voice responded. The faint whirr of motors and gizmos painted the background.

“We’ve got a lead on the radical pro-integration movement, but we need help gathering intel. From what Medivh said, you should be able to help us.”

The voice responded quickly. “You’ve spoken to Medivh? Recently?”

Vor held the shard to his lips. “I went to Stannheim and saw her there.”

Another voice broke into the call, this one deep and commanding. “Keep your shard on. We’ll send you an address. Meet us there as soon as you can. Then we’ll talk.”

Before Vor could ask another question, the line went dead.

Doughas contentedly crossed his arms. “Better than I thought it would go,” he admitted.

Vor agreed, but that almost made him feel worse about the meeting. A lot could have changed since Medivh had given him the number.

Not ten minutes passed before Vor’s shard buzzed with a message containing the address for their meeting. A quick search showed it was a building in an industrial area of the elven quarter, condemned by the city and scheduled for demolition next week. Vor smiled. Even if the meeting went sour and they destroyed the building, they’d still be doing the city a favor. It was a win-win.

Forty minutes later, Vor hunkered in the rafters of the condemned warehouse, looking at the ground floor and the poorly hidden elves scattered behind boxes and other improvised fortifications. If they’re a tactical team, they’re a terrible one, he thought as he observed their formation. They’d left the high ground open and focused their attention on the main entrance. Did they really expect the Inquisitors to waltz through the front door?

A commotion erupted from the corner. ARC blasts and a cry of pain.

Right on time. Vor used the distraction to speed across the metal walkway, risking the noise in order to reach the ladder. By the time he touched the floor, shouting voices filled the room. The loudest belonged to a broad-shouldered elf with a tactical vest near the back of the room. He bellowed orders and tried to reorganize their defense.

Vor would put a fast stop to that.

He drew Hope and Glory. Ten feet of open ground lay between him and the lead elf. Their leader’s hair was cropped short in a military-style cut, but Vor had a hard time believing he had been in the service.

He waited for another round of ARC fire to mask his footsteps and rushed across the space. The elf didn’t hear him until it was too late. Vor cracked the butt of his gun against the elf’s head, and he dropped like a stone.

Vor picked up his weapon and slid it toward the back wall. Working from memory, he recalled the enemy positions from back to front and took them out in the same manner. By the time he was halfway through, he met up with Doughas, who had already cleared his side.

“Fancy seeing you here,” Vor greeted his partner as he holstered his ARC. This was one of the few battles he’d won without firing a shot. More than anything, that spoke to their opponents. “Are they all alive? I thought I heard you fire a few times.”

Doughas nodded. “I forced them back into cover, so I could advance. No casualties, though I imagine they’ll all suffer headaches. We’d better round them up for a proper introduction.” He stalked to the nearest crumpled elf and dragged him by the heels into the open.

One by one, they gathered the surveillance team, ending with the lead elf that Vor took out first. Then, it was simply a matter of waiting for them to regain consciousness.

Vor and Doughas settled in and reminisced over old times. When Medivh’s team started to rouse, they snapped around and searched for their weapons, only to find the Inquisitors standing nearby and laughing like old friends. Which they were.

It must have been an unsettling way to wake up.

“Don’t worry,” Doughas assured them. “We won’t bash your heads in again.”

Vor smiled at the heap of squinting, groaning elves. “We wanted to be sure you didn’t try anything on us. Judging from the little trap you had planned, I’m glad we did.”

The broad-shouldered elf rose first, rubbing the back of his head with a tender touch. “Bastards! We weren’t setting a trap. We only wanted to make sure we could trust you. We’re not soldiers…”

“Oh, trust me. We can tell,” Doughas proclaimed. “We appreciate that you tried, though.”

A few more minutes passed before Medivh’s team could stand. Most looked like they’d collapse any second. There were seven in total. All elves, but the similarities ended there. Some were tall with long hair, others short with braids. A mix of males and females. One wore glasses so thick that they swelled his eyes like magnifying glasses. Vor wondered if he was the elf he’d insulted on the shard.

The three youngest-looking wore sleeveless shirts to display muscular arms, like Vor. He hoped that meant his fashion was catching on with the youngsters. Maybe in a few years, he’d stop getting ugly stares every time he entered the elven quarter. Though he couldn’t tell if the stares were due to his veiny arms or what he’d done to his family. Probably both.

The youngsters regarded Vor with a mixture of fear and awe. I guess I would look the same if I got my ass beat that badly. Something about their expression struck a strange chord in him. Before he could figure out what, the lead elf broke ranks and addressed them.

“Inquisitors Ruiridh and VorKluvaith.” His deep, drumming voice was as close to an ogre’s as an elf could get. Vor wondered if he was an ex-smoker, or maybe he’d swallowed a boom mike and never paid to have it removed. The elf cleared his throat with a loud grunt and sounded a touch less ogre-ish. “I’d appreciate you using words instead of weapons if we ever have the displeasure of meeting again.”

The young elves looked the opposite of displeased, despite their bruised noggins. They clumped together and whispered, their gazes fixed on Vor the whole time.

Esselliar stepped back. Even Doughas noticed something strange was happening. He pointed at the youngsters. “You three. Why the doe eyes? You’re whispering like gossiping kids over there. We could use your adult faces now. If you have them.”

Not even this insult stopped their giggling fervor. The youngsters leapt closer to the Inquisitors and babbled over each other. “Mr. VorKluvaith, so…so awesome to meet you,” one gushed. “I have a head wound from THE VorKluvaith,” another enthused. The third elf was so excited that his words jumbled into a stream of nonsense, but one rang clear. VorKluvaith.

The team leader snapped at them. “Get back in line! I won’t have you drooling on his boots. You hear me?”

His words barely kept the ravenous fans at bay as they eagerly awaited Vor’s reply.

“Um… Thanks? I guess?” Vor proposed.

The youngsters nearly swooned.

“That’s it!” the team leader shouted. “Out of here. All of you.” The rest of the group groaned, especially those who hadn’t been falling over their shoes to meet Vor, but their leader was adamant. “The Inquisitors and I will discuss this alone since half of you imbeciles can’t keep it in your pants.”

It took a minute of prodding and barking for the troops to roll out and disappear into the depths of the warehouse, leaving the leader and the Inquisitors alone. “I apologize for that mess,” he noted. “They’re fine workers when their heads are screwed on straight.”

Doughas asked the question that Vor seemed afraid to. “Why were those three so obsessed with Esselliar? They acted like his fan club or something.”

The team leader nodded. “That’s accurate enough. They think Vor here is as jagged an elf as can be.”

“Jagged?” Doughas echoed.

Vor decided to step in. “Yeah, it means someone who tears into corruption and rebels against unjust rulers. That kind of shtick.” He turned to the lead elf. “Do they really think that about me?”

“Yes, sir,” he affirmed. “To them, you think, breathe, shit, and piss jagged. You’re their inspiration. Do with that information what you will, but don’t you dare take advantage of them. Or any elf like them.” The team leader rubbed his temples in an attempt to reorganize his thoughts. “Let’s move past this. We have more important things to discuss.”

“I agree,” Vor claimed. “Medivh said you’re helping her investigate the radical pro-integration sect that’s risen up in the last few months. We started investigating the same, and we’re close to an answer.”

“Yeah?” The team leader raised an eyebrow. “You said on the shard you wanted our help. What can we offer that you don’t already have?” He gestured behind him. “You’ve seen what I’m working with here. It’s a miracle we’ve done as well as we have.”

“What intel have you gathered so far?” Vor probed. “We’re close to putting the pieces together but can’t quite make sense of it all.”

The team leader opened his mouth to speak, but a loud noise from behind cut him off. The Inquisitors reached for their weapons on instinct. After a shouted conversation, it became clear that one of the youngsters had knocked over a metal box.

The team leader pinched the bridge of his nose. “Well, despite the fools on the team, we have managed to gather a lot of data. We’ve seen boatloads of money donated to alleged charities and funneled straight into pro-integration militant groups, usually under the name of community development or some shit. None of these groups are good at choosing targets, though. They’re sparking chaos and violence all over the Quadras. Doing more to tear it apart than bring it together. We think that’s their goal, to destabilize the city…but we don’t know why.”

The elf paused. “Does that agree with your investigation? Do you have anything new to offer us?”

Vor thumbed his chin and looked at Doughas before speaking. His partner nodded. They would trust Medivh’s team, or at least its leader. “We think a new criminal organization is funneling money from the human charities. Maybe the destabilization is helping them grab more power in the underworld before they’re considered a threat.”

The team leader snapped his fingers. “And the pro-integration groups are taking the most hate from the police. They’ve got a scapegoat and a distraction in a package deal.”

“Something like that,” Doughas concurred. “We have reason to believe a Clan Olwynor representative, Ergund Olwynor, is connected to the murder of Nadoraine Nebluv. Also that her murder is connected to the SCF. Someone was trying to threaten her to keep donating to the organization. Ergund will know more, but we’ve got scant evidence to bring him in and no hope that he’ll talk. We need your help to gather intel on him and his associates.”

The team leader was already shaking his head. “We’ve focused on the elven quarter up to this point. Transitioning to the dwarves will take time, which I don’t think we have.” The silence stretched until the team leader raised a finger. “That being said, since my team has a narrow subset of skills, we’ve had to rely on some trustworthy freelancers.” A fierce glint stole into his eyes. “I think I may have exactly the individual you need.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Doughas

“This is the place,” Vor announced after glancing at his shard to confirm the address. Outside the Street Behemoth, the dwarven undercity sprawled. Lanes of two-story buildings stretched in all directions. Neon signs swallowed the walls, flashing vibrant advertisements and blanketing the street with a deadly hum.

“We’re barely more than a mile from the Fellows’ Fief.” Doughas emphasized his disgust. “It’s one thing to be a disgraced Memorius. It’s another to be one in this part of town, close enough for the Fellows to pay for his services.”

Vor stopped in the middle of opening his door. “You don’t know that, Doughas. Besides, we’re in debt to the Fellows, so I don’t think you’re in a position to judge.”

Doughas cleared sour air from his chest and felt marginally better. He eyed his partner and grinned. “That’s where you’re wrong, Vor. I’m always in a position to judge.”

“Don’t I know it.” Vor’s tone was as flat as his expression.

Doughas slipped from the driver’s side door and around the car. Vor joined him outside the meeting place—a quaint diner, the only building that had resisted the onslaught of neon. A simple sandwich board hung from the eaves and displayed Lefferty’s in a retro font.

The bells tied to the door top jingled when they entered. It was evening, two hours past dinner time. The diner was empty except for an aproned cook behind the bar wiping his blackened hands on a checkered cloth. Doughas hoped the black marks were from scraping the grill and not from cooking.

“We’re closed.” The cook locked gazes with Doughas and continued to scrub his hands. “Come back tomorrow, why don’t ya.” His voice was stiff but not angry. He was simply stating a fact.

The Inquisitors made no move to obey, and the cook lowered his hands. He moved closer to the counter and reached for the lower shelf.

“Now, now,” Doughas rebuked. “We’re not here for a fight.” Posters of dwarves shoving food into their mouths lined the walls, each somehow more disturbing than the last. “Or for a sandwich. We’re meeting someone. He said he’d be here.” Doughas surveyed the room and noticed a curtain separating the kitchen from the galley. “I can see why he lost his last job.”

The cook narrowed his eyes. He started to speak, but another voice cut him off.

“I forgot to mention they were coming.” The words were grim and quiet, but they cut through the room and lingered like a wisp of smoke. The curtain pushed aside to reveal a dwarf. He stalked to a booth with a cane in his hand, which he set gently beside him before he sank into the faux-leather cushions. He lounged with one arm on the back of the bench and waved toward the empty half. “Well, you wanted me. Here I am.”

Vor slipped into the booth with curiosity in his eyes. Any second, the questions would bubble out of him and inflate the Memorius’ pride even more.

Doughas paused beside the table. “Lovely place you’ve got here.” The Memorius had pitch-black hair, hastily combed back in rows, and a beard that hadn’t been groomed in eons. Doughas couldn’t tell if the greasy stench came from the dwarf, the diner, or both.

“You’re sweet,” the Memorius remarked, though his face showed no expression. He glanced at Vor. “Is he always so polite?”

Vor snorted. “He’s usually more polite than this. Consider yourself lucky.”

The Memorius smiled. The expression looked unnatural on his waxy, mannequin-esque face. “Enough. I’m curious as to why two Inquisitors, one a dwarf, would want to hire little old me. Must be a fun job.” His lips parted to reveal a string of perfect pearly whites.

Doughas suspected they were fake.

He worked hard to swallow the lump of disgust in his throat. “We don’t need you. We need your skills,” he forced out and finally sat beside his partner. “There’s a dwarf with information pertinent to a case. We could bring him in, but he’s not gonna yap a word to us.”

The Memorius tapped the back of the booth in a rolling pattern. The faux leather sounded like little drums beneath his fingers. Tip-a-tap-a-rip-a-rap, tip-a-tap-a-rip-a-rap. “I can’t imagine why when you have such a sparkling personality.” He closed his eyes and gently nosed the air, lost in his mind and his tapping fingers.

Vor and Doughas exchanged a concerned glance, but the tapping stopped, and the Memorius recovered his focus. He blinked twice. For the first time, he seemed out of his element. The expression didn’t last long, though. He resumed his stony countenance and leaned across the table with folded hands.

“So?” he asked. “We gonna have our play date, or what?”

Vor shrugged. “You come highly recommended by Medivh’s team, so I’m fine with it.” He looked at Doughas. “Up to you, partner. Can you work with him or not?”

The lump in Doughas’ throat still hadn’t left, but it was smaller. The city needed this violence to end, and Doughas needed to stop the Clannanigan before it progressed. He inspected the Memorius, his cheeks rosy under the diner lights. Everything about this dwarf unsettled him. Here was a dwarf who had failed his family and his clan.

You don’t become a disgraced Memorius for nothing. You become one because you lie. How could Doughas possibly trust him? If anyone asked about what they were doing, he’d have to lie about it, too. Maybe a lying Memorius is the thing we need…

Doughas hissed out a final breath of resistance before extending a hand. “What do we call you?”

The Memorius slapped Doughas’ palm twice instead of shaking it. “You have the honor of meeting the once-esteemed Memorius Ranzig Uidaen of Clan Melkiz.”

Doughas drew back his violated hand. I regret this already.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Esselliar

“This the bastard’s house?” Ranzig puffed on a triple djinnstick. Vor knew they existed, but he’d never actually seen anyone smoke one. Everyone knew that one was bad for you. Three seemed like suicide on a stick. In the hour Vor had known this dwarf, he’d already smoked two triples, and his third was almost finished.

Vor started to experience his own misgivings about the Memorius. It was easy to agree with Doughas when he demanded they accompany him on the mission, despite his arguing that he’d broken into hundreds of houses. He gets better by the second.

“Is now really the time for a smoke?” Doughas grumbled. “We’re about to go in.”

Ranzig eyed the dwarf with a lazy glare. He responded with the djinnstick between his teeth. “You’ve never smoked Ms. Radamin’s Cos a Nuir. If you had, you’d know it’s always a good time for a puff.”

The dwarf closed his lips around the stick and sucked until his cheekbones stuck out like daggers. The stick dissolved into smoke with only a stub remaining. Ranzig spat the butt on the sidewalk and released a billowing, smoky sigh. “Come on, then,” he encouraged. “Time for a little memory-peeking, as I like to call it.” He glanced at the lingering Inquisitors. “You coming?”

Doughas and Vor marched beside him as they approached Ergund’s home. It was half a block wide with two stories, a peaked roof, and plentiful chimneys sprouting from the back. Since it was a dwarf building, there were probably four or five more floors underground.

The three of them paused beside the front door and glanced up and down the street. The house was located downtown on the top side of the dwarven district. A few other mansions sat nearby, but squat office buildings filled the remaining gaps. One such office stood directly across from the rep’s home.

Ranzig finished fiddling with the front door and announced, “I’m in.” Vor hadn’t even noticed him approach it, but the door slid open without a noise. “Nice of them to oil the hinges for us.”

“Did you pick the lock?” Vor asked.

Ranzig shrugged. “Me? Never. Door was already open. Very lazy homeowners these days. A real shame, the state this city is in.” He winked and disappeared inside.

The house was dark and quiet. While the hinges might have been oiled, the wooden floors were ancient. Every step sent a shudder through the home. They proceeded with caution as they took in the structure. The entryway resembled Doughas’ but on a grander scale. A descending staircase greeted them first, with several hallways offering entrance to the upper area of the house.

“The staff lives up there,” Ranzig whispered and led them toward the staircase down. “There’s a master bedroom on the bottom floor. Well, the entire bottom floor is the master bedroom. I’ll go—”

Doughas cut him off with a shoulder tap. “How do you know the layout?”

“Hmm?” Ranzig appeared genuinely confused, as if Doughas was the crazy one for asking. The expression faded a second later. “Oh, now isn’t the time for long explanations.” He grinned slyly. “Let’s say I have a thing for maids…and their memories. Lots of good secrets to be tasted in the mind of a rich dwarf’s maid. You know what I mean?”

Vor and Doughas only stared at the dwarf, horrified.

He swatted their concern away. “Fine. I know the building layout because I’m a sorcerer. There. Do you like that answer better?” He descended the stairs, muttering, “Nobody wants the truth…”

Vor and Doughas followed at a distance.

The first and second floors passed without incident. The stairwell was strong old wood. Oil paintings of gray-haired dwarves and dwarfesses decorated the walls. The steps were even creakier than the floors had been, and Vor feared the entire house would be awake by the time they finished their mission. The third floor passed, and he glimpsed long hallways and many rooms with closed doors. Yet Ranzig was determined to descend as deep as they could go.

A touch of orange light appeared on the fourth floor. There was a door open, and hushed voices slithered out to their ears. The group paused to consider what this could mean. Was the rep still awake and talking to someone?

Ranzig didn’t stop for long. He continued down the stairs with little regard for the creaking. Doughas and Vor hurried after him, which only worsened the noise.

“Hello?” a voice called from the orange room.

Vor’s sightline was slightly above the landing. He watched the doorway for signs of movement.

A dwarf walked out. Ergund. Clad in pajamas with a fat binder tucked under his arm. “Daniella, is that you?” he asked, looking toward the stairs. Vor froze, not wanting to alert the dwarf by moving. “I told you I’d be back to bed in a few minutes.” He sighed sadly. “You know I love you… I’m sorry for all the late nights. Please, go back to bed.”

The wooden stairs creaked loudly. Vor turned toward the sound and saw Ranzig almost tromping down the steps. He almost hissed at him, but a flash of movement from above caught his attention. As Ranzig’s stomps descended, Ergund smiled and vanished into his office.

Vor couldn’t believe their luck.

They regrouped at the bottom of the stairwell, and it was exactly as Ranzig had said. The whole floor was one large bedroom. Half was dedicated to a library, and the other half to a legion of walk-in closets. A massive bedframe dominated the center. Thick purple curtains weren’t dense enough to hold back the parade of snoring from within.

Daniella had to be sound asleep. If she didn’t wake herself up with that racket, nothing could.

Without a word of discussion, Ranzig approached one of the closets and stuffed himself inside. After a jumble of activity, he tossed a few garments into the bedroom and popped his blackish head out.

“What are you waiting for, an invitation?” he whisper-hissed.

Doughas and Vor hurried to follow his example. Each picked a closet to hide in. Vor’s was full of suit jackets and coats. He stood in a corner and was tall enough to see over the top of the racks from behind them. It was as comfortable a hiding place as any he’d employed.

Doughas did not fare so well. His closet was full of shoes on racks. It was opposite Vor’s, and the elf watched his partner struggle to squeeze his large mass into a hidden position, only to spray shoes across the floor.

“Watch it!” Ranzig whispered.

A shudder passed through the walls, and Doughas froze. Another tremble shook the ceiling. Bomp…bomp…

Vor swallowed nervously. Footsteps. The shudders turned to squawks as Ergund reached the stairs. Vor locked eyes with Doughas across the room. Half of his partner’s body was still exposed above the shoe rack.

“Get down,” he squeezed out between clenched teeth.

Doughas gave it one last wiggle. A pair of heels soared halfway to the bed, but he remained largely un-hidden. In desperation, he grabbed a pair of boots, held them in front of his face, and crouched as far as he could. From Vor’s perspective, it looked like the boots were floating above the other shoes. Hopefully, Ergund wasn’t too observant.

The wooden squeaks grew louder until they heard the thomp of Ergund’s feet. He had reached the master bedroom, now decorated with articles of clothing and various piles of misplaced shoes.

“The hell?” the dwarf cursed in a hushed tone. He walked toward the bed, carefully eyeing the clothes and the pile of shoes. He followed the mess to the closets and peeked into Ranzig’s, then Vor’s. Satisfied, he turned to the messy shoe closet and the mysterious floating boats.

Ergund rubbed his eyes and leaned closer. He took one step forward, then another. Vor’s heart raced, and his palms began to sweat. This was twice as stressful as an actual fight. It looked as though it was about to become one. He could kiss his career goodbye. Maybe Areal, too, once he lost his job.

A sudden avalanche of snores from the bed startled Ergund and dragged his attention away from the shoe closet.

The dwarf scoffed. “Already fast asleep?” he muttered. “You’re a miracle of nature, Daniella. You really are.” He walked to his bed and slipped in beside his wife.

The tension faded from Vor’s body, and his heart rate began to even out. Across the way, Doughas lowered the boots gently onto the rack.

Now it was a waiting game.

They waited two hours to make sure the dwarf was deep in dreamland before they extracted themselves from the closets. Ranzig gripped his cane with two hands and tiptoed to the bed. Vor and Doughas leaned around the post to watch but saw little of what he did.

Ranzig unscrewed his cane head and took the handle with him as he examined Ergund inside the curtained bed. A few seconds later, the Memorius was finished. He screwed the cane head into place and rejoined the Inquisitors. As they were too close to talk, he gestured at the stairs. The group hurried back.

They hadn’t made it halfway to the surface before Ranzig started muttering. “Interesting…oh, very interesting.”


CHAPTER TWENTY


Doughas

“Will you tell us now?” Doughas grumbled.

The Memorius had been pacing since they left the mansion. Even in the Street Behemoth, he slid back and forth across the back seat, sometimes flying against the side when the vehicle cut left or right. Doughas pressed him for answers the whole time, but Ranzig acted like his ears were plugged. He didn’t react to anything the Inquisitors said.

Finally, he looked up, and the focus returned to his eyes.

“This is normal,” he assured them. “It will pass once the memories are properly processed and sorted. If I don’t keep things organized up here…” He tapped his skull, made a farting noise, and mimicked an oozing explosion with wiggling fingers. “Very messy.”

Ranzig returned to his back-seat “pacing.”

He continued well past the hour mark.

They stopped to pick up some sandwiches and coffee at a spectrol station. Doughas stayed with Ranzig while Vor headed inside to acquire the goods. It was almost dawn, which was when they planned to meet Medivh’s team for a debrief. Hopefully, whatever information was stewing in Ranzig’s skull would give them a breakthrough.

Doughas checked his shard and saw a message from the lead elf. Tobin was the name he’d given them, whether it was real or not. Doughas doubted it. The new meeting location was in the same industrial district as before, a few blocks from their original rendezvous point. With Doughas’ driving and the empty early-morning streets, they arrived in under twenty minutes.

He had to lead Ranzig by the hand into the secure location. Another warehouse, this one brimming with shelving units stretching to the rafters, stuffed with cargo boxes. Only Tobin awaited them. After the performance from Esselliar’s fan club, the limited turnout delighted Doughas.

“How long has he been in the trance?” the lead elf asked when they arrived, otherwise unfazed by the Memorius’ erratic state.

Before Doughas could answer, Ranzig lurched from his grasp. His eyes were clear and focused one second, distant and wild the next. “For your viewing pleasure,” he uttered with a stiff bow. “I present this memory salad courtesy of Olwynor and Nebluv. Companions until enemies. Partners, then foes.”

His body stiffened. He stood straight-backed with his chin held high. As he spoke, he faced the side of the room as if he was speaking to someone only he could see.

“Ergund Olwynor,” he intoned in a disturbingly high-pitched voice. “In all my years, I never considered a partnership like this. I must admit it will have some powerful positives. For both of us.” Ranzig smiled. Doughas had seen that sly, sweet grin before. The memory of it tickled the back of his brain.

A second later, Doughas had the answer to the riddle.

The Memorius’ head snapped in the opposite direction, and his posture morphed. He seemed looser. His head cocked at a curious angle as if the world was his to judge and manipulate. “Nadoraine,” he drawled, much closer to his natural timbre now. He raised an invisible glass for a toast. “To our partnership in this humanitarian effort.” His smile was crooked and foul. “To the future of our clans!”

Ranzig’s head turned the other way, and his voice became Nadoraine’s. “Aye! May we rise to lead them in this new and…profitable age.”

A shudder passed through the Memorius, and the strange performance drained from him.

“Interesting isn’t it?” he remarked. Doughas was surprised to see the dwarf looking at them as he spoke. “They’re being coy about it, but these thickish thieves have partnered with a new criminal organization.”

“It’s true, then,” Doughas admitted.

Vor sighed. “I sort of wish we were wrong about that.”

“What more can you tell us about them?” Doughas asked. “Names? Leaders? Plans?”

Ranzig contorted. He tapped his chin, and his eyes traced invisible lines in the ceiling. When he spoke, his lips barely moved, as if he was blurting random thoughts. “Humanitarians. Feeding off the feeble flock. Pretending to shepherd. Ironic but useful to me. Who will be patriarch if not I? One of my cousins…my uncle? Fools. The lot of them. They don’t have the iron guts needed.” The tapping stopped. He stared wide-eyed at the ceiling. “Ancestors, bless me in this endeavor and protect me from treachery.”

With that final word, the scene shifted, and Ranzig resumed pacing, his form slumped. “Why does she care now when she didn’t before? Nebluv provides the funds. Olwynor provides the material goods. A happy bargain. But not anymore…”

Ranzig froze and swiveled in place. It looked like someone shoved a metal rod through his body and hoisted him upright. His voice became Nadoraine’s. “Nebluv bleeds money and Olwynor loses a few copper pipes. I was a fool to enter this arrangement with you, Ergund. You may need me, but I don’t need you.” He flicked his eyes downward but didn’t move his chin. “Carry your weight, or I’m taking a complaint to the Chef’s Table. He’ll put you in your place.”

Ranzig morphed back into Ergund, and—

Doughas interrupted him. “What does she mean by the Chef’s Table? Is that the leader or leaders of the group?”

The Memorius quaked and trembled, his face shifting from haughty to crooked to bored. He tore a triple djinnstick from his coat and jammed it between his teeth. A lighter flicked, and acrid smoke billowed toward the rafters. He glanced at his audience. “The Chef’s Table is the leadership of the new organization called the Humanitarians. Ergund had never contacted them before. He didn’t know how, though he had a few other contacts in the group he could reach out to if he needed to bring up a complaint. Like Nadoraine threatened to do, the cheeky cur.”

Ranzig shook his head. “Sorry…bit of Ergund slipped out there. He really hates that bitch of a dwarfess. Oh, there I go again.”

Doughas picked up the story from there. “So he hired Jussilian and Doram to threaten Nadoraine and keep her from withdrawing her funds.”

Ranzig see-sawed a palm. “Kind of. Ergund was suspicious of Nadoraine suddenly wanting out when it had been a flawless operation so far. He hired those two fools to question her…and we know how that turned out.” He chuckled. “It wasn’t what Ergund intended, but he was pleased with the result. Nadoraine couldn’t complain if she was dead, and it stopped him from having to blackmail her.”

“Blackmail?” Vor echoed. “What did he have on her?”

The Memorius’ face glowed with wild energy. “Everything. He had it all. Signed invoices from Nadoraine, copies of memos, and notices from her stating where the donated money was going, when in reality, it went somewhere else. Enough to bury her…but she could have buried him in just as much dirt if he ever used it.

“This was his last resort. His nuclear protection against her trying to threaten or kill him.” A sparkle invaded Ranzig’s eyes. “He still has it. All the damning documents are on a ru-peb drive in the Olwynor vault. The safest place possible.”

Doughas grinned. “Unless someone has a little signed search warrant.”

Ranzig patted on the shoulder. “I think my work here is done. You have what you need.” He started toward the door and, without turning, added, “I’ll expect payment by the end of tonight. Don’t forget!”

Doughas almost had. He glanced at Vor, but the elf shrugged. “Sorry, I just paid my rent. That’s gonna blackring me for sure.”

He glared at his partner. “You still pay rent on your apartment? The one you don’t live in?”

“Hey, I gotta have a private space. Things with Areal could still go south. Hopefully not…but I want to have the option.” Vor seemed defensive about the subject. He always did when it came to money, or the lack thereof.

“Come on,” Doughas muttered. “I’ll wire the funds later tonight.”

The lead elf stopped them. “Don’t worry about that. We’ll get the funds sent over.” Doughas started to argue, but the elf wouldn’t hear it. “You’ve given us a lot of help. Honestly, we should be paying you for all this information.”

He tried again, but he’d found a match for his stubbornness in the elf.

“Keep fighting the good fight,” Tobin urged. “You’re both inspirations to us and the rest of the city.” He smiled at Doughas in a manner similar to the Esselliar fan club googling at Vor.

Doughas did not enjoy the feeling.

“Let’s go, Vor,” he insisted. “We’ve got a search warrant to acquire.”

“The Inquisitor-General is going to love hearing about this,” Vor exclaimed. “I can’t wait for all the questions we can’t answer.”

The Inquisitors took their leave of the warehouse and drove the expressway downtown to the Bureau. It was a welcome sight in an otherwise dreary few days. Doughas’ feet dragged as his spirits pooled in his boots and weighed him down further. A little more, he told himself. Then we can rest. The elevator ride up to the Inquisitor-General’s office, with its pleasant, bippity-boppity music, was the most peaceful he’d felt since they took the case of Nadoraine’s murder.

They’d sent a message requesting an urgent meeting with the General but had yet to receive a response. The duo exited the elevator and marched boldly past the reception desk. The gobliness secretary was tied up on the shard at the time but waved them on.

“He’s waiting for you,” the gobliness said before jumping back to her shard call. “No, no, I wasn’t talking about the Inquisitor-General, dearie. Your husband is locked up in a meeting with the Council of Elders. So sorry, you’ll need to call back in a few hours… Yes, I know it’s a very long meeting. Your husband is an impor—”

Her words cut off as Doughas and Vor entered the General’s office, and the door closed behind them. The gray-haired elf sat in silence behind his desk. He briefly looked up as they entered, then folded his hands on his lap.

“Come in, Inquisitors.” Doughas noted a twinge of resigned sadness in his tone as if whatever bad news was coming could not be avoided. “I hope you have news on the Nadoraine case. The Bureau needs a win. I need a win. Not another scandal.” He gestured at the empty chairs. “I only have a few hours of peace before my wife storms in and takes me hostage.”

They duly took their seats.

“We’ve discovered a lot over the past few days,” Doughas began and paused as he considered his next words carefully. “Our sources, however, wish to remain anony—”

“Damn it, Ruiridh!” The General banged a fist on the table. “Didn’t you hear what I said? This is not the time for secrets. It’s the time for integrity and honesty, especially with your commanding officer. Do you think what I’ve told you is a joke?” His volcanic eyes certainly weren’t joking. “One more strike, and we’re out. All of us. You. Me. Esselliar. We’ll be gone. The city will eat us up and spit us onto the street. And my wife will not adapt well to street life, let me tell you.”

Doughas had honestly expected worse. “I understand, sir. If that comes about, I only hope your good name remains untarnished. We’re willing to take the risk because, without our sources, we wouldn’t have solved Nadoraine’s case.”

At this, the Inquisitor-General’s expression changed into something hungry that would give anything to know the truth. “You’ve solved it? Well, why aren’t you telling me? Go on! Blab like an eight-year-old goblin if you have to. I can’t wait to tell the Council of Elders to shove it up their asses.”

With a litany of pauses and only a few additions from Esselliar, Doughas explained the sum of their investigation. How Nadoraine and Ergund had gotten involved in a criminal power called the Humanitarians and leeched money and goods from the charities for this new organization. The Inquisitor-General actually laughed at Ergund’s failed strong-arm of Nadoraine and how it resulted in her untimely death.

However, when Doughas mentioned the treasure trove of evidence hidden in the Olwynor vault, his boss soured. His whole body twisted, and his words flew like a whip.

“You want me to sign a search warrant for the Olwynor vault? The Olwynor vault? I say it again because it’s a crazy-ass suggestion. This is exactly the kind of pea-brained shit that will get us all fired if it goes anywhere near a southerly direction. I’m supposed to trust some anonymous source who says so?” The General shook his head. “I’m sorry, but no. I can’t do that. You need to give me more.”

Doughas didn’t know what they could give their leader that wouldn’t result in a dismissal of evidence or the abrupt end of their careers in law enforcement. He could see Vor trying to figure out the same. They both came up empty.

The Inquisitor-General gathered up a few files on his desk and rose from his chair. “Come back when you can tell me the truth. I want to trust you both, but this is too big an ask. I can’t sign that warrant.”

Doughas rose to meet the General. “We can’t offer you more, but we can offer you a scapegoat.”

Vor looked at Doughas in confusion. “We can?”

Doughas nodded. “Give us the warrant. If it works out, nothing needs to happen. If it doesn’t, I’ll swear under oath that I forged your signature and conducted the raid illegally.”

Vor blinked rapidly. “What? No! I’ll swear it. Doughas, you have a family. You’d go to jail. Stannheim, even. Trust me when I say that you don’t want to end up there.”

The Inquisitor-General said nothing for a long time. He stared at Doughas as he sought the truth, then nodded once. “You’d swear on your family and your clan?”

“I would,” Doughas confirmed.

The General leaned over the desk. With a brief pen flick, he signed his name on the search warrant. “Don’t worry about the oath, Inquisitor. The fact you were willing to give it is all the confidence I need in your source. You’ve got my signature on this raid…spirits save us. For all our sakes, this had better turn out in our favor.”

With that, their boss walked to the door and held it open for the Inquisitors. As they started to go through, he stopped them. “The day is coming when I won’t turn a blind eye.” He let the sentence hang in silence and gather momentum. “I need you to be ready.”

Doughas understood. “Sir, we know you’ll make the right call, even if that means sacking us jokers. We trust you, and we trust you’ll make the right decision.” Vor and Doughas hovered in the door a moment longer. The air seemed warm between them, and the gray-haired elf’s smile was the epicenter of gushing feelings.

As soon as the Inquisitor-General realized what he was doing, he shoved his employees out of the office. “Don’t come back without an Olwynor in cuffs! You crazy bastards…” The elf let the door shut, and his glare followed them back to the elevator.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Esselliar

Love you, miss you, be home soon.

Vor finished typing the message on his new flip shard and clicked send. Off it flew into the ether, aimed at Areal. He smiled before a rogue thought stole his peace. He whipped the shard back out and hastily typed.

Oh, and this is Vor. New shard. Will explain later.

“What do you not understand about it?” Doughas shouted through the driver’s side window. “That’s the Inquisitor-General’s signature. You will open this gate and let us in.”

The attendant glared from Doughas to the slip of paper. His inexperienced eyes combed the page for a reason to deny them.

Vor stared past the luxurious gate and into the Olwynor estate. Despite being underground in a massive cave, the patriarch’s home was built on an extensive property. A manicured landscape of chiseled stone and ancient townhouses decorated with subtle, incandescent lights that tinged the world in a pleasant orange hue like soft candlelight. The whole park appeared to belong to the past, to a time when the clan chiefs had no fear of workers’ rights or labor laws. A simpler time when no scrap of paper could give strangers the key to their inner sanctums.

Doughas snatched the search warrant from the gate attendant. “Hurry up. We’re not paid to dawdle, unlike some people.”

The park’s curling copper gates hissed. Steam oozed from the cracks as the massive metal bars lifted and swung inwards.

“Thank you,” Doughas barked in a tone that clearly meant the opposite. The dwarf attendant looked a few years older than Tuirhas if Vor’s estimate of dwarven age could be trusted. As they entered the expansive compound, he caught the gate dwarf raising a shard to his ear and speaking hushed words into the mouthpiece.

Alerting the family, Vor thought. Yet the Street Behemoth rolled through the park, and the attendant’s call failed to spike Vor’s heart rate or lubricate his palms with sweat.

They passed ancient, towering subterranean trees with bare branches that dug into the cavern ceiling, casting their roots above and below, seeking nutrients in their sun-deprived home. For a moment, Vor wished he was an Olwynor. He would love to wake up each day and walk through this park, losing himself in its perpetual twilight.

Compared to the park’s beauty, the patriarch’s home and adjoining mansions did little to stir Vor’s heart. They were as he expected. Big, gaudy, and old. Ergund’s newer mansion in the dwarven downtown had twice the splendor of any of the patriarch’s structures at half the size.

A gardener on the plot pointed them to a structure at the heart of the compound, half-sunk into the bedrock. It looked more like a boulder than a thing constructed. The vault carved in the center could only be accessed by a secure gate. Would-be thieves would have to mine ten feet of solid bedrock if they wanted access to the Olwynor treasure.

Vor and Doughas parked the car outside the vault and approached the front. A massive square door awaited them. Word must have passed around the compound because a dwarf exited a nearby building and headed for them. He walked at a normal pace and was neither hurried nor upset. Still, he had a long stride for a dwarf. The Inquisitors barely beat him to the vault.

“Good evening.” The dwarf was neatly dressed in a black coat-tailed suit and didn’t look at the duo when he spoke. His pleasant voice had an almost musical quality. On his belt dangled a brass ring and three large metal keys, each distinct and encrusted with jewels. “I am Marvum Diggles, the vault keeper for the Olwynor family.” He held out a hand in Vor’s general direction, but it was too far to the right.

Vor extended his arm and waited for Mr. Diggles to realize he was off, only the dwarf didn’t. “It’s actually morning right now,” Vor clarified.

The dwarf smiled. “I’m afraid evening is all I’ve ever known.” Mr. Diggles swept his hand from side to side until it touched Vor’s. He grabbed the elf’s hand from the wrong way but gave it a good shake nonetheless.

Now it was clear in his clouded eyes. The dwarf was blind.

“How about you open this vault for us, Mr. Diggles?” Doughas tapped the oversized door with his knuckles. A hollow sound rang out, and the whole vault seemed to shudder and moan.

Doughas pulled his hand back.

Vor snatched the search warrant and held it out to Mr. Diggles. “This is a search warrant signed by the Inquisitor-General, giving us permission to search the property. We need to access this vault.”

Mr. Diggles felt around for the paper and brought it to his face for a close examination. “Hmm, very curious. It seems that I cannot see the document. What a shame.” He felt along the bottom. “No seal either…terribly suspicious.” His voice chimed like laughter, full of good humor. “You may need to come back, as I seem to have no way to verify the truth of what you’re saying.”

Doughas stepped closer, trying to appear threatening. Of course, Mr. Diggles was undisturbed. He palmed his badge and shoved it into the dwarf’s hand. “My name is Inquisitor Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech. We have the paperwork necessary to access this vault. You can’t refuse us.”

Mr. Diggles spread his hands. “I simply want to do a fine job for my employers.” His voice soured on the last word. “It is a shame they rarely do the same for me.” He clasped the badge and ran his fingers over the ridged surface. “Hmm, yes, this is quite correct. I have a few practice ones from the Bureau, and it matches them to a ‘T.’ So it’s true that you are Inquisitors, but I will not open this vault without a valid search warrant.”

Vor grunted in exasperation. “How do you want us to do that? Should we call up the Inquisitor-General? Maybe you think he should drive here in person to read you this piece of paper.”

“Now, now. Don’t be hasty,” Mr. Diggles soothed. “If you can find a member of the family and have them confirm the search warrant is valid, I will happily escort you into the vault.” His head swiveled, and his ear pointed back at the house. “It would seem your wish is granted. If I mark the sound of those heels, I believe one such tempest is headed our way.”

At first, Vor only heard a distinct lack of noise. Nothing that could be described as a storm. Then, the doors of the nearest mansion burst open and slammed against the outer walls. The pair of thick-soled heels that had kicked them apart clonked down the steps. Their owner was a jaded woman in a sea-green dress that shimmered like the ocean as she moved under the cave lights. Golden threads sparkled in her hair. She looked like a decidedly dwarfish disco ball.

“Mr. Diggles!” she shouted. “Say nothing to the sots. I told you to kick them out!” She huffed as she tore across the distance, not caring about her appearance until she was within a few feet. Finally, she slowed her advance and added a gaudy swagger to her steps.

“May I present Mrs. Daniella Olwynor.” Mr. Diggles didn’t flinch at her words or her arrival. Maybe blindness could be an occasional blessing. Much longer in this dwarfess’ company and Vor’s eyes would gouge themselves out.

“Why are they still here, Diggles?” she complained and eyed the Inquisitors warily.

The gatekeeper tapped the paper and the badge in his hands. “They say they have a warrant signed by the Inquisitor-General that gives them permission to search the vault.” He held the paper in her general direction, and she yanked it away.

Daniella examined the paper before throwing it back at Diggles, who could not catch it. The warrant flopped through the air before Vor carefully scooped it back. Daniella seemed unconcerned by the document. “So what if they have a warrant? I told you to escort them out, and you didn’t. I’ll tell you again…get rid of them.” The Olwynor heiress suddenly got a whiff of something strong. Either that or one of her lungs decided to rebel for no reason. She hiccupped and snorted at the same time, then placed her hand on her chest. “Can’t you see they’re upsetting me? Get rid of them.”

The sound of her snort triggered Vor’s memory. The loud snoring from Ergund’s wife. Her name was, in fact…

“Daniella,” Vor advised. “If you and Mr. Diggles will not open this vault, we will arrest you for obstruction.” He spared a glance at his partner and could tell Doughas remembered her, too.

Daniella didn’t pause to think through her response. “Mr. Diggles, I repeat. You will escort these idiots from the property without a moment’s delay. If you don’t, you will be fired, your retirement fund will be emptied, and you will become a good-for-nothing beggar. Exactly like when we found you.”

Mr. Diggles remained calm. He even cracked a smile, though he faced away from his employer. For a moment, his cloudy eyes met Vor’s and stopped. They seemed to stare so deeply into Vor’s soul that Vor started to question the dwarf’s blindness.

At last, Mr. Diggles blinked and turned toward Daniella. “So I must either forfeit my job of forty-three years and the due reward for my excellent service or go to prison to defend the honor of the Olwynor name.” His eyes sparkled brighter. “Perhaps if you had asked nicely or if your in-laws had in any way shown care or affection during my tenure.”

The dwarfess practically rose out of her shoes. Her skin boiled with furious color, but Mr. Diggles was not finished. He had only begun. “In fact, you have made the decision easy. First, you examined the search warrant and found nothing at fault with it, proving it is exactly as these two officers have said. Second, you unlawfully threatened to fire me if I did not do your bidding and commit an offense against the law and this fair city.”

His chest hummed, and his voice soared. “All this, you have done in the presence of two credible and esteemed witnesses. No, I think I will obey the law and unlock this vault. You and your family will be hearing from my attorney about an upcoming lawsuit.”

Daniella looked ready to explode and die. Mr. Diggles didn’t even face her for his final words. “I look forward to hearing your court testimony.”

With that said, the gatekeeper proceeded to the vault and began inserting the keys into the lock.

Doughas, Vor, and Daniella were too stunned to move. Anger consumed the heiress, and she recovered first.

“You will not!” she mustered before charging at Mr. Diggles.

Her sudden rush of movement gave Vor the distraction he needed. He caught up to her with a few long strides and tackled her into a topiary shroom. She cursed, bit, and struggled, but it made no difference.

The massive vault door moaned as it slid open a crack, wide enough for the group to enter if they turned sideways. The gatekeeper knew exactly where Ergund’s section was and led them to an almost bare shelf save for a few sentimental items. Vor was horrified and thought their mission had failed until Mr. Diggles lifted one of Ergund’s baubles and revealed the ru-peb drive hidden beneath.

“I believe this is what you want,” the smiling gatekeeper commented.

Vor grabbed the device and stashed it in his jacket pocket. “Excellent.”

A short trip to the Bureau confirmed their hopes. The drive contained a pirate’s hoard of black gold, enough to bury Ergund for a thousand years. Along with Nadoraine, if she’d still been alive. Daniella proved to be more involved than they thought, so it was good they had already arrested her for obstruction of justice and attempted assault. It was twice as good because she couldn’t call her husband to warn him what was coming.

What was coming was a squad of Inquisitors. Vor, Doughas, Gerhosk, and several more. It was rare that an arrest warrant involved so many. Even better, Doughas knew the dwarf’s location.

“The next stage of the Clannanigan is happening. Ergund will be there,” he announced.

“The dance battle?” Vor replied.

“Aye. With the crowds, it’ll be tricky getting him out and not turning it bloody, but we can’t wait. Every second that passes could have him fleeing the city once he realizes we’re coming.”

Doughas and Vor saddled up in the Street Behemoth.

It was time to finish this, and what better place than a dance arena?

When they arrived, Vor was surprised at how drastically it differed from the boxing match. First, the dance battle took place in an actual building instead of on a bloodstained slate shelf outside an abandoned city. According to Doughas, the arena was actually a professional roller-blading rink repurposed for a groovy display.

Something about the situation seemed off to Vor as they approached the front door.

Doughas looked nervous.

“Come on,” Vor coaxed, hoping to reassure his friend. “It can’t be as bad as the boxing fight. Can it?”

As if to prove him wrong, the door guards materialized with radios shoved against their ears to try and distinguish their instructions from the loud music playing inside. It sounded tribal, with an orchestra of drums remixed into electronica. Like hearing how a seizure felt.

Vor’s body tingled with subsonic vibrations.

Four guards in Olwynor attire walked toward them.

“Really? Again?” Doughas put a hand on his mace, which he’d tucked in his belt, ready to be whipped out instead of hidden in his gauntlet. One of the guards flinched as he recognized the duo. It was one that they’d trounced at the last Clannanigan spectacle.

The dwarf didn’t like his odds this time. He melted away from the others and disappeared down the street.

“Afternoon, boys,” Doughas greeted as the two groups met. “Here’s my badge. We’re on official Bureau business and need entrance to the event.”

The lead guard realized he was down a man just as Gerhosk showed up with three other Inquisitors in tactical insertion gear with their ARCs drawn.

“Go right ahead, sirs,” the lead guard invited. His voice cracked as his gaze flicked from the ogre to Doughas. What else could he do against such a force? Yet as they passed, Vor noticed the guard shove his radio to his ear and mutter a litany of words. The guards might not have hindered them this time, but they sure as hell didn’t help, either.

Inside, the music intensified. If there were any words, Vor couldn’t hear them. The pounding of drums and the blur of electronic notes crackled together and broke into a storm of madness.

They entered the arena on the ground floor. Attendees packed the ground and the stands. Being taller than the dwarves, Vor saw over their heads and into the arena proper. It was a skating rink lined with wooden railings and a smooth floor, but the area’s occupants were dressed for battle. Blood-red ink covered the bodies of one team while the other was drenched in blue. The dancers wore tight-fitting underwear and nothing else as they wielded swords, shields, and spears in a deadly, glittering display.

It was like a real battle played out as a dance, each side striking at the other in time with the music. Attack, then defend. Strike, then dodge. Twirl, then duck. The shield walls clashed. Bodies surged back and forth. No corpses littered the field, and only sweat glistened on the floor.

Vor marveled at the display of restraint and skill. Those dancers were actual warriors. If they wanted to, each of their strikes could have hit a target and turned a fake battle into a real one. The stirring reenactment of how wars used to be fought echoed the battles to come if the Clannanigan continued.

Vor wanted to ask his partner more about the event, but the loud music made speech difficult. He had no idea how one side could beat the other, but with the constant, intense activity, he figured it was a “hop ‘til you drop” kind of contest.

The packed crowd offered no way through. The Olwynor and Nebluv patriarchs observed the display from a raised platform on the opposite side. Perhaps Ergund would be near them, or so Doughas seemed to think.

He pointed at the platform and shouted as loud as possible. “We split up and search the area for Ergund. Meet at the patriarchs.”

Gerhosk and his group headed to the right while Doughas and Vor took the left. The true difficulty of their task became clear when Vor tried to push a dwarf aside, flashing his badge and shouting words they couldn’t hear, only for the dwarf to turn with wild eyes and throw a fist. Vor slapped the drunken attack aside and yanked the dwarf down by his hair.

His buddies noticed and did not appreciate Vor’s performance.

“Figures,” Vor remarked under his breath as the crowd rose up and fights broke out across the stands.

Each clan must have figured the other was rioting or trying to influence the dance battle. The other Inquisitors had Gerhosk, so they made better time around the skating rink than Vor and Doughas. The duo resorted to alternating between shoving, dodging, and punching drunk dwarves. Vor’s hand throbbed from the eight cheekbones he’d dented in under a minute.

“This isn’t working,” he bellowed. “We’ll never find—”

“There!” Doughas pointed toward the patriarch’s stand. “I see him. He’s whispering to his father.” A rogue fist punched the side of Doughas’ head, and the Inquisitor rewarded the sender with a fist of his own. Only Doughas was wearing a gauntlet.

Vor locked onto Ergund. The dwarf stood beside his patriarch, bent to the old dwarf’s ear. His body suddenly surged upright, and his gaze searched the crowd. It passed over Vor and landed on Gerhosk.

“He knows!”

Vor couldn’t fight through a thousand drunk dwarves. There had to be another way, a different path. A faster one. Without further thought, he plucked at an invisible string inside his chest. A chill spread through him, though his body temperature hadn’t dropped. Rather, the warmth building behind his heart was so strong, it made everything else feel cold. He let it expand to the right amount and directed it into his feet.

“Whoa!” he shouted as he launched five feet into the air. He didn’t have much time to consider his landing options. With a glance down, he located a stocky dwarf with a clear, pale bald head. Like an airstrip. He bounced off the poor dwarf’s skull and rocketed away to land in the center arena.

The crowd noticed and started throwing whatever they could to stop him, probably thinking he was there to disrupt the performance. Vor eyed the dancers with their glittering sickle swords and gut-twisting spears. He wanted nothing to do with that.

The dancers thought differently. Their ranks dispersed and reformed around him. A spear flew at his chest. Vor didn’t know if an Olwynor or Nebluv had launched it, but whoever it was, their restraint was gone. The point nicked his jacket and tore a hole straight through.

“Bastard!” Vor shouted before another spear from the opposite direction cut him off.

He bent backward and ducked under the deadly strike. He caught his reflection in the spear tip, and time seemed to slow. Was he that terrified? And did he really need a haircut that badly?

The moment passed, and three more spears rushed to embrace him. Vor couldn’t dodge them all. He wasn’t strong enough, fast enough, agile enough, anything enough. Desperation chilled him, but somewhere behind his heart was warmth. A furnace. A blaze of rage he’d never felt so strongly.

It was his only hope.

He touched the burning oven, and a wildfire exploded inside him. Heat like the sun burned beneath his skin, and Esselliar VorKluvaith was consumed. He was nothing, then he was everything…reborn like a phoenix. Power and light filled his body, a gleaming stronger and wilder than anything he’d experienced. Anything he thought possible.

The spears flew and missed. How could they not? They were fighting the wind.

One second he was there, and the next, he was gone. Spears shattered, shields bent in two, and the ranks of both teams dropped in complete disarray. The power quickly dimmed, but it had done its job. Vor stood on the opposite end of the rink, his gaze locked onto Ergund as the dwarf raced into the stands.

Everyone tried to flee after the tornado of wrath that had destroyed the dancers and their weapons. Vor’s power continued to dim, the light and warmth oozing from his toes and fingers. It slid back toward his heart and left a bitter chill like frostbite in its wake.

He pushed himself, and his feet began to move. He leapt over the rink and through the thinning crowd. As he reached the stands, Ergund was taking the stairs two at a time.

Vor took them three at a time.

The cold continued to spread. Vor tried to summon another gleaming, but that power seemed far away from him. It would not return until he’d had a long rest. He needed it, needed more, needed something. Anything. A hope…

Perhaps glory.

Why not both?

Vor drew his ARC, the weapon that had seen him through so many battles and stopped so many evils. Could it stop another?

He aimed at the fleeing Ergund. A few more steps and the dwarf would disappear over the top. He would be gone forever, and his crimes would go unpunished.

Vor inhaled deeply and held it. He raised his ARC and was pleased to see the cleared space between them. Most of the bystanders had fled through the surface entrance, but perhaps Ergund had another way out. Vor closed his left eye and trained Hope and Glory on the criminal’s leg.

By then, the cold had nearly devoured his body and was encircling his heart, tightening the noose on his life. His vision darkened at the edges, and his aim faltered. No…not now. Hold on a little longer.

Suddenly, a little girl appeared beside him. An elfess. She said nothing and barely looked at him, but Vor knew. He remembered. That was the outfit she’d worn the day her parents died. The day Vor’s life changed. Yet she was smiling, and her joy was like a beacon. Vor’s aim steadied as his eyes closed.

The pure, clear note of an ARC blast cut through the noise of the arena, but was it Vor? His fingers were ice. He couldn’t tell up from down. The little elfess faded from sight and returned to her home, buried deep in Vor’s memories.

A heavy weight struck Vor on the back.

“Great shot!” a deep voice thundered. Doughas. His hand had slapped above Vor’s heart and started it beating again. Vor’s body warmed, and his vision brightened.

Ahead of him and up the stairs, a furious Ergund Olwynor with an ARC bolt in his leg awaited their tender care. Best not keep him waiting, Vor thought.

The Inquisitors hurried on, thrilled to have finished their task.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Doughas

Two days passed, and Doughas found himself on a ferry headed to Stannheim. He wasn’t alone. Esselliar VorKluvaith leaned over the railing and emptied his stomach into the green waters. His skin was pale and sickly, and a damp sweat covered him.

“Shit. That’s what you look like, my friend.” Doughas whacked his lower back, and the action sent a new chunky spray into the drink. “You look as bad as when I found you on the stairs at the arena. Pale as a ghost. That was still a damn fine shot you made.” Doughas was enjoying himself a little too much. He gave Vor another friendly pat to the same effect.

“Not helping,” Vor muttered and let his weight dangle on the metal railing. A break in the waves gave him a respite from heaving. “I’d take how I feel now over then…”

Doughas looked at his friend. “The doctor didn’t find anything wrong with you?”

Vor cracked a smile. “Too much stress. Said I need a vacation.” His grin widened. “For once, I agree. That’s why…” A wave of nausea slapped the elf in the gut and sent him spilling it. When he popped back up, he was still smiling. “Areal and me, and the boys, we’re going on a trip. Not a short one, either. You won’t see my pretty face for so long, you’ll be pining for a glimpse of this beautiful mug.” A spasm passed through Vor, and his face contorted.

“I hope you don’t mean that face,” Doughas joked.

The ferry ride continued until the storm-tossed waters calmed and the black specter of the prison greeted them from the horizon.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Doughas urged.

Vor nodded and cleaned his mouth on his sleeve. “I am, but I’m glad you came. I won’t say I’m afraid of my cousin, but I’m not not afraid of him…”

Lightning flashed in the distant clouds. Doughas watched the prison grow in their view until it consumed the sky. Vor had been kind enough to fill him in about his last visit, so it was no surprise when the esteemed Captain Jeuth welcomed them on shore and escorted them personally to their meetings. First with Medivh and second with Valorius.

Sadly, Medivh had nothing specific to report, though it eased Vor to see her safe and whole. She explained that she’d become entrenched in the radical pro-integration movement. They thanked her for her help in their investigation and exchanged farewells.

It was hard for Vor to leave her there. That much Doughas could tell, but there was nothing more they could do. She was on her own, no matter how many times Vor came to visit. For her part, she seemed to be enjoying prison a bit too much.

She shared that feeling with their next visitor. The esteemed Valorius, duke of the underworld.

Doughas took a chair opposite the slimy elf. “So, we finally get to meet,” he intoned. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Valorius looked like he wouldn’t speak. At last, he sighed. “Fine. I suppose you won’t leave until I give you the satisfaction of a response. Not that either of you deserves it.” His sharp gaze dug into Doughas. “You least of all, Doughas Ruiridh of Clan Banlaech. How goes the family butcher shop? You know, the one it was your duty to take over as eldest? How would your father look at you if he knew?” The elf leaned across the table. “I wonder what other ways you’ve failed their legacy, hmm? Maybe I’ll have to dig a little deeper.”

Doughas was stunned to hear the elf knowing so much about his family. He’d cut straight to the heart with his accusation. Doughas reached deep to find a response, but before he could offer one, Vor came to his aid.

“Quit your squawking, jailbird,” Vor snapped. “My partner is twice the dwarf you could ever be. Plus, he’s a better friend and a better family member than you’ve ever been to anyone. Count yourself lucky to be in his presence. You could learn a lot from him.” Vor glanced at Doughas. “I know I have.”

Vor’s defense warmed Doughas’ heart in a way he hadn’t thought possible.

Valorius mimicked a vomiting noise. “I get it. Please keep the lovey-doveys for your holiday cards. And say what you want, but soon you’re going to want me on your side. You’ll need help with what’s coming.”

Doughas snorted. “Sounds like you’re the one who needs help.”

Valorius stiffened.

Vor beat him to a response. “We know we’re not your favorite people. You’re definitely not one of mine. But there’s room to grow, Valorius, and it’s not too late for you to change.” Vor spoke sincerely. He truly meant it, and Valorius seemed to feel it. For the first time in a long time, the cold-hearted elf had nothing to say.

They talked a while longer over smaller items, sharing the good news that one of Valorius’ rivals, Ergund himself, was safely in custody and awaiting trial for murder and a host of other charges. That, at least, was something they could all be happy about.


EPILOGUE


As the truck crested the hill, the wilderness of the Valley opened before their eyes. The ground sloped down into a forested haven. To their right lay a network of farmland. The sun wound its way toward the horizon and doused the earth in radiant orange and purple hues. Stars peeked out from behind the shifting clouds as a world unlike any they had known revealed itself.

“It’s so… I mean, to say beautiful is obvious, but what else can I say?” the gobliness with a suspiciously large belly remarked.

Glav Furst slid closer to his wife and wrapped his arms around her. He placed both hands—mending hands—on her swollen belly. It pulsed and thrummed with her heartbeat. Somewhere inside her body, a new life was forming, growing, and shaping itself into being. Somewhere in there, two hearts beat in unison.

Glav breathed a sigh of relief, deeply held and painfully given. As the gush of air exuded from his tired lips, the weight of the world went with it. They were free from the city. Free from the violence, the hustle and bustle, the endless count of days and hours and seconds. For the first time in a long time, Glav Furst breathed easy.

In the distance, a vargen pack took up their song and pushed through the envelope of quiet.

Glav’s wife bolted upright. “W-what is that? Are we okay?” She searched Glav’s eyes for answers. “Should we turn back?”

Glav settled her back onto the bench. The driver of the truck they sat in kept chugging along toward their destination without a care in the world. Glav felt the same.

“It’s okay, dear,” he assured her. “It’s a good omen. The vargen, they’re welcoming us. They’re pack animals, and they sing together. They’re a family. Just like us.” At the words, his wife nestled her face into his shoulder and soon was fast asleep.

Day drifted into night, and all the world followed the example. Soon, Glav felt his head nodding, and his eyes fluttering shut.

The dream of a new life whisked him away.


THE STORY CONTINUES


The story continues with book five, Shot Dead, and it’s available at Amazon.
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Dear Reader,

Things are starting to get complicated, aren’t they?

Nature abhors a vacuum, even in the Quadras. That means there will always be those who’ll do whatever they can to get ahead at the expense of others.

And that, of course, is why we need brave souls like Doughas and Vor to stand as defenders and avengers.

But the world of the Quadras is bigger than the Inquisitors and getting bigger every moment as the influx of humans changes the city. As I’ve stated many times before, one of the things I’m looking forward to is continuing to expand the boundaries of this world so that together, we can explore it. Every hidden vista and every sneaky detail. We’re seeing the cracks in the society of the Quadras and those who dwell in those cracks, like our disgraced Memorius. In those places, there are all sorts of stories to be told…and I’m ever so eager to see them brought to you all.

But don’t worry. Our beloved Inquisitors still have many miles to go before they can rest, and the city still has need of them.

As for my own journey, I’ve been blessed recently by some friends and family helping me find updated entertainment options. One of those is playing a certain game about a stoic father and his son attempting to ascend a mountain to scatter the ashes of their wife and mother, respectively. I’ve always enjoyed video games, some of them even to the exception of other responsibilities (sorry, babe), but this game is perhaps the first I would describe as a true storytelling experience.

I’m a Luddite at heart and unwilling to credit technological developments with their due. I view them all with the suspicion of one more “newfangled thingamajig.” But the enjoyment, the emotional catharsis, and even the valuable lessons embodied in this recent offering by some very talented folks at Santa Monica Studios have me admitting that maybe the world of art is bigger and deeper than I’ve been willing to admit.

Yet, at the core of all of this remains a good story. So perhaps really not that much has changed, after all.

How that will look in the days to come, Lord only knows, but for now, I’m thankful all the same.

Until next time, when we can gather together mind to mind over a screen or paper pages, I wish you a good journey and many more good stories to be savored.

Sincerest regards,

Aaron D. Schneider

01/15/2023
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Thank you for not only reading this book but these author notes as well!

So, a dwarf and an elf go into a bar…

I was thinking about these author notes, and for whatever reason, I thought of the top ten reasons list(s) you see everywhere on the Internet. So, I pulled my sleeves and researched WHY an elf might not get along with a dwarf. Mind you, I am trying for funny, so hopefully, I didn’t do too badly.

Here is my list. Share yours in the book comments if you have additional ideas!

Top ten funny reasons an elf might not get along with a dwarf that could help with a story.

1.     Fashion disasters - Dwarves and elves may have very different ideas about fashion, leading to constant criticism and ridicule.

2.     Poor hygiene - Dwarves may not be as concerned with cleanliness as elves, leading to disgust and discomfort.

3.     Elitism - Elves may see themselves as superior to dwarves and refuse to associate with them.

4.     Lack of refinement - Dwarves might be too rough and uncouth for the refined sensibilities of elves.

5.     Cooking disasters - Dwarves may have very different tastes in food, leading to frequent culinary disasters.

6.     Musical differences - Dwarves might prefer loud and raucous music, while elves prefer delicate and refined melodies.

7.     Hair envy - Dwarves may be jealous of the flowing locks of elves, leading to teasing and jibes.

8.     Different sleep schedules - Dwarves might prefer to work at night and sleep during the day, while elves prefer to work during the day and sleep at night.

9.     Lack of appreciation for nature - Dwarves may be more concerned with mining and industry, while elves are focused on preserving the natural world.

10.  Prank wars - Dwarves and elves might play practical jokes on each other, leading to an ongoing feud.

And that’s when the fight started…

Just finishing the promised joke from earlier:

An elf and a dwarf go into a bar, and the elf orders a fancy cocktail with a tiny umbrella. The dwarf orders a shot of whiskey. The elf looks down his nose at the dwarf and says, "My drink is a work of art, while yours is crude and unsophisticated." The dwarf takes his shot and slams the glass down on the bar. "Aye," he says. "And crude and unsophisticated is exactly what your mother asked for last night."

And that’s when the fight started…

Chat with you in the next book.

Ad Aeternitatem,

Michael Anderle

MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter HERE:

https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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