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      Clyde Hatchett, Glaton's prodigal son, is finally home. 


      Sure, he's got a whole new body and face, so nobody recognizes him. And technically he's not *from* Glaton - he's really only spent a few months there. But they say home is wherever your love resides, and since Nadya lives in Glaton...wait, does Clyde actually love Nadya?This is getting complicated. That, on top of all the problems Clyde left behind, which haven't gotten any less knotty while he was gone. The Senate is heating up, with numerous noble idiots vying for the throne. More gangs and more monsters than ever threaten the streets. And it seems everyone in Old Town looks to Clyde for direction, and Clyde isn't sure what to do about any of it. 


      On a Throne of Lies is political intrigue, grotesque battles, spell slinging, and a bit of smoochy smoochy. Add to that a cameo from everyone's favorite overpowered tank-warrior, and you know you won't want to miss it.
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      This is a work of Fiction. Of Fantasy. All of the characters in this novel and series are fictional and any resemblance to people living, dead, or undead is purely coincidental and surprising. Mentions of places are incidental, accidental, and mostly inconsequential. The magic and spells have been researched in absolutely no way whatsoever, and any ill-effects after you attempt to cast them are completely on you. Kobolds are tiny dragons, not dog-like things.  Fee Fie Fo Fum, all those stick people better run.

      Also, none of these gods are real gods, they’re all made up and they didn’t make me say that on pain of disintegration, that’s pure hearsay.

    

  


  
    
      Rafe,

      Thanks for being such a good friend

      to me and Hammy.
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      It was weird to think that I’d never really entered Glaton. Or left it. Well, I did leave it, but I was unconscious at the time, so I had no memories of entering or leaving the city.

      The riverboat made its way up the river, weaving its way through the monumentally heavy traffic into the large port that was a major reason Glaton the city remained such an economic powerhouse. It was a huge port, especially considering it was a fresh water one. Everywhere, boats of all sizes and shapes competed for space. Big ones and small ones, ones with sails and ones without. Ones filled with people, ones filled with grain, ones filled with who knows what.

      The bustle happening on the docks somehow managed to dwarf that on land. There were people everywhere, moving goods to large warehouses. Glatonese guards yelling. Stevedores yelling. Fishmongers yelling. Far too much yelling for my tastes.

      Our captain was also yelling, mostly at his crew, trying to maintain an orderly path to the dock he’d decided to tie-up at.

      It seemed purely happenstance to me – I couldn’t tell one dock from another. They were all wooden, they were all crowded. In any case, the captain only bumped a few boats on his way to our chosen dock, eliciting more yelling, and then he tied us up.

      “Glaton as promised! Ahead of schedule,” the captain said with a bow.

      We’d spent the last few days of our journey holed up in our quarters below. But as soon as we’d caught sight of the city, we were so excited that everyone brought their things up top.

      I grabbed one end of Hellion, felt Grim moving around in the hood of my cloak, and I was ready to go. Mostly. I had to wait for Black Bart to grab the other end of Hellion. But then we were ready to go.

      Seven of us prepared to leave the boat. A new me. The new Clyde Hatchett, no longer the normal average elf. Now I was a whole new True Elf.

      Nox, my Carchedonian buddy, no longer part of my tjene, but now just a friend. We’d had to leave his sister behind, ruling her new island nation. Which I guess made Nox some form of royalty, but we’d never really done any sort of formal inquiry into that. Though Nox would surely find time for a deep dive to answer such a question. I wondered how long it’d take before he just disappeared into a library, never to be seen again.

      There was Harpy, the old sailor who’d been with me the second longest. A dear friend at this point, someone who’d saved my ass a thousand ways. He looked particularly old and frail as we marched along the dock, something I suspected was purely an act. He relished in surprising people. Which I understood. I liked it too. It’s always better, I felt, to appear underwhelming.

      I wasn’t sure what Harpy was going to do in Glaton – he’d been a sailor forever, and now he was going to be a landlocked landlubber. But he seemed kind of happy about it.

      Not necessarily happy, but very much wide-eyed and amazed, was Rose, the daughter of a dragon. She stared open-mouthed at the docks, which probably held more people than Rose had ever seen in her entire life. If she hadn’t been walking with the confidence that came with knowing she could kill any of the people she saw, I’m sure she’d be a target for a pickpocket. But then again, not a whole lot to steal from someone wearing plate armor. I guess you could try and take her sword from her sheathe, but — well, actually, that might be interesting to see.

      And Black Bart would likely notice something like that. Black Bart was the newcomer to our group. An infamous pirate, and a dreaded figure amongst the Thalassalutra. Kind of just a dreaded figure all in all. He scowled as he looked around. I wasn’t sure what he’d planned to do in Glaton either, being that he was also a sailor coming in from a life at sea. Regardless, it’d be interesting.

      And then there was Hellion the mimic, currently living as a chest. My chest, holding all sorts of treasures and wealth. Hopefully enough to sustain the bizarre life I’d left in Glaton, where I owned all sorts of buildings and businesses, something that I’d accomplished just before I’d been unceremoniously drugged and carted away by my girlfriend... I tried to stop thinking about her immediately. I knew I needed to think about Nadya. Or really I needed to speak to her, sometime soon, because there were all sorts of conflicting emotions happening there.

      Were we still a thing? Was she still in line to become Empress? Did her uncle know who I really was? Was–

      I bumped into Hellion.

      “Easy there, chief,” Bart said. “Dock master coming our way.”

      A man in very nice clothes, looking quite displeased to be mingling with the working folk, stormed down the dock in our direction.

      “You there!” he called out. “Do you seek to enter the city without going through proper channels?”

      “Not at all,” I replied, putting on my best smile and walking to the front of my group.

      Rose moved back to where I’d been, ready to grab Hellion if we needed to make a run for it. I noticed she also loosened her sword in her sheath.

      Behind my back, I gave her my best ‘be calm’ gesture.

      “Then why did you come this way?” he asked. “Where is your ship?”

      I looked over my shoulder, at the dock absolutely crowded with boats.

      “Back there,” I said.

      The self-important man, huffing and out of breath, cheeks red, sweat dotting his brow, pulled a notebook out of his breast pocket and managed to stand in front of me for roughly half a second before he bent over at the waist and put his hands on his legs.

      “Hey, you feeling all right there?” I asked.

      “Perfectly fine,” he barked in reply, coming back up to standing. “Which ship is yours?”

      “Not exactly sure.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t remember which one is ours. I mean, it wasn’t ever ours; we just got a ride on it.”

      “You hired it.”

      “Yep, that’d be the way to describe it.”

      “And you have no recollection of the name?”

      I made a mild show of looking at the others with me.

      Six of us realized it’d be easier if we didn’t remember. One of us was a surprising idiot.

      “The Swift Logjammer,” Nox said.

      I frowned at him.

      He looked askance back at me.

      “Ah,” the dock master said, looking into his book, still breathing heavy. “From Fürstenbrunn, yes? How did you manage to escape the city?”

      “Well, we didn’t get on there,” I said.

      “So... you were not in Fürstenbrunn?”

      “No, we weren’t. Wanted to get here, so we followed the river, and I just can’t seem to remember the name of the town where we--“

      “Newburgenenport,” Nox offered, once again being helpful.

      “You came from Newburgenenport?” the dock master asked me.

      “I guess, yeah,” I said, shooting eye daggers at Nox. “That sounds about right.”

      “Let me see here,” the dock master said, flipping through his book. “Might be far enough north from that... yes... but... Where were you before that? Had you been staying in Newburgenenport?”

      “We actually–“ Nox started, but, somehow, an errant gust of wind came along and the poor man lost his balance, falling into the water next to the pier.

      “Oh no,” I said. “Do you mind if we pause this for me to help my clumsy friend here--”

      “You are busy with me,” the dock master said, frowning. “He can swim. Or they can help.”

      “Actually,” I said, “I don’t think he can.”

      “On it,” Bart said, diving in after Nox.

      Harpy’s smile vanished as he looked at the bubbles coming up.

      “Before Newburgenenport,” the dock master said, “where were you?”

      “So, I’m from a small hamlet named Denmark,” I said.

      We wound up having to pay some rather hefty entrance fees based on where we’d come from. Or, rather, where I said we’d come from. Had we actually admitted the truth of the matter, we’d have been forced back on the boat and expelled from the city. Something to do with concerns over illnesses stemming from besieged cities. And even though we hadn’t been in any besieged cities, apparently it was bad enough that we were near them. God forbid they knew we’d been way out of the country – that would have been even worse, because then we’d have had to prove our citizenship. Which would have been an issue for, well, everyone but me. As it was, we had to let the dockmaster look into Hellion, which, yes, I was extremely tempted to push the man in, but we were in public so I refrained. And since Hellion only showed our dirty clothes, we didn’t get dinged for customs. And then we were allowed into my city.

      I was home, again.

      And for the first time.
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      The neighborhood with the port in it, helpfully known as “the Port,” was one of the older neighborhoods in the capital city, having been there from basically the beginning. Since when Glaton was only a city, not yet an Empire, with little more than a castle. That meant that it was only a short, relatively speaking, walk from where we’d entered the city into Old Town, where I lived.

      I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I knew I needed time to think and process. Unfortunately, I knew my friends and neighbors wouldn’t want that, though. They’d want to know everything the second I walked in. And so I made sure to stop at the first food-stall I saw, and I bought everyone lunch.

      It was a tasty meal of fried dough filled with cabbage and a spicy ground meat.

      A bit messy, sure, but good enough that Bart, Rose, and Harpy needed to have seconds. Which I was glad to cover, because it gave me a little more time to lean against a wall and think.

      I fed Grim a few bites. The little monster peeked out of my hood and darted to eat from my hand.

      Because I’m a caring friend, I also bought two extra hand pies and fed them to Hellion, covertly. Or as covertly as I could, but I saw the stall vendor staring at me.

      “Saving them for later,” I said, hoping it still looked like I was just putting two piping hot oily hand-pies into my luggage.

      The vendor just shook their head.

      I took a deep breath, smelling the city. It smelled bad. I smiled. That was the thing about cities — they smelled bad. I don’t know that I’d trust a city that smelled good. There were too many people for that. It’s not like I enjoyed the smell, per se, but I understood it, and it gave me a measure of comfort. That this was the place I’d considered home.

      The first place to put my mental energy had to be Nadya. She was the most important to me, right?

      It’d have been better to have someone to talk everything over with, but I didn’t really have anyone like that at that moment. I supposed I could have spoken to Harpy, but that kinda felt like talking to my dad about my love life. Although I’d never actually talked to my real dad about much of anything. He lived his life inside a bottle, so I suppose it was difficult to hear your children over the sounds of sloshing liquor and moans of self-pity.

      Did I love Nadya?

      Maybe?

      Did she love me?

      Who knows?

      That was really the problem: I was a pretty different person from the one I left as. Quite literally even. I’d had adventures and seen parts of the world that most Glatonese people didn’t even realize existed. How could I just come back and start again as if nothing had changed?

      I cursed myself for not figuring this all out while I was on the boat.

      But what do you want? I asked myself. Best case scenario: Nadya walks up to you and proclaims her love. What do you say?

      I wasn’t sure. What if she was different?

      Or maybe worse: what if she wasn’t?

      “Big thoughts up there, eh?” a voice said.

      I looked over to see Black Bart staring at me.

      “It’s just strange to be home, I guess,” I said. “Hey, just a thought, but it’s probably best to just call you Bart here, right?”

      “Yeah...” he sighed, “Likely for the best. I’m not... I don’t want to go back to that life, so...”

      “You could change your name entirely. Pick something cool, like—”

      “Clyde?”

      “I mean, it’s no Bart.”

      “And what is?”

      “Bert.”

      “You want me to go by Bert?”

      “I didn’t say that. Just that you could go by Bert. Or Burt.”

      “Are you saying different words?”

      “One has a u in it.”

      “Is that some weird way of saying it fits me better?”

      “Ha! No, B-U-R-T versus B-E-R-T.”

      “I’ll stick with B-A-R-T.”

      “Sure, Bart. Got it.”

      “You want to talk?”

      “About?”

      “Whatever’s got you looking so intense.”

      “Nah,” I lied, “wouldn’t know where to start. And don’t just say at the beginning.”

      “Usually a good place, though.”

      “Not for the moment.”

      The big sea-otter man shrugged, his massive shoulders seeming positively super-sized surrounded by regular humans.

      “You’re a smart elf,” he said. “You’ll figure it out.”

      He patted me on the head and walked back over to the stall to ask for a third hand-pie.

      I sighed, having made no progress.

      What about Matthew, my erstwhile mentor, pit cleaner, and kind of the person I’d left in charge. What had he done while I’d been away?

      Or Titus? Was the Heavy Purse still a successful bar?

      Was the bakery up and running?

      I knew all the answers to these questions were easy to come by. Just, well, I wasn’t ready to get into it. I didn’t want to be in the middle of all that... all that everything. Part of me still longed for the adventure. For being on my own and answering to no one. There was a simplicity there. We had singular goals — usually just survive as we got from place A to place B.

      Now I was going to have to think about groups. About social dynamics and, horribly, politics. Unless somehow, an Emperor had magically been elected while we were gone.

      I watched a group of Glaton City Guards march by, escorting someone important between them.

      No one I recognized, though the younger man had two bulging pouches hanging from his belt.

      I was sorely tempted to make a grab for them.

      But while my time on the ship had done good things for many of my skills — dancing and sword fighting soaring ever higher — my thieving skills were rusty. The numbers hadn’t declined, which I thought interesting, but just thinking through the procedure of cutting the purse gave me pause.

      Besides, was I even getting into that line of work again? Had I even been in that line of work to begin with? I wasn’t a cutpurse. I’d been a cat burglar. And now... now what was I?

      I knew what my character sheet said: The Lost King.

      But what did that mean? What did I want–

      “You done stalling?” Harpy barked at me. “I’m an old man. I want to go take a rest.”

      He tromped off a few feet before looking back over his shoulder at me.

      “That’s the wrong way,” I said, pointing to the right. “That way.”

      “Let’s go then, elf.”

      Rose and Bart already had Hellion up.

      Everyone was waiting on me.

      Time to get back to life.
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      One thing I liked about being in a big city, there was no fanfare accompanying my return. We were just a group of people carrying a chest through the streets. No one cared. We didn’t need to think about who we were or what we looked liked — we just marched along.

      And so it was, on that unremarkable day, when the sky was kinda cloudy and the streets were mostly full, I returned home.

      As a group, we walked right on past the Heavy Purse, where no one inside seemed to notice us, and into the apartment building next door. A building I somehow owned. We went up the stairs, and the first of our little party split off. Nox went into his own apartment, and, I’m sure, sighed with relief at being on his own, finally engulfed in privacy. I half-expected to hear someone shouting at him, that Matthew or Titus had given away all our apartments, but the room was quiet.

      The rest of us went up to my apartment on the top floor.

      I set Hellion in his new home. Previously he’d spent most of his time being a chest in the second-floor fake-apartment-turned-gym-turned-Nadya’s-lab. But I trusted him now, and I felt like he could pretend to be a chest in my apartment.

      Grim the grimeling must have smelled, or otherwise sensed, we were home, because he shot out of my hood and made several laps around the apartment before he found the bed, whereupon he managed to land a flip before curling up and claiming a pillow as his own.

      The other three, those new to Glaton, were busy looking around the place. Bart was the first to find the running water in the bathroom, but only about a half-second before Harpy found the running water in the kitchen.

      “You have running water?” Bart asked.

      “Running water!” Harpy yelled.

      “Yeah,” I said. “And also hot water.”

      Both men ran back to their respective taps and tried the hot water.

      “Hot water!” Bart shouted.

      “Easy there,” I said. “People are going to think you’ve never been to a city before.”

      “Never had no luxury like this,” Harpy said. “Leastwise, not in some place I be living.”

      Bart just shook his head, staring at the shower.

      “You can use it if you want,” I said. “I probably need to go downstairs and have a chat with Titus. Actually, maybe the three of you should, you know, clean up a bit and then come on down to the tavern.”

      “Only enough water for one shower, eh?” Bart asked, a bit sad.

      “Um, you can each have a shower. You don’t need to use the shower at the same time. That’s not what... you know, you can figure it out. Grim, enjoy your nap.”

      Grim opened up one eye at the sound of his name, and then, contented, settled deeper into the pillow.
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      I didn’t exactly sneak down the stairs, but I did go quietly, doing my best to listen to what Nox might be doing.

      The shower was on, and someone was singing poorly.

      That was Nox. The man had yet to meet a tune he couldn’t butcher.

      And, finally, I could just leave. I wasn’t stuck on a ship or in a camp with him, I could just get out of earshot.

      I smiled. It finally felt like home.
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      I’d inadvertently picked an ideal time to visit the Heavy Purse. After the lunch rush, before the dinner rush, so barely crowded.

      The first thing I noticed was that the expansion had happened. Now, the Heavy Purse was double its original size.

      Servers moved about, mostly cleaning the place up, but also delivering food to the smattering of customers sitting at the crude wooden tables. The hulking wooden bar still ran the length of the near wall, and an ornery looking bartender still stood behind it.

      He glanced over at me, bored.

      “Need something?” he asked.

      “Titus!” I said.

      “Why do you know my name?” he asked.

      My smile wavered. I was both disappointed and excited. I looked different now, which meant that I could pass as anyone. I was new in the city, and that could mean big things. But, then again, I looked different now, which meant that none of my friends actually recognized me.

      “Heard of you,” I said, walking over to the bar and hopping onto a stool. “Friend of mine told me about you.”

      “A friend, eh?” he replied. “That friend recommend you buy a beer before you talk my ear off?”

      “I was thinking you might have something else back there for me.”

      “Like what?”

      “A sarsaparilla.”

      He blinked a few times, tilted his head.

      “You want to run that by me again?”

      “Sarsaparilla. Said you might have some in the back.”

      “Bit late for sarsaparilla here. Supply ran out some time back.”

      “Huh,” I replied. “Buddy of mine, we grew up in the same town, little hamlet called Denmark. He said—”

      “Denmark?”

      “That’s the place. You been there? Real small.”

      Titus grabbed my wrist and yanked my arm onto the bar so my forearm was showing.

      “Show me,” Titus whispered.

      I flared my indicium.

      He stared at the Biscuit’s Union mark, then ran his thumb across it.

      “It’s real,” I said.

      Titus released me and took a step back, and ended up leaning against the liquor rack. He finally smiled, the warm smile of a friend. Of family.

      “Took you long enough,” he said. “Welcome home, Clyde.”
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      I’m not sure what I expected from Titus, or from anyone else I’d left behind, to be honest. He hugged me and took me over to a table far from the door, where I could look out one of the windows.

      Then he disappeared through the back door for a moment. When he came back out, he weaved his way through the chairs until he got back to the table, and sat down across from me.

      “Tell me everything,” he said.

      “Everything—”

      “Right, too much,” he corrected. “There’s a lot to explain here.”

      “I bet, but—”

      “Matthew and Godfrey have a big pit happening right now. Not sure you want to get into it, but they could probably use your help.”

      “They’re—”

      “Thing is, Matthew had this idea where Hamilton could join them and maybe look at raising pit-beasts. Which, to me, crazy. Pit-beasts are insane monsters, right? Why be any closer to them if you don’t have to? But then they bought a pit.”

      “They bought a pit? Who?”

      “Technically you? I think? Or the guild. I think there’s a bit of co-mingling of the funds at this point. But the Guild owns a pit, and Hamilton is breeding pit-beasts there.”

      “But Matthew is—”

      “Restoring another pit. The one we own is more run-down, but big. Matthew made sure to say it’s big. I don’t know more about it that than because, you know--“ he gestured around at the Heavy Purse and it’s notable expansion.

      “I see you got the kitchen installed.”

      “With barely any issue. So we are serving food, which has been great. Money is coming in, people are coming in, all good here.”

      “Penelope?”

      “She’s doing, I mean, she handles ordering food stuffs. Managing all that. Being that we have a kitchen here, a bakery next door, a butcher shop—”

      “A butcher shop? Where?”

      “It’s on this block. On the other street, about half-way down. If you walk out of the bakery and go across the back area, you’d hit the butcher shop. Butcher said he knows you. He got a rent increase from Viggo, so he came here looking for you to buy him a beer and complain. Talked to me about  how Godfrey, Shae, and the kobolds took out the fencing and the like that separated out the bakery, so we all share that back area. Since we had that minor issue when the griffon tried to eat a delivery horse, and so we had to—”

      “The griffon?”

      “Snüt Hamilton’s griffon?”

      “Forgot about that.”

      “Don’t. Nice when you get to know him, but don’t go into his, um, area unless Hamilton is with you.”

      “Where’s his area?”

      “Top floor of 23.”

      “What’s 23?”

      “The number of the building. Technically, it’s the top floor of both 23 and 24, as well as the roofs. Hamilton is also in charge of our horses, wagons, and carriages.

      “Carriages? Multiple?”

      “No, we have three wagons and one carriage. Not that we use the carriage, but we have it. The wagons we use on the daily.”

      “Do we have drivers?”

      “We do. Calden’s been great about getting his people integrated, so they’re more like our people.”

      “Calden?”

      “Calden Tardring.”

      “Right, the leader of the refugees.”

      “Refugees, right. We’ve been calling them the newcomers, but I’m realizing they’ve been here a sight longer than you at this point. But, yes, between them and the kobolds, we have a rather robust workforce.”

      “How are the kobolds? Boris still around?”

      “Boris is most definitely around, sometimes more than you’d want. I will probably recommend you speak with Shae or Matthew about the kobolds — there is a bit of a business happening with them.”

      “A business?”

      “It was Shae’s idea, if I remember correctly–”

      “Are they still building out under the street?”

      “Not exactly. The major construction projects seem to have been completed, but, again, speak with Shae or Matthew. Probably better Shae, she’s more on top of what’s happening down there.”

      “What’s the business?”

      “What did Matthew do in the times before?”

      He’d been a spy. Which meant, to me at least, that he was using the kobolds to spy for him.

      “Is that safe?” I asked.

      “Before I answer that, let me ask you a question,” he replied.

      “Is the question something along the lines of are kobolds lives ever safe?”

      “Boris is. They are... I think... I’m trying to find a way to be... Some of the kobolds are great. I think there’s something going on internally, between the group as a whole. Some of them seem to be... disappearing? The numbers fluctuate, I’ll say that. And whatever is going on is something they won’t talk about. Except to you.”

      “Me?”

      “That’s what they say, yeah. Boris has repeatedly said they are waiting for you.”

      “Great. Nadya?”

      “Yeah. Kinda knew you’d ask about that.”

      “Have you seen her?”

      “From a distance, sure.”

      “But she hasn’t been by?”

      “Not in a while.”

      “Even to the lab?”

      “I don’t know about the lab. I’ve been busy, and... I mean... without you here, we just sort of got embroiled in our own things.”

      “I guess that makes sense. So I’m going to need to go to her.”

      “I would,” Penelope said, walking into the dining area with three plates expertly balanced on her arm. She placed them in front of me, Titus, and an empty chair that she quickly filled.

      “This looks amazing,” I said, staring at a massive steak sandwich and a pile of fried potatoes.

      “Taste is what matters,” Penelope replied, with a wink. “And you should definitely visit Nadya soon.”

      “I will, I will.”

      “Right away.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, feigning getting up.

      She grabbed my hand to keep me from going.

      “Within reason,” she said with a smile. “It is very good to see you, Clyde. Welcome home.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I assume Titus has managed to leave out all the important news?”

      “Hard for me to say—”

      “I told him everything.”

      “Everything you paid attention to, which extends to Matthew and this bar.”

      “Hey, it’s a restaurant and bar.”

      “Did the election happen?” I asked.

      “Oh, so you told him everything, but you didn’t cover that?” Penelope asked. “No. It hasn’t even started.”

      “Well, it has both kind of started and has yet to start,” Titus said.

      “The session has been called, but I bet only about half the Senators are actually in Glaton.”

      “Better to say that the Senate is coming together. They’ve been arriving all week. Candidates are starting to talk, throw around money, march around their troops.”

      “It’s just the Senate that votes, right? So why bother spending gold in the capital?”

      Titus shrugged.

      Penelope sighed, then pointed to her mouth to indicate she needed to finish chewing before speaking. I took the moment to bite into the sandwich, which was delicious. The bread was chewy in the right way, and buttered and toasted on the inside. The meat was juicy and flavorful, the vegetables were charred just right. I closed my eyes and truly enjoyed the meal, a meal like I hadn’t had in ages.

      “Good?” I heard Titus ask.

      “Been a while since I had non-ship food. But even so, this is probably the best sandwich I’ve ever had.”

      “The election,” Penelope said through a wide smile, clearly proud of her cooking — if she’d been the one cooking. I wasn’t sure about who’d actually made the food, but regardless, she seemed to appreciate the compliment. “is a complex process. If you really want to know about it all, you need to talk to Matthew. He knows how it all works. As far as spending gold? Popularity, I think.”

      “Proves to the other lords that you’ve got the gold to burn,” Titus said, most definitely feeling that it wasn’t necessary for him to wait until he was done chewing before speaking.

      “So, she’s not empress yet,” I said.

      “Odds are against her so far,” Titus said.

      There was a thud from the floor. Titus glared at his wife.

      “What?” Titus asked. “I’m still betting on her — she’s just the dark-horse.”

      “Let the boy eat,” Penelope said as Titus opened his mouth to speak.

      Titus grinned, nodded, and went back to his own lunch.
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      Just as I was getting into my meal, the door to the Heavy Purse flew open and three large men entered. The first paused for a moment before storming over to me.

      “Up,” Matthew said.

      I stood.

      “Follow,” he said, and walked to the back room.

      Godfrey and Hamilton, his twin brother, followed.

      Matthew blocked the entrance to the secret ladder leading up to my apartment and down into the basement. Hamilton leaned against a new door that I figured led to the kitchens, and Godfrey stood in front of the door that led back into the bar and dining area.

      “Afternoon,” I said.

      All three men stared at me. Not quite in a glaring angry way, but they were serious. And not happy. Visibly not happy.

      “Take your shirt off,” Matthew said.

      I started to unbutton it.

      “Pants too?” I asked.

      “Just the shirt.”

      Godfrey rested a hand on a shorter sword at his hip. Actually, it could have been a very long knife or a rather short sword. I was tempted to toss an identify spell over that way, but that didn’t seem to be the mood.

      I tossed my shirt over my shoulder, and didn’t hear it hit the floor. I glanced back, and saw Hamilton had the shirt in his hand, and was already folding it.

      “Indicium.”

      I nodded my head and flared my indicium, one at a time.

      Matthew and crew were silent as they watched.

      “Do we have permission to check your character sheet?” Godfrey asked.

      I nodded, and pulled it up.
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        * * *

      

      Clyde Hatchett - Lvl 13 The Lost King

      Traits

      Race: Royal True Elf

      Height: 6’2”

      Weight: 195 lbs

      Eye Color: Green

      Hair Color: Blonde

      Renown: Unknown
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        * * *

      

      Statistics

      HP: 170

      STAM: 752

      MP: 2124

      Active Effects: Tough Hide, Resistance to Charm, Resistance to Sleep
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        * * *

      

      Attributes

      Strength: 22

      Agility: 40

      Dexterity: 50

      Constitution: 36

      Wisdom: 11

      Intelligence: 66

      Charisma: 20

      Luck: 30
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        * * *

      

      Skills

      Lockpicking  (Lvl 44)

      Silent Movement  (Lvl 25)

      Eavesdropping  (Lvl 19)

      Pickpocketing  (Lvl 29)

      Stealth  (Lvl 112)

      Parkour  (Lvl 41)

      Meditation  (Lvl 1)

      Archery  (Lvl 23)

      Dodge  (Lvl 29)

      Hauling  (Lvl 1)

      Butcher- Invertebrates  (Lvl 18)

      Butcher- Exotic  (Lvl 18)

      Harvesting- Animal  (Lvl 18)

      Brain Stomping  (Lvl 1)

      Animal Handling  (Lvl 6)

      Fashion Master (Lvl 1)

      Lying to Yourself (Lvl 1)

      Monster Handling (Lvl 5)

      Swords  (Lvl 43)

      Shields (Lvl 35)

      Heavy Armor  (Lvl 20)

      Formation Fighting (Lvl 13)

      Traps (Lvl 39)

      Silent Landing (Lvl 4)

      Walking (Lvl 3)

      Baking (Lvl 38)

      Not Quite Golf (Lvl 1)

      Skull Crushing (Lvl 1)

      Mace (Lvl 8)

      Humanoid Anatomy (Lvl 95)

      Necromancy (Lvl 55)

      Religion (Lvl 10)

      Economics (Lvl 5)

      Backstab (Lvl 42)

      Climbing  (Lvl 51)

      Swimming  (Lvl 9)

      Jogging(Lvl 4)

      Tumbling (Lvl 12)

      Falling  (Lvl 1)

      Chasing Small Creatures (Lvl 1)

      Riding (Lvl 30)

      Spears (Lvl 5)

      Tracking (Lvl 40)
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        * * *

      

      Abilities

      Mana Efficiency

      One of These Things is Enough Like the Other

      Spell Recharge

      Mana Precision

      Magesight

      Multicast

      Tough Hide

      The Path

      Simulcast

      Stargazing

      Star Charting

      Celestial Navigation

      Minor TrueSight

      Stand Tall

      Regal Bearing

      The Eternal Custom Saddle

      Summon Mystic Mount

      If No One Else Will Do It
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        * * *

      

      Feats

      None
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        * * *

      

      Boons

      Gift of Gab  (Theophany)

      Boon of the King (Oberion)

      Boon of the Wild Hunt (Berchtold)

      

      Indicium

      Skull and Thrones Guild Leader

      Imperial Mark of Honor

      Shadow Ministry Badge

      Erg Rider

      Goblin Slayer

      GloomGuard ‘A’

      Roald de la Rue Vouch

      Mad God’s Maze

      Minor Blessing of Theophany

      Blessing

      Son of Tingkaroon

      Feedoheem Walker

      Wild Hunt Survivor

      Wild Hunt Hunter
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        * * *

      

      Titles

      Former king of Kirriasleia

      

      Languages

      Imperial Common

      Plains Tauren

      Mahrduhmese

      Sea Elven

      Ancient Elven

      Archaic Dwarven

      Modern Dwarven

      Infernal

      Celestial

      Common Orc

      Mountain Orc

      Narbendian

      Gnomish

      Primordial Terran

      Pirate Pidgin

      Carnish

      Common Kobold

      Ancient Kobold

      Ancient Draconic

      Lower Norfang

      Eastern Pirate Pidgin

      Ancient Gorn

      Mermian

      Old Norse

      Night Goblin

      Eploinina

      High Elven

      Deep Dwarven

      Draconic

      The Shattered Tongue

      High Tidfordian

      Common Gāthï

      Galatian

      Xothinesian

      Low Stroiburgen

      Etraition

      The Hill Tongue

      Udrillian

      Spet Smurgese

      High Dron

      Fegluician Common Tongue

      Morurnese

      Tingkaroonian

      Trentonese

      New Caledonian

      High Gnomish
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        * * *

      

      Spells

      Lifeform Identification  (Lvl 1)

      Basic Object Identification  (Lvl 1)

      Minor Illusion (Lvl 1)

      Summon Familiar (Lvl 1)

      Minor Heal Self (Lvl 3)

      Stamina Regeneration (Lvl 5)

      Zeddington’s Infinite Key (Lvl 4)

      Silent Image (Lvl 1)

      Detect Secret Doors (Lvl 1)

      Satisfaction (Lvl 1)

      Summon Outsider Guardian (Lvl 1)

      Hold Monster (Lvl 44)

      Hold Humanoid (Lvl 23)

      Banish Undead (Lvl 10)

      True Vision of Shadows (Lvl 1)

      Vaux’s Brilliance (Lvl 2)

      Mage Hand (Lvl 1)

      Turn Undead (Lvl 1)

      Animate Minor Object  (Lvl 1)

      Force Burst  (Lvl 1)

      Finger of the Stone God (Lvl 1)

      Fireball  (Lvl 1)

      Summon Imp  (Lvl 1)

      Summon Celestial Ally  (Lvl 1)

      Summon Infernal Ally  (Lvl 1)

      Flamedart  (Lvl 1)

      Fill Minor Hole  (Lvl 1)

      Sticky Fireball (Lvl 12)

      Flameweaving (Lvl 3)

      Firespear (Lvl 2)

      Acid Arrow (Lvl 12)

      Acid Glob (Lvl 19)

      Snowball Storm (Lvl 1)

      Counterspell (Lvl 11)

      Light Orb (Lvl 2)

      Shield (Lvl 12)

      Remote Enflame (Lvl 1)

      Minor Wind (Lvl 21)

      Major Wind (Lvl 15)

      Minor Elemental Gateway (Lvl 1)

      Mending (Lvl 1)

      Light Self – Storage (Lvl 1)

      Silence Other (Lvl 9)

      Featherfall (Lvl 1)

      Greater Identification (Lvl 1)

      Create Life

      Sphere of Darkness (Lvl 1)

      Greater Blink

      Animate Flesh (Lvl 41)

      Vicious Wrench (Lvl 45)

      Minor Water (Lvl 1)

      Petal Storm (Lvl ?)

      Mark Target (Lvl ?)
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        * * *

      

      Matthew mumbled something, and I saw his eyes take that far off look of someone reading.

      “It’s him,” Matthew finally said, a grim smile spreading across his face. Which, for Matthew, was basically ebullience.

      “You are certain?” Godfrey asked.

      “Indicium are correct, character sheet is correct. He knew where the apartment was, he knew all our names, he is overly sassy--“

      “You’d call me sassy?” I asked.

      “I see what you mean,” Godfrey said. “It is good that you are home.”

      “Thanks, I think. Can I put my shirt back on?”

      “Of course,” Matthew said. “I do apologize for the questioning, the suspicion, it is... there is much to discuss. I assume Titus has told you some of what happened while you were away?”

      “He did. Not that much though.”

      “It was... he was not meant to do so.”

      “Titus is going to Titus.”

      “Yes. He is. I take it that you were successful?”

      “I was.”

      “And I have heard you brought home more, um, friends.”

      “A few. Nox is old, but the other three are new.”

      “Nox... And Mornax?”

      “He...” I stopped, trying to find a way to frame things, to explain what had happened, how hard I’d tried to—

      “A great shame,” Matthew said. “He will be missed.”

      I nodded. Then, before he could resume going into things, I laid out what had happened in as condensed version as I could handle.

      At some point in the middle of my story, Titus came in with some drinks. I offered to start over, but Titus wouldn’t hear of it. He whispered questions to Godfrey. Which irritated Godfrey, but he answered question after question until he lost his temper and yelled at Titus to just listen, gods be damned!

      I finished, and the five of us sat there for a moment. I drank my milk, the others sipped ale.

      “Quite the tale,” Matthew finally said. “That new creature—”

      “The awshit?” I asked.

      “Is that really the name?”

      “Yes. Unfortunate, but yes.”

      “You still have it?”

      “I do.”

      “Where?”

      “In the bag of holding,” I said, patting my hip where it hung.

      “Right there?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you think that’s a good idea?”

      “No, but do you have a better idea? Touching it—”

      “I remember the tale, Clyde. Seems dangerous to be carrying it around. Maybe you should consider dropping it in the ocean.”

      “I thought about that.”

      “And why did you not?” Godfrey barked.

      “Because the creatures that live under the water might be worse than those who live above it.”

      “Ah, right. Your encounter with the mer was less than lovely.”

      “That’s being polite. I don’t know what to do with it, but I know that as long as I have it in the bag, it’s not being used by someone else. Or being set free.”

      “I will think on it,” Matthew said. “Perhaps I can come up with something. Would you be willing to get rid of it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Even if it means getting rid of the bag of holding as well?”

      “I guess,” I replied. “Yeah. But enough about me, what’s been happening here? A new pit, new business?”

      “Much has happened while you were gone, and yes, there have been some new... ventures. Our position in the Old Town gives us many advantages, but the manner in which we acquired the property has caused a little animosity to grow between ourselves, the Skull and Throne society, and Viggo von Homburg. He seems to feel we were not fair with him, and therefore, we are his enemies.”

      “Like, fighting enemies?”

      “Economic, more. There is no, say, blood being shed.”

      “Leave that to the White Hand,” Titus mused.

      “Indeed,” Matthew continued. “The White Hand is more formally opposed to most everything we do, being they claim we have robbed them of one of their more successful under-gangs.”

      “Awesome,” I said. “Get rid of one gang, and another one pops up in its place.”

      “More precise to say that in getting rid of one gang, we angered their friends. Regardless, that is the current situation. Hence why Shae and I have had to be careful with our other business.”

      “Something to do with spying, right?” I asked.

      Matthew glared at Titus.

      “I didn’t say anything like that,” Titus snapped in reply. “I just said it was a new business.”

      “There are certain elements of... intelligence gathering,” Matthew said, “but the main thrust is more towards message delivery.”

      “You run a messenger service.”

      “Yes.”

      “Kobolds running messages through the sewers?”

      “I do what I can to avoid knowing too much about that side of the operation. However, being that I know how much they mean to you, I do emphasize safety, and we have had barely any losses.”

      “Barely any?”

      “Five of which I have been informed. Shae runs the front for our messaging service, a stationary store next to the butcher.”

      “Why do we need a front?”

      Matthew smiled. “It is better for our illicit messaging service.”

      “Illicit.”

      “There are some negative connotations going along with that, but suffice to say that we offer quite a bit more in terms of who we will deliver messages to, as opposed to some of the more established services.”

      “Ah,” I replied. “I have no idea what that means, but I’m sure it’s fantastic.”

      “I grow more sure it is him by the minute,” Godfrey said. “Remind me when we can send him on another cross-ocean voyage.”

      “Missed you too, Godfrey.”

      Godfrey winked at me.

      “Talk to me about the election,” I said.

      “You mean talk to you about Nadya?” Matthew countered.

      “I meant what I said.”

      “I told you what was going on,” Titus said.

      “You told me that the election hadn’t happened yet, but that it had both started and not started–”

      Matthew held up his hands. 

      “That is, oddly, a decent way of describing where things are,” Matthew said. “At least insofar as the Senate is concerned. The Senate has been called to order, that much is very true, which means the election is, technically,  in process. But the first session has yet to happen. All of the various senators must be here. And for something this historical, I doubt any will send a proxy. They will want to be here.”

      “And Nadya’s chances?” I asked.

      “Decent. She’s a Glaton, she’s young, pretty, smart, no skeletons lurking in her closet. All good things.”

      “To be fair, there are probably other monsters in her closet.”

      Matthew just shook his head, but I’m pretty sure I saw a smile there.

      There was a faint knocking from the secret door.

      Godfrey moved out of the way and opened the door, just a little. A small clawed hand reached out, holding a folded piece of paper.

      “Thank you,” Godfrey said, taking the piece of paper.

      The hand disappeared and I could hear the faint sound of some creature scurrying down the ladder into the basement below.

      Godfrey passed the note over to Matthew without reading it.

      Matthew, for his part, looked at the note, then gave it to me.
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        * * *

      

      Clyde,

      I am eager to see you. Meet me at the Cryptic Curiosity as soon as this note gets to you.

      Nadya
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        * * *

      

      The address of the place was scribbled on the bottom of the note, but just having the streets didn’t really do much for me.

      “Where is this place?” I asked. “The Cryptic Curiosity?”

      “Shadehaven,” Matthew and Godfrey said at the same time.

      “Why do you both–”

      “Pit supplies,” Godfrey answered before I could even finish the question.

      “He’s going to want the whole history of the place,” Matthew said. “It’s over by the Shade, just a bit to the north on the other side of the wall. The place you want, assume that’s where Nadya wants you to go, is in the first square off the Via Principalis.”

      “Any idea why she’d pick that place?” I asked.

      “I imagine you can figure that out when you get there,” Matthew said. “And while I would love nothing more than to take the rest of the day to catch up with you, because there’s still a lot more to discuss, we all have work to do. If you want to work the pits again, come on by. We could use the help.”

      “As soon as I can.”

      “I have put off training as much as I dare,” Hamilton intoned, and then he walked out of the room as if he’d been annoyed to have been constrained indoors.

      “He’s getting better,” Titus said with a nod. “Pretty soon, he’ll sound almost human.”
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      I meant to just introduce the new crew to the old crew and then make my way across the city, without any hangers-on. But the new crew didn’t really seem to approve of that plan. I got it, to an extent — they were new in a city where I was the only person familiar to them. They probably wanted me to give them a tour. Just, well, I wasn’t in a tour mindset. My mind was blazing along at a million miles an hour trying to work through my true feelings. And just trying to understand my place in the world.

      And then, in stepped Nox. There haven’t been many times I’ve thought Nox saved the day, but in that moment, I was so happy to see him.

      “Nox,” I said, “Nox Kvist. Just the man I wanted to see.”

      “Oh?” he asked, suspicious, but also a little excited. We all want to be wanted, after all.

      “Our friends here are new to the city, and they could really use a knowledgeable guide to give them a tour. Show them where things are, tell them the whole history of the place.”

      Immediately, Harpy gave me the side eye.

      “The history?” Nox asked, looking around. “yes, the history of Glaton is very important. It is one of the longest surviving settlements, and you can see--“

      “I hate to say that I’ve got to run,” I said, clapping Nox on the shoulder. “But you are all going to learn so much today.”

      “Imagine you know I’ll be rememberin’ this,” Harpy said, glaring at me.

      There might have been more to the threat, but I’d already stepped outside, hurrying my way out of Old Town.

      I caught a small hansom, figuring it better to get across town quickly instead of spending half my day walking. Made me think how awesome it would’ve been if I’d managed to keep the nightstallion from the City of Darkness. Riding a flame-maned steed through the streets of Glaton would be bad-ass. Not exactly subtle, which would probably cause some problems, but certifiably bad-ass. Instead, I sat in the back of a rather sedate and boring sort of a taxi. The driver looked tired, the horse looked tired, and the spring poking my butt made me think the vehicle itself was tired. 

      Still, it beat walking.

      Also, traveling this way gave me a chance to look over everything. To see how the city had changed while I was gone. Spoiler: it hadn’t really. Probably a bit arrogant to think there’d be any changes in the few months I’d been away. The bulk of the million plus people in the city had no idea who I was.

      If I had to remark on a change, it seemed that, perhaps, there were marginally fewer people out and about. That maybe people had left the city for the summer. That had been a part of life in New York — people summering on Long Island, or Rhode Island, or anywhere they could get away from the heat and humidity of the city. Maybe there was something similar that transpired here.

      Going east on the Via Principalis, I got to see all the big buildings and big wagons. It was bustling.

      And then we got to the big wall that bisected the city, marking where the latest expansion had happened, going through the large gates with the doors that were always opened, until we were right next to the city’s graveyard, Rose Hollow. More commonly known as the Shade. I’d been in there once, and it hadn’t been a great time. Technically, that visit had started the potential end for me, being that it was where I’d met, destroyed, and yet also consumed the corpse king, who had then spent the next bit of time eating me from the inside. Sure, I’d also met a good friend there, Leofing Walrond, the paladin who’d gone off to fight in a siege instead of seeing me all the way to GloomGuard.

      I paid the driver, then went away from the Shade into Shadehaven. As soon as I passed the first line of buildings, the ones that faced the Via Principalis, it was as if I’d walked into a different city. The buildings were packed tighter together, the stone was all dark, there seemed to be twice as many alleys… and all sorts of shadows loomed about the place. And the people walking about, they seemed as dark as the area.

      Getting to the first square, I saw a fountain. I half expected it to be pouring blood, but it was just water. Some suitably macabre carvings were getting wet, but just from water.

      The Cryptic Curiosity was right where Matthew had said, surrounded by other stores that had a similar bent — Pit Beast supplies, Undead Unguents, so on and so forth. Each of the storefronts were tempting to visit, purely because they were so weird. And unique. 

      But I resisted the urge, instead, going right to the Cryptic Curiosity.

      I opened the door, and went into a cave.

      “What the fuck?” I asked.
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      “Ah ha! It worked!” the Fayden said.

      The old man stood in front of me, wearing dark blue robes and a blue pointy hat sitting at a rakish angle on his stark white hair. 

      “Hey man,” I said, “I was going somewhere.”

      “Of course you were,” the old wizard said with a wizened smile. “That’s why I had to interrupt you. Might have done something foolish, like forget to come visit your mentor.”

      “You were next on my list.”

      “Who trumped me?”

      “The girl who sent me away.”

      “I told you,” came the unmistakable holler of Valerie Sila Fayden (or you know, Mrs. The Fayden), who was doing something on the other side of their cavernous home.

      “Bah, what do you know?” The Fayden said.

      “I know you’ll be finding out the comfort level of the couch at this rate.”

      “I had to see the young man!”

      “Could have waited until after he saw his girl.”

      “I don’t know that she’s my girl,” I said quietly.

      “Ah ha!” the Fayden said, pointing at me as if I’d given him the perfect defense.

      Valerie walked out of a doorway near me, a doorway that hadn’t been there before and disappeared as soon as she stepped through.

      She looked me up and down, then glanced over at her husband.

      “He looks different.,” she said.

      “Of course he does,” The Fayden said. “How else would he have gotten that Corpse King out of him. You did get it out, yes?”

      “I did,” I said.

      Their pet, a dragon-esque dog-sized creature named Snickers, came bounding across the room and jumped at me, his big tongue drenching my face.

      Mrs. The Fayden came and gave me a hug. While I appreciated the gesture, I also felt the vaguest touch of magic flitter across my body.

      “It’s him,” The Fayden said. “The spell wouldn’t have worked otherwise.”

      “Just a little extra check,” Mrs. The Fayden said with a wink.

      They brought me deeper into their cave, toward one of their seating areas, and once I was safely ensconced in pillowy softness in front of a crackling fireplace, I relayed the events of the trip.

      “There is quite a bit to go over there,” The Fayden said, then bit down on a cookie I hadn’t noticed.

      Snickers was currently eating the entire plate. It seemed as if the Fayden had only managed to snag one through luck.

      “That creature you encountered–”

      “Which one?” I asked. “There were so many new things on the trip that I’m a little–”

      “The one you named so inappropriately.”

      “The awshit.”

      “Yes, that. Ot seems rather dangerous. Catastrophic even.”

      “You know Matthew?”

      “I know many Matthews.”

      “He means the one who runs the messenger service,” Valerie interrupted to say.

      “Yes, I know of him. Hardly say we are acquaintances. You are friends with him? Do you think you can get me reduced rates?”

      “I can look into it, yeah. But he’s working on a plan of how to keep the awshit safe.”

      “You think he might have a better means than me?”

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you,” I said, trying to figure out how to carefully word what it was I was about to say, but then I was saved by Valerie.

      “Dearest,” Valerie interrupted, “I love you more than life itself, but there is no way that you could resist experimentation and investigation of a creature like that. And no matter what you say, the chance of a mistake happening, or allowing something to happen…”

      “Bah,” The Fayden said. “I would never do such a thing.”

      “You would.”

      The Fayden harrumphed and pointedly looked away. Sulking.

      “I will work with this Matthew to find a means to safely dispose of the creature,” Mrs. The Fayden said.

      “How was old Girgeneth?” the Fayden said suddenly, forgetting the sulking.

      “You could have warned me about Girgeneth,” I said.

      “And how would that have helped? I told you he was... a bit much. Was he?”

      “Very much. He’s a damn dragon.”

      “I do seem to remember that.”

      “Seem to remember? How could you forget that?”

      “Dragons are not always...” The Fayden started, but then drifted off, as if he forgot what he was about to say.

      “Sometimes dragons hide their true nature,” Valerie said. “You ask my husband, he’ll likely say there is a dragon walking around in the city of Glaton today, and none of us are the wiser.”

      “They can do that?” I asked.

      “What they can and cannot do remains a mystery,” The Fayden said.

      “But they can look like humans?”

      “Some apparently can.”

      “And you think there’s one in Glaton?”

      “I would imagine–”

      “He hopes there is one,” Valerie cut in. “The only thing he loves more than me is dragons. And he–”

      “Nonsense,” The Fayden said. “I can only love you. Also, dragons are tricky, dangerous, and narcissistic. It cannot imagine a relationship with one winding up on a positive note.”

      “I think I have a pretty good relationship with Girgeneth.”

      “Only because he has yet to ask you for treasures to add to his hoard.”

      “Is that actually an issue?”

      The Fayden harrumphed and walked away from me.

      “I would hardly say it was an unwarranted request,” Valerie said quietly, standing next to me but watching her husband stomp along. “They had a bit of a trade happening, giving books and treasures back and forth, and Maximus forgot to send something back. This was right after he invented that trick with the doors, and he was quite busy making the bit of luck into a safe spell. And when Girgeneth requested an update to things, he wasn’t the most diplomatic about it either, thinking he had been tricked out of some treasure. That’s one thing to irritate any dragon. You cannot take from them without consequence. Obviously, Maximus sent something down immediately, but by then–”

      “Stop filling the boy’s head with lies and half-truths,” the Fayden bellowed. “Get him over here so I can send him along to his next meeting and make sure he knows what he needs to do in the mean time.”

      “Better run along,” Valerie said. “He’s in a mood.”

      “I am not in a mood!”

      “See? Mood.”

      “Wife!”

      “Husband! I can yell at you too. It is so nice to have you back. I know he won’t say anything like this, but he has missed you dearly.”

      She gave me a hug, and then pulled Snickers away.

      The Fayden was in a different part of the cavern than I’d been before: a hallway of doors. A long hallway, with nearly twenty doors on either side.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Something I’m working on,” he said. “Seeing about making travel a little easier for me. And whomever else I feel like.”

      “Are you going to teach me the spell?”

      “You are my apprentice. Therefore, every spell of mine is on the proverbial table. However, I find it a challenge. So, maybe wait. I expect you to return to your studies, yes?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then,” he pulled a book out of the air next to his hand and held it out to me. “Some light reading.”

      “Kitsune Girls: Origins and–”

      He snatched the book from my hand before I could finish the title, throwing it over his shoulder in a swift motion.

      “Wrong book,” he said, and pulled another out of the air, shoving it at me.

      “What was that first book?” I heard Valerie call out.

      “Nothing!” Maximus The Fayden said, opening a door and quickly cramming me through.
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      I did not enter a shop. I mean, it could have been a shop, but normally a shop contains things for sale. Or, you know, people.

      Instead, I almost fell into a pool.

      A spectacularly big pool for something indoors. I have no real concept of the size of an Olympic-sized swimming pool, but if I had to make a guess, it would probably be roughly the size of this pool. The water was a bit greenish, but that could have been because two of the walls were made of green glass panes held between green painted wrought iron, looking out onto green lawns that seemed to go on forever. About fifteen feet of brick surrounded the pool, making a nice walkway, with about ten feet of black soil filled to the brim with a wide variety of vegetation before the actual glass wall. Several fans swirled lazily, turned by a series of belts that disappeared through the only wall that wasn’t glass. That wall was a white stone, with a doorway leading off into the rest of the building.

      On the opposite end, up a set of stairs, was a small cafe table with two beautiful but uncomfortable seeming iron chairs. The table had been set with coffee, or tea maybe, plus a selection of baked goods. This seemed to be the sum total of furniture in the pool area, in what kind of seemed like an hallway connecting two massive structures. Because there were multiple floors of building on either end, soaring into the sky.

      I had to be in a palace, and almost on instinct, I found myself moving into the vegetation, tucking myself into the shadows.

      The room was quiet. Very quiet.

      It really seemed like an incredibly glorified hallway between two palaces, which meant that there was really only one place I could be: the Imperial Palace. Well, there was really only one place I could likely be, and that was one of the many palaces that were within the grounds of the Imperial Palace.

      I’d figured that any pool room would have been horribly humid, but this place was actually pleasant. Without the acrid overwhelming odor of chlorine or bromine. I could feel myself already relaxing, even considering going for a swim. An odd thing about having spent so much time on boats — now I almost missed the closeness of the water. Still, I didn’t think it’d be a good look for Nadya to come and find me buck naked in her pool. If it was her pool...

      Just when I was starting to feel a little silly hiding in the plants, I heard voices. Two high pitched voices clearly having some sort of argument, but trying to be quiet about it.

      “... because there is no way in which you will be late, my lady,” once voice said.

      “And how do you know that?”

      “Because a lady is never late. She is always--“

      “Then how was I late to the ball last night?”

      “Because you were not the top lady present, were you?”

      “I don’t know the hierarchy—”

      “And whose fault is that”

      “Can you stop answering questions with questions?”

      “Can I?”

      “I feel like it should be in my power to dismiss you.”

      “And yet...”

      “And yet what?”

      “I am still here, because you need me.”

      “I need to be on time to this,” the voice said. She was close enough, now, that I could identify her.

      “Nadya,” I whispered, a smile coming across my face without thought. But I didn’t step out of the bushes, because, now that I was hidden, I kind of wanted to watch her come in. And, maybe she could think she wasn’t late.

      A young woman came around a corner and walked into the pool room on the far end, not quite skidding to a stop, but coming to a sudden stop. Nadya was gorgeous. And different than my memory of her. Granted, my memory of her was mostly formed during our time in the pits, which meant that I was mostly used to thinking about her in her pit splendor. Covered in mud and guts and whatnot. Here, she was resplendent in a light blue gown that was showing off more of her than I’d seen before. At least in public.

      Another woman, slightly older, slightly more droll, walked in behind Nadya, moving smoothly past as if she was floating along.

      “See, perfectly fine,” she said, “he is not even here. He is late.”

      “He’s not usually late,” Nadya said quickly. “What if something is wrong?”

      “He travels across the ocean only to fall afoul of the streets of Glaton? I doubt it.”

      “Lavinia, please.”

      “What?”

      “Stop.”

      Lavinia, half-way along the pool, stopped and turned to face Nadya.

      “And what is it I need to stop?” She asked, a patronizing sort of smile on her face.

      “That smile would be a good start,” Nadya replied. “I am nervous, okay?”

      “He should be nervous! You are soon to be crowned Empress and he is, what again? A pit-cleaner?”

      “He’s more than that.”

      “So you say. I have yet to meet the boy.”

      “He isn’t a boy.”

      “You better not know that for sure, young lady.”

      “I’m not a young lady.”

      “Not words I’m hearing,” Lavinia said, turning around and humming very loudly as she fairly floated up the stairs to stand next to the little cafe table. “Hmph.”

      “What?” Nadya asked, hurrying now, clearly thinking something was very wrong.

      “There are only two chairs. Where do they expect this young suitor of yours to sit?”

      Nadya smiled, and I felt my heart flutter a little.

      “Next to me,” Nadya said.

      “And then where will I be sitting?”

      “Outside.”

      “Nonsense–”

      “Then I suppose I will simply sit on his lap.”

      “Nadya–”

      “Or he could sit on mine.”

      “And ruin that gown? Not hardly. That is exquisite–”

      “The last thing I need right now is another lecture on the provenance of this dress.”

      “It is a gown, your ladyship.”

      “Who cares?”

      “A great many people do.”

      “My first rule as Empress will be to rid the world of these gowns. How can anyone breathe in them?”

      “You must breathe up.”

      “And that’s going to make my boobs fall out.”

      “Ridiculous, I secured them myself.”

      “How lucky I am for that.”

      “Your ladyship, I hope this is not the proposed tenor of your conversation with–”

      “Can you please leave me alone?”

      “When?”

      “Now?”

      “He’s not yet here.”

      “He’ll be here soon.”

      “And you seriously think you will be left alone with him? I have very specific orders regarding–”

      “Do you want a nice bedroom in the Imperial palace, or would you rather sleep in an eave of the attic?”

      “I suppose I could see if there are any additional teacakes we could serve.”

      “Quite a trip to the kitchen,” Nadya said. “Are you sure you can make it back in time?”

      “Hopefully,” Lavinia said, rolling her eyes.

      Still, she languidly flounced down the stairs, back along the pool and loudly left, proclaiming loudly: “Her ladyship needs additional teacakes!”

      Nadya laughed a little.

      I stepped out of the bushes.

      “Hello,” I said.

      She blinked a few minutes, and stood up, sword out.

      “Who are you?”
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      I’d forgotten I looked different.

      Nadya hadn’t realized how different I’d look.

      “Clyde,” I said.

      “But… you look so different.”

      “I had to make some, um, big changes to rid myself of that, well, problem. Can we speak openly here?”

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “Well then, it is still me.”

      “How do I know?”

      “Because only I could tell you how much food my chest ate, and yet how useful little Hellion proved to be during my–”

      She dropped her sword and leapt off the raised platform. I caught her and swung her around.

      She kissed me.

      I kissed her back.

      “It is you,” she said, her smile wide and genuine.

      Then I set her on the ground. She took a step back and gave me a good look.

      “I like it,” she said.

      “Thank you?” I replied. “It’s kind of a weird thing to have gone through.”

      “I bet.”

      She grabbed my hand and pulled me along to the small table, where she quickly poured some coffee for me and then shoved a tea cake in her mouth.

      “I apologize,” she said quickly, “but I haven’t much time to eat.”

      “Go ahead,” I replied, sipping on the coffee. Which wasn’t hot. “It’s been busy?”

      She widened her eyes, nodding, and then pointed at her mouth.

      “Very busy, but you can’t tell me because your mouth is full.”

      She tapped her nose — I’d gotten it right. Then she pointed at me.

      “Tell you about me?”

      She nodded, taking my coffee and getting a gulp into her mouth.

      “My stuff is boring,” she said. “Bureaucracy, etiquette, history lessons. Tell me about your grand adventure!”

      “I don’t think it was that grand–”

      “Of course you don’t! You went on it. Tell me tell me tell me. And now that I know it’s you, you can speak freely here. As far as I know, this is one of the few rooms in the palace where there aren’t people sneaking behind the walls and listening in.”

      I sighed, leaned back into the uncomfortable iron chair, and, for the third or fourth time that day, went through the adventure of how I’d gone into the south, met a dragon, became a new man/elf, sailed around the ocean, brought a city back to life, became a king, renounced the throne, and finally came home to sit and have teacakes in a pool room. I’d anticipated leaving a few things out, things I thought might be a bit on the dangerous side that might make Nadya scared or whatnot, but, in the end, I remembered how hurt she’d been when I’d withheld information from her, so I just went with the whole truth.

      “It’s called a natatorium,” Nadya said, inadvertently spitting out some crumbs from the last teacake.

      “Unappetizing name for teacakes.”

      “The pool room,” she said.

      Then she saw me smiling, so she smiled.

      “What happens now?” I asked.

      “When? Now? I presume Lavinia will return and promptly throw you out so you don’t get my schedule off.”

      “Who is that, by the way?”

      “Lavinia? My chaperone.”

      “I didn’t realize you had a chaperone.”

      “Me neither. But I do. And isn’t she fantastic?!”

      “I take it that’s a no?”

      “She’s fine. She’s doing her job. I wish she didn’t have that job, that maybe she could just let me be me, but I also understand there is a lot going on and it helps to have someone who can orchestrate that, but… I don’t really have much fun any longer.”

      “I can probably help with that.”

      She did the smile frown thing.

      “I didn’t mean it like that! I meant I could probably find ways to sneak you out so you can have fun. Although, maybe a bit of both.”

      “Maybe… it’s just… I don’t–”

      “The election.”

      “Right.”

      “I can imagine that might make you just a little nervous.”

      “I am very nervous. I’m not even sure I want… I don’t want to talk about it. Not right now, anyway. Not here.”

      “You’re doing okay though?”

      “I think?”

      “You look lovely.”

      “I look ridiculous.”

      “But it’s a lovely ridiculous.”

      She blushed and shook her head a little.

      “I always thought this would be… I don’t know, I thought the election would be about more than a popularity contest, you know? That it didn’t need to be about looking like… like this.”

      “I still think you look nice, but I’d be happy to go hang out in the pits with you.”

      “I can’t imagine what Lavinia would say if I went to the pits.”

      “Teacakes on the way!” Lavinia shouted, her voice echoing down the hallway.

      “Probably not that,” I said.

      “You should go,” Nadya said quickly, leaning forward and putting her face close to mine.

      “You don’t want Lavinia to meet me?”

      “You don’t want Lavinia to meet you. She’s the worst gossip in the world, and she’s paid to tell my family everything I do to make sure I’m not doing something that might impugn the family or impair my election chances.”

      “Any tips on leaving?”

      “Can’t you leave how you entered?”

      “I doubt it. Hey, how did you organize this meeting?”

      “Through Matthew.”

      I scratched my head, knowing that I didn’t have time to figure things out here, but that maybe I could add this mystery to my to-solve list.

      “Maybe you can come visit your lab,” I said.

      “I will, soon. Just–”

      “The election.”

      “Yes. You have to do more visiting of me. I’m not allowed out that much right now. There have been, um, some attacks,” she said. “But I’m safe here, I promise.”

      “I can hear the relaxing waves of the pool,” Lavinia called out. “How I long to take a swim.”

      “Waves?” I asked, looking at the completely still surface of the water.

      “She’s warning us. Now kiss me and get out!”

      “As you wish, my lady,” I said, kissing her, striking a pose, and then casting blink.
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      “Quite the exit,” Lavinia said, having entered whilst I was striking my pose.

      I think she really meant it, because I doubt she saw me in the back of the vegetation, quietly feeling very queasy in the plants.

      “Teacakes?” Lavinia asked, holding out a tray.

      “No thank you,” Nadya said. “I’ve had quite enough.”

      “But did you have enough of your lover?”

      “Lavinia. Of course not. But I’m sure there’s some other place you need me to be at this minute that will, no doubt, be the deciding factor in whether or not the Glaton family remains politically powerful. Am I right?”

      “You have a meeting with Wilhelm von Steinberg to discuss the history of the mineral trade in the Empire.”

      “Sounds incredibly exciting.”

      “It is quite important, young lady.”

      “Sure, but is there a reason I can’t have advisors to tell me this?”

      “Because you need to know when the advisors are lying.”

      “How do I know Wilhelm von Steinberg isn’t lying?”

      “You’ll have to ask your advisors.”

      Nadya sighed and leaned back in her chair.

      “Where is this oh-so-important lesson to be held?”

      “Here.”

      Nadya sat up straight, suddenly looking around.

      “When? Now?”

      “They should be along any minute.”

      “I’m covered in crumbs,” Nadya said sharply while trying to brush the teacake remains off her gown.

      “I’m sure they won’t mind,” Lavinia replied, setting down the tray of cakes on the table and delicately picking an extra large crumb from Nadya’s décolletage.

      “Lavinia.”

      “Nadya.”

      The sound of boots echoed through the opposite hallway.

      “Is it this way?” a voice said, both confused and rather distant.

      “Bah, your tutor has arrived early,” Lavinia said, pulling away the empty teacake tray and whipping it into the vegetation uncomfortably close to my hiding spot.

      “What was that about?” Nadya asked.

      “Can’t have them thinking you ate all the cakes, can we?”

      “Gods forbid they think I eat cakes.”

      “More that you eat all the cakes.”

      “Ah, what a resplendent natatorium!” an older man exclaimed as he walked into the room.

      The man was tall, and had probably been very handsome when he was younger, since now he was more of a silver fox. Well, a white fox — his hair was completely white, similar to the Fayden. This guy, though, had his hair in a tall pompadour, quite perfect and therefore the diametric opposite of the Fayden. He wore a lot of dark velvet, and glossy black shoes. He had chunky jewelry, with rings on nearly every finger and one of his thumbs, as well as a host of necklaces. There were all sorts of different jewels, stones, and metals on display. I suppose, being a teacher of minerals and the mineral trade, it made sense to have ready access to examples.

      Odd, then, that two burly ladies came in after the man, carrying what seemed to be a very heavy chest between them.

      “My lady,” the older man said, sweeping into a remarkably deep bow, “it is with the utmost pleasure I greet you today.”

      “Wilhelm von Steinberg,” Nadya replied, standing before dropping into a quick curtsey. “I look forward to learning about minerals.”

      “Indeed,” Wilhelm said, striding along the pool quickly and practically dancing up the stairs. “And you must be…?”

      “Going, Master Von Steinberg,” Lavinia said. “I leave my charge in your able hands for the next… two hours?”

      “I daresay I will find it a challenge to compress all that I must express into such a short time, but I imagine her ladyship will master the knowledge nonetheless!”

      “Yes, well,” Lavinia said, and then spun on her heel and walked out the other door.

      Von Steinberg smiled at Nadya, Nadya smiled back. It was all very nice in that forced way.

      “I do hope you are ready to learn, my lady,” von Steinberg said, dropping into the open seat across from Nadya.

      “I have longed to know more about minerals,” Nadya replied.

      “And so you shall! Ladies, the chest of education!”

      The two women set the chest down in front of the table in such a way where it was definitely going to block my view as soon as it was opened. Then, one of the lovely assistants stood beside von Steinberg while the other stood next to Nadya.

      “What shall we study first?” von Steinberg asked, rubbing his hands together. “Gems? I find the nobility always loves gems.”

      I sighed, and prepped to blink out of the natatorium. But something bothered me. The ladies, the helpers, wore hobnail boots. Being in the vegetation meant I had a good view of the footwear on display, and while Nadya had on elegant heels and von Steinberg wore his patent leather things, the helpers had boots. Harsh boots that were much more suited for outdoor activities. Or marching. And they had really rough hands, with small cuts all over them. Scars peeked out from any exposed skin.

      Now, far be it from me to judge someone based on their shoes and the appearance of scars. Maybe these were just down on their luck ex-Legionaires who had taken whatever job they could. Which was very likely. There had to be lots of ex-soldiers too injured to find another job in battle. But these women didn’t seem old. They were young, and in excellent health. Muscular even.

      It wasn’t like their appearance was enough to get me to attack them, but it was enough to keep my attention on them, to keep me from leaving. Not like there was a great way to leave anyway, because I couldn’t see a good spot to blink to anyway. I was half-waiting for someone to open one of the doors into the garden. Because despite laying in the dirt, it’s not like I was uncomfortable. The temperature was nice, the view was nice, the place was seriously relaxing. Before the whole boots revelation, I’d contemplated taking a quick nap.

      “... though there have been some strange rumors about the gem trade from that area,” Von Steinberg was saying.

      “What rumors?” Nadya asked.

      “The usual issue: monster attacks, towns destroyed, all that. I have often wondered if there is some inherent element to gems that attracts monsters. Or violence. Because both seem ever-present anywhere gems are.”

      “Maybe the intense overvaluation of gems?”

      “No, that would not be the case. Back to the point, however, my lady, the gem trade within Glaton is less... it relies more on imports than any sort of internal mining syndicates. Really, I would press upon you the importance of mineral exploration within Glaton, something that has been sorely lacking. It would seem—”

      “I have very little control over that,” Nadya said, cutting the man off before he could get into his spiel.

      “Ah, but you might.”

      “Might being the operative word there.”

      “Bah. Silly. Now, let’s open this chest, shall we? Ladies?”

      Lady to the right of von Steinberg reached around and lifted the lid of the chest. Lady to the left of Nadya had her hand on Nadya’s chair.

      Nadya leaned forward and looked into the chest, seeing something I couldn’t, which turned out to be nothing.

      “There’s nothing there,” Nadya said.

      “Yes, sorry about that.”

      I immediately shifted into magesight, curious about the empty chest. Nothing magical about the chest whatsoever. But I did catch sight of a little reddish string of magic trailing from the hand of the helper lady nearest Nadya.

      That hand was moving, up toward Nadya.

      I was merely curious until I saw the other helper watching Nadya’s helper. She was primed and ready to roll, watching the moving hand carefully.

      I ran through possible options. How could I stop what had to be an attack?

      But what if it wasn’t an attack? What if it was just the woman reaching up to scratch her head? But why would there be magic involved? I didn’t really have small spells that could— what was I thinking? I had a ton of small spells. They weren’t looking for anything, they thought they were alone, they thought Nadya couldn’t do magic, they wouldn’t be expecting anything. Which meant something small could really get to them.

      So I threw a tiny spell together, remote enflame, and sent it over to the boots of the hand-raising woman.

      Her laces lit on fire.

      But her hand raised.

      “Your boot is on fire!” Nadya yelled.

      The boot-fired woman jumped back, startled. She reached her hands down to pat the fire out. A small metal thing tinked off the stone floor.

      I couldn’t see what it was, but I had a sense of where it was, so I threw a mage hand out. It went and grabbed the thing for me, then brought it back, zipping the spectral hand up along the vegetation so it could come in from behind, remain unseen.

      Von Steinberg sat up straight and stared around the room, his face frozen in the I’ve-just-smelled-a-horrendous-fart-but-I-heard-nothing look.

      “Are you aware there is someone practicing magic in this space?” Von Steinberg asked.

      “It would have to be one of you,” Nadya replied, sitting back in her chair.

      Bootfire had put out the fire, and was now searching for something on the ground, something that was coming back my way. The magic hand dropped the thing into my actual hand.

      A needle. Well, sort of a needle. It had a bulbous end that seemed like it might be made of something organic, and then a long metal shaft that ended in an extremely sharp tip. It glinted, as if it was made of metal, and when I peeked in magesight, I saw the bulbous tip wreathed in reddish tendrils.

      Ignoring the weird sort of hubbub happening around the chest, I cast identify on the needle.

      “There it is again,” Von Steinberg said. “I distinctly felt the presence of a spell. What is happening here?”

      “I know nothing of magic,” Nadya said.

      “Do you have invisible guards?”

      “Possibly? My uncle is largely in charge of my security, and–”

      “Which one?”

      “Which uncle? Valamir.”

      “Is he…”

      I went back to ignoring so I could focus on the needle.
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      Suvoryy Voroh

      Item Type: Rare

      Item Class: Implement

      Material: Mercury-Steel alloy, Blue Ringed Hollycaught

      Damage:

      Durability: 2/2

      Weight: .1 lbs

      Requirements: none

      Description: a small needle made out of the combination of the Blue Ringed Hollycaught venom sac and a mercury-steel hybrid tube. The venom induces paralysis while your insides liquify, keeping you alive but immobile for up to five hours until the venom wears off, and you become little more than a skin sac of fluid. Highly toxic
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      I sighed.

      Assassins.

      They had clearly been planning on the needle working, and it looked as if they didn’t have a back up. Bootfire was still searching, becoming more and more frantic. The other woman had joined in the search. Von Steinberg went back to talking about gems some more, which seemed to be the extent of his actual mineral knowledge, and Nadya stared at the empty chest.

      Should I just go off on them? Rip bones out and beat them to death with ‘em?

      The problem with doing that is Nadya having to explain it afterwards. I still wasn’t technically allowed to practice the arcane arts within the Empire. I had to do it without blood and guts — well, obvious blood and guts — and preferably in a manner that would leave these assholes alive and caught so they could be questioned.

      My mind raced while the assassins searched for the missing needle and the fake instructor blathered on. Nadya was still being polite, and while she looked a few times, quizzically, at the helper ladies, she didn’t ask anything of them.

      I had an idea. There was actually a friend I had with me, and I thought he might be able to help. I reached into my bag, pointedly not thinking about the awshit, and pulled out one of the gargoyles I’d taken from… somewhere.

      “Gazza,” I whispered.

      One of the gargoyle’s eyes opened, just a slit.

      “What?” Gazza whispered back.

      “You available for a minute?”

      “Just a minute? Because I got this window I was looking in, and there was about to be–”

      “Not the time for this chat,” I hissed. “Can you sneak over there and grab onto one of those ladies, keep her from leaving?”

      “Sneak over where?”

      I pointed to the raised area at the end of the pool room, where the helper ladies were searching for their missing weapon.

      “Yeah, I can probably sneak over there, but grab on to someone? Keep ‘em from leaving?”

      “It’s not like I’m asking you to fly.”

      “Hey, I flew. Not far, but flight happened.”

      “Pretty sure it was more like falling?”

      “Semantical difference, if you ask me.”

      “Regardless, not looking for flight here. Looking for sneaking and grabbing.”

      “Seems a bit, uh, you know.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Why you havin’ me grabbin’ ladies?”

      “Because they’re assassins trying to kill the other girl there.”

      “Seems like they might be kinda crap assassins, what with the whole not killin’ thing they doing. You think they going to kill me?”

      “They might try, but can you be killed?”

      “It’s an existential dilemma I been workin’ through.”

      “And?”

      “Still working. And then you want I do something to keep them ladies from leaving?”

      “Yes.”

      “Any ideas?”

      “I was sort of hoping you might have one.”

      “Ah. Well. I do like creativity. Or was that lack. Not sure.”

      “Can you try?”

      “Of course! Let’s see, I can grab ‘em, or I can–”

      “Try over there.”

      “Oh, right.”

      He got to his stone feet and started to waddle through the vegetation.

      It was a little weird to see the statue moving. Granite wasn’t supposed to be flexible in that way. But I thought his concerns over making noise were dumb. He was nearly perfectly silent.

      I pulled out the next gargoyle.

      “Gazza,” I whispered.

      “What?” Gazza answered in a whisper from the new gargoyle.

      The first gargoyle had stopped moving.

      “Something wrong with the other one?”

      “I got you a second one.”

      “Kinda busy with the first one.”

      “There are two ladies — I figured you might need two bodies.”

      “Kind of you. Might make things easier.”

      “Can you control two bodies at once?”

      “Not sure. I haven’t really sussed out the limitations of, well, me. Mostly been just switching here and there.”

      “Well, there are two women, so.”

      “Also one of you. You sittin’ this one out?”

      “There’s the man there to deal with.”

      “Ah, you worried the ladies are too strong, so you need Gazza to do, eh?”

      “Sure.”

      “Gazza is on it.”

      Gazza Two saluted, poking himself in the eye. He squinted, then made a break for it, running across the stonework path around the pool, I think aiming for the other side.

      As he reached the pool, when I thought he might slow down, he instead threw out his wings. Which, in this form, were almost vestigial. Wings outstretched, he dove, and hit the water with a splash.

      Followed quickly by bubbles.

      “Oops,” I heard Gazza One whisper.

      Von Steinberg and both Ladies were now looking at the pool.

      Nadya frowned and slowly pushed her chair back, seeming to take advantage of the distraction.

      A distraction that I thought might have actually been on purpose, because while everyone was busy looking at the pool, the little gargoyle was sprinting up the stairs as fast as his tiny stone legs could carry him, then charging across the lifted area and slamming into poor Bootfire’s leg with a sharp crack that sound an awful lot like one of those delicate leg bones giving way.

      And that was before Gazza One chomped down, the little stone bugger getting his surprisingly oversized mouth around the slim leg and snapping shut.

      Bootfire screamed, a mixture of pain and surprise.

      “What in the hells?” she shouted, looking down at the gargoyle on her leg.

      “What is that?” von Steinberg asked, out of his chair and getting down on his knees, hiding from any potential attacks.

      At that moment, Gazza Two came out of the water, running up the stairs and attacking Other Woman in a very similar manner to Bootfire.

      I smiled, feeling pretty good about Gazza’s antics.

      Nadya had moved way out of the way, almost to the pool room exit.

      “What is happening here?” von Steinberg bellowed looking from one woman to the other before settling his glare on Nadya. “Your palace is infested with tiny monsters and they attacked us!”

      “I find that hard to believe,” Nadya said, frowning. “Looks a bit like they tripped on sculptures.”

      “Find it,” Other said through gritted teeth.

      “Find what?” Nadya asked.

      “Fine, I will do it myself,” Von Steinberg said, pulling something from his pocket that looked like a hard leather eyeglasses case. He flipped it open and retrieved one of the needle looking things.

      I blink-ed over to him and plucked the needle from his hand, grinding my teeth into a smile to keep from vomiting.

      He stared at me.

      I smiled at him.

      Nadya stared at me.

      I winked at her.

      “What’s this you have here?” I asked. “Seems a bit like it might be something dangerous.”

      “Who is this man?” Von Steinberg asked, stepping away from me, dropping the case, which actually had a number of other needles in it, needles that promptly bounced out of the case and onto the stone.

      “Just a local gardener,” I said, brushing off some of the dirt from my clothes.

      Bootfire tried to get up, but her leg wouldn’t support her. Also, it sort of seemed like Gazza had managed to cement his butt to the stone. He wasn’t moving.

      Looking over at the other lady, she, too, couldn’t move. Blood was coming out of her leg, where a stone tooth had gone through her calf, and, once again, Gazza had cemented himself to the ground.

      “What are those needles you had?” Nadya asked.

      Von Steinberg glared at her.

      “Those are not mine,” he said in that how-dare-you manner. “Clearly, these have been planted here by this rogue gardener. Who probably isn’t even a gardener!”

      “Got me there,” I said, “but they’re poisoned. Designed to kill. And, you know, pretty sure they were meant for you, my lady.”

      “Bah,” von Steinberg said. “Trying to blame me? Honestly.”

      “Guards!” Nadya shouted.

      Von Steinberg smiled.

      “Oh, they’re for you,” Nadya said.

      Von Steinberg’s smile faltered just a little, and then he tried to run past me.

      I thought about tapping him with the needle, but I figured it’d be better if he could answer some questions.

      So I dropped the needle and got both hands on the old man. I whipped him around, using his momentum against him, and threw him into the chest.

      It rocked back for a second, then I kicked the top down. The chest closed with a snap and I put my foot on top, a little Captain Morgan moment.

      “Sorry about not leaving when I said I would,” I said, “but, well–”

      “I’m glad you stayed,” Nadya said, stepping to me. “But you should probably go before the guards get here. There might be questions.”

      She gave me a quick kiss, and then sat down on the lid of the chest.

      “Promise you’ll tell me about those guys,” Nadya said, pointing at the Gazzas.

      “Promise,” I said, and I saw one of the Gazzas start to smile.

      Which caused Bootfire to scream.

      “Good luck,” I said. “You know, with all this.”

      “I’m sure it will be fine,” Nadya said, her voice suddenly cold. I knew these failed assassins were in for a bad time.

      Boots thundered down the halls, guards obviously coming from both sides of the natatorium.

      I stole one more kiss, and instead of pulling off a stupid magic trick, I went out one of the doors in the glass walls leading to the gardens beyond.
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      I’d navigated the gardens before, and since it was now getting dark, it was a reasonably simple matter to leave the Imperial Palace grounds and get back into Glaton proper. As the day wound down, there was a mass exodus from the area immediately around the palace, being that those buildings were predominantly for governmental administration. However, the Senate was still busy. It didn’t look like any Senators were there, but it did look like there was new furniture being delivered. New carpeting being installed. All sorts of workers moved in and around the ginormous structure. I made a mental note to visit the Senate some time, maybe watch one of the sessions and–
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      The Inner Workings of the Empire

      Watch a meeting of the Senate.

      Reward for success: A boost to a skill

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): The knowledge you revel in your ignorance.

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “Stupid quests,” I whispered to myself.

      Completing that quest should be on the easier side, though. Unless, of course, all the Senate sessions were closed to the public and I’d have to do some sort of sneaky sneaky.

      I accepted the quest.

      But while I watched the workers argue with a guard, I realized that I needed to go yell at someone. Nadya had mentioned that Valamir was the one in charge of her security. It was time to go yell at Valamir.

      I didn’t bother getting a wagon there. I knew the way, it wasn’t that far a walk, and I didn’t want any evidence of my visit. Valamir still didn’t really know who I was, which was something I wanted to continue. I was already on a job from Valamir where I was supposed to be watching over Nadya’s commoner boyfriend. Which also happened to be me. So I thought I’d done an admirable job, so far, keeping tabs on myself. I had yet to lose myself, despite several attempts.

      Security around his estate had fallen back to earlier levels. Gone were the patrols and extra guards. There was, in fact, a guard fast asleep at his post.

      I grabbed a small rock from the road and used mage hand to carry it up above the guard. Then I dropped it on the man’s helmet.

      There was a soft ping and the guard woke with a start, trying to figure out what had just happened.

      I went to the back of the house and took a second to watch the garden, just in case there was some sort of hidden trap. I suppose it wouldn’t be much of a trap if it wasn’t hidden, in which case, I just looked for traps.

      Switching to magesight, there was a lot going on, but nothing in the gardens. The delicate hedge maze was just a hedge maze. Nothing to see there.

      I blinked behind a large statue of a lion and knelt in the shadow, retching quietly. Damn the man for having such a massive backyard that I couldn’t just go from road to roof. Then as the feeling of my insides tumbling about passed, I blinked up to the roof just so I could experience that awful feeling again. I promptly vomited off the side of the roof, listening to the liquid splash down below and feeling a modicum of bad about it, knowing that some poor schlub had to clean up that sludge.

      I went over the roof and found the windows to Valamir’s office.

      Again, before climbing down or doing anything, I flipped into magesight to get a sense of what might be there.

      Wisps of something faint flitted about the ledge.

      I tried putting some more mana into my eyes, into the magesight as if it were a spell.

      Things got a little brighter, like I’d opened up the exposure on a camera and let more light in. I suppose, maybe, that I was doing something similar to my eyes, or the magical portion of my eyes.

      Not bright enough to really figure out what I saw on the ledge, but bright enough to know something was going on there.

      I looked around the roof, hoping I’d seen some of my favorite pieces of architecture. Plenty of vulgar rain-spouts.

      “Gazza,” I whispered.

      “What?” one of the gargoyles answered back. This time, he was very small, maybe six inches tall at most. But he was also about six inches wide. Basically a sphere.

      “Busy?”

      “You got bad timing, you know.”

      “How’s that?”

      “I was havin’ fun watching them question those ladies. Also, they tasted good.”

      “Tasted good?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You can taste things?”

      “I got a tongue, don’t I?”

      “I don’t know, do you?”

      He stuck his tongue out.

      “Theee?” he said, pointing to the tongue.

      “I didn’t know it worked.”

      “What the heck you think it does?”

      “Isn’t it made of stone?”

      “Sure, but so are my legs, and they work. Whatsamatter, huh? You don’t get how I work?”

      “It is a bit of a mystery to me,” I replied. “I apologize.”

      “Apology accepted. Whaddya need?”

      “Do you think you could jump down there, see what happens when you touch the ledge there?”

      “Jump? You mean, fly?”

      He leapt off, and, I think, meant to put his wings out to fly down. Except this particular gargoyle didn’t have wings.

      For the barest of moments, he hovered in the air, and then he dropped. Like a rock.

      He missed the ledge. He did, however, manage to hit the ground with an impressive impact, smashing into a hundred pieces.

      “Oops,” Gazza said from another gargoyle.

      “Yeah, oops,” I replied.

      “Again?”

      Shouts echoed around the grounds, and the gate guards were already racing up the driveway. I had seconds to make a decision about what to do.

      “Let’s not,” I said.

      Guards, however, were now looking at Gazza’s remains.

      Dropping down, I crawled back from the edge of the roof, and went to the other side of the house, where there were more windows.

      A quick check in magesight, and I saw no blue wisps of magic. I saw no magic of any kind.

      I climbed down to the window, unlocked said window with some of my neat thieves’ tools, in this case a slim bit of metal, and then stepped inside the dark room.

      Glancing around, I saw I was in a guest room. Or, rather, a bedroom of some kind, as there was a bed. It was occupied by a man who was not Valamir, but, rather, was someone burly. Given the suit of armor draped across what had probably once been a nice chair before it was covered with the oiled armor.

      There was also a large sword, in a sheath, by the bed. A bodyguard, perhaps?

      I crept to the door leading out of the room, and put my ear against it.

      Nothing.

      The man snored.

      I froze.

      He rolled over and went back to sleep.

      I carefully opened the door and peeked into the hallway.

      It was empty.

      I went down the hall, paused at the corner and peeked around.

      Valamir was standing in the doorway of his office, speaking with a guard from below. He followed the guard down the stairs.

      I calmly walked along the hallway and slipped into Valamir’s office.
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      The office was mostly unchanged. There was a fire in the fireplace, despite it not being very cold out, a globe over to one side, and the map of Glaton above the mantle. Lots of books were on the shelves, though there were now quite a few books not on the shelves as well. Two chairs were in front of Valamir’s desk, only one of which could be used because the other one was now paper-storage. Still no glow stones, just candles. The only new thing, as far as I could tell, was a large over-stuffed leather chair in a nook by the fireplace -- a reading chair — and a small table in front of said chair, currently covered in a pile of books.

      I pulled out a bandana and used it to cover my face, highwayman style. Then I sat down in the reading chair next to the fire, stretched my spider-boots out and leaned back. Ready and waiting.

      “... and then it was just there,” a voice said.

      “And you checked the roof?” Valamir asked.

      “Yes, there are two of my best up there right now, searching the place.”

      “And?”

      “They have yet to report back. I doubt, however, they will find anything and not yell loud enough to alert the whole neighborhood.”

      “Likely just an errant gust of wind or a particularly fat rodent.”

      “Of course, your highness.”

      “Extra guards, if you like. I am not concerned.”

      “Of course, your highness. I can post a man outside your door if you–”

      “Not necessary.”

      “Of course–”

      Valamir walked into the office and closed the door behind him. He grumbled something under his breath, then walked over behind his desk and pulled open a small door hidden in the wall. He took out a decanter filled with something amber and poured himself a glass. He took a sip, then sat down, already absorbed in his papers.

      “No glass for me?” I asked. “How rude.”

      He stopped, glass not even on his desk, staring at me.

      “You– are you– thief?”

      “Same cat,” I said. “Just a new look.”

      “Thief.”

      “That’s me. Without any kobolds this time.”

      “It is you.”

      “It is.”

      Valamir stood up and went to pour me a glass.

      “Not necessary,” I said quickly, “I was just giving you a hard time. I don’t drink.”

      “Really?” Valamir asked, giving me a look. “Odd.”

      “I’m an unusual sort. My father had a problem with it, so I never really took to the stuff.”

      “Ah. I have known those sorts in the past,” he said, walking around his desk and turning one of  his chairs to face me. “You have not visited in some time. I suppose I must wonder what this visit is about? Tollendahl bothering you again? Some other request from the Imperial Armory?”

      “Missed me?”

      “Oddly, yes. At least in some small measure.”

      “I feel all cuddly and warm. But getting to the meat of things, I’m sure Tollendahl is going to bother me as soon as I see him again, but I’ve just been busy.”

      “Baking.”

      “No, although I should probably try that. I hear working with sourdough can be relaxing. But I’m actually here because of Nadya. You remember when you asked me to keep an eye on her?”

      “I do not.”

      “I think it might have been more about keeping an eye on that boy she was so interested in.”

      “I noticed he has gone. Was that you?”

      “You know, actually, I can honestly say that, yes, I was the reason he was gone. He’s kind of back now, though, just so you know.”

      “And you think she retains interest in him?”

      “I think it’s safe to say that she’s still romantically interested in the guy, yeah. Just, you know… look, I just came here to ask you why her security sucks.”

      “Could you elaborate?”

      “On the question?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought it was a pretty direct question.”

      “I presume there is some reason you would come to me with that question, some recent–”

      “There was an attempted assassination this very evening.”

      “A what?” Valamir said, getting to his feet.

      “Easy there, prince,” I said. “She’s safe.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “I might have had a hand in stopping it. And when I left, she was being attended by guards and those who’d attempted her life were apprehended.”

      He sat back down.

      “They had these,” I said, pulling one of the suvoryy vorohs from my bag and setting it carefully on one of the piles of books.

      Valamir took the needle, also carefully, over to a candle, and gave it a closer inspection.

      “Interesting,” he said. “You know what this is?”

      “A suvoryy voroh,” I said. “Needle made out of the combination of the Blue Ringed Hollycaught venom sac and mercurial steel. Deadly.”

      “Might I ask how you know that?”

      “I have a bit of magic at my disposal, including an identification spell.”

      “Probably rather useful in your line of work.”

      “It has come in handy.”

      “Have you seen this before?”

      “No, first time.”

      “Nasty piece of work. Used when there are… things which can still be done with the person before they die. Get them to sign documents that can be verified through spells. Or provide proof of life in situations where a ransom might be given over.”

      “Is there an antidote?”

      “Of sorts. But unless it is administered within minutes of the venom…”

      “Death still happens.”

      “With significantly more pain. But this is a rather exotic weapon, Thief. I fear who might be using this.”

      “Where does it come from?”

      “A country to the east, Kronth. Royal family there is rather fond of poisoning itself. Gotten quite inventive. And now, this.”

      He held up the needle, and then set it back down on the book in front of me.

      “I don’t want it,” I said. “I brought to give it to you.”

      “It is quite valuable on the black market.”

      “Not what I do, bub.”

      “Bub?”

      “I don’t want to be in that business. I’ll steal statues and magic items from rich assholes, but I’m not about to make killing anyone easier.”

      “I seem to remember you having some morals.”

      “I have a lot of morals. Just because they don’t necessarily align with the law… What are you going to do about Nadya? Aren’t you in charge of her security?”

      “I am. And I will have to think on it. I imagine she is safe for this night. No one would presume an attack would fail and have something planned in place.”

      “Who’d want to have her killed?”

      “Being that she is the presumptive heir to the throne, the list is long and distinguished. It could very well be one of the other candidates, thinking that having Nadya out of the way might make it simple to get votes. It is even possible that there is a member of the Glaton family who wants a different candidate.”

      “Like you,” I said.

      He frowned at me.

      “Kidding,” I said, putting my hands up. “I know you don’t want the crown.”

      “I do not.”

      “What if they forced you to take it?”

      “I would do what I could to refuse, but there are limits. I will still serve my nation in whatever way I can. Now, since I have answered your questions–”

      “Barely. You said you’d look into it.”

      “What could I possibly say more? You want exact numbers of guard increases? You want maps of guard patrols?”

      “No, you’re right. I’m just–”

      “Emotionally involved?”

      “Do you have a truth spell going?”

      “Not quite a spell, no. But there is a mild compulsion towards honesty enchanting this room. Which means I am under its geas as well.”

      “Ask your question.”

      “You killed the immortal.”

      “The one in the dungeon?”

      “Yes.”

      “I did, yeah.”

      “How?”

      “It’s rather complicated.”

      “I have managed to clear my schedule to hear your story.”

      “I used to have this spell, but I got it in a weird way. It let me kill just about anyone, but it had some pretty severe consequences. That was the reason I had to get away for a bit — I had to get rid of the spell and all its consequences. But one of the people it let me kill was the immortal.”

      “Which means you are familiar with The Fayden.”

      I clamped my mouth shut, feeling that impulse to answer honestly and wondering if I should.

      “I am,” I finally said.

      “Fascinating. I only understood the man as a rumor. Or legend. But he still lives. Amazing.”

      “I suppose.”

      “And he lives near Glaton?”

      “Truthfully, I don’t know where he lives. Not exactly. I think it’s actually in the city, or under the city, rather.”

      “Do you think he is loyal to Glaton?”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, he is.”

      “And if there was need, would he come to her aid?”

      “By her, do you mean the country?”

      “I do.”

      “I think he would, probably. But it’d have to be a pretty big thing to get him out of his…” I almost said cave. “Home. To get him out of his home. He seems pretty content to remain there.”

      “So you go to him.”

      “We meet,” I said, doing my best to be honest and also vague. “I’m, look, before I go any further, just know that I use magic, okay?”

      “I know that.”

      “And I know it’s illegal here, so, yeah. There’s something else I’m doing that’s against the law.”

      “Would you like for me to arrange a royal license to practice the arcane arts?”

      “No. I prefer the anonymity over the legality.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “That said, he’s trying to teach me a bit.”

      “You are being instructed by the Fayden?”

      “Something like that, yeah.”

      “Incredible. At some point, in the future, should we continue these chats, I would appreciate knowing more about the man.”

      “I’m sure something can be arranged,” I said. “Now, if you’ve–”

      “There is one more thing I would like to discuss with you. I was, in fact, hoping I might have a visit with you in order to discuss this.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The election.”

      “If you think I can rig the election, you vastly overestimate my abilities.”

      “I would never ask something like that. To me, the election is sacred. Whatever shall be the will of the Senate shall be the will of the Senate.”

      “Unless it’s electing you.”

      “Perhaps. It is more that there are others who might interfere, and I might need the assistance of someone with your unique talents to keep that interference from succeeding.”

      “You want me to watch over the election?”

      He sighed and leaned back in his chair.

      “You would not be the only one in my employ working on this,” he said. “You would be one of many.”

      “And what would you want me to do?”

      “At present, be available.”

      “So you’re going to pay me a retainer?”

      “I could.”

      “Could it be a retainer in favors?”

      “I suppose, though how might that work?”

      “I say I’ll come when you call, you owe me a favor. Each job you want done, another favor.”

      “Are their limits to these favors?”

      “I don’t know. That’s up to you.”

      “I can agree to that.”

      “Awesome,” I said, feeling like it was time to leave because I wasn’t sure I wanted to be involved in the election in any real capacity. But maybe I did, because I’d answered honestly and that seemed to be a yes.

      He pulled a coin out of the air and held it out to me.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “A favor.”

      “Right,” I said, taking the coin and giving it the once over. A favor coin. I had some more favor coins somewhere, including two from Valamir’s late brother. Might be a good thing to look into spending those… although how favor coins from the deceased worked…

      I got to my feet and headed toward the window. “Have a good night.”

      “Just like that?”

      “I mean, is there more to discuss?”

      “Were you on the roof earlier?” Valamir suddenly asked, halfway to sitting down at his desk.

      “Yeah, that was me.”

      “Ah.”

      “Just needed a distraction to get inside.”

      “At least I know the genesis of the mess.”

      “Apologies,” I said, then I opened the window. I paused, looking at the ledge and thinking of the blue wisps of magic. “Any traps on these windows here?”

      “Traps?”

      “I sensed magic.”

      “They are not trapped, merely enchanted to keep the rain from coming inside when opened.”

      I sighed.

      Then I climbed out, shut the window behind me, and blinked away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Back home, the Heavy Purse was in full swing. People were drinking and eating and going crazy, in a good way. I walked by and saw the whole crew inside. Harpy, Bart, Captain Crutchley, Garnish the bugbear, Godfrey, basically everyone.

      I knew that I could have gone inside, joined in the party, but figured it might be better if I went upstairs to get some sleep.

      Heading that direction, I was intercepted on the stairway.

      A kobold sat on the stairs outside my apartment.

      “Good evening,” I said.

      The little kobold jumped up to standing, snapping me something of a salute.

      “Not necessary,” I said.

      “Which part?” the kobold asked.

      “Any of it really. A lazy wave is enough.”

      “Lazy wave?”

      “Is there a reason you’re waiting here for me?”

      “Yes, is.”

      “Care to share.”

      “You are to come.”

      “Where?”

      “Now.”

      “Sure, but where?”

      “With me.”

      “But where are we going?”

      “Down.”

      I sighed. Talking with kobolds could be a real challenge.

      “Sure, lead on.”

      He smiled, and then tromped down the stairs.

      We got to the bottom, and instead of going outside, he lifted up part of the floor to reveal a ladder.

      He scrabbled down without hesitation.

      I, on the other hand, hesitated. The ladder was very clearly of kobold make and design. Which meant it was probably great for kobolds, but might have some questionable design choices leading to discomfort for others. In this case, it was a tight squeeze for me, not being a kobold. Plus, the rungs were very close together, because, you know, I’m not three-ish feet tall like a kobold.

      The kobold waited at the bottom, giving me a lazy sort of a come-hither wave.

      I sighed, and climbed down.

      As soon as I got to the bottom, the kobold yanked on a piece of string, and the floor of the apartment building settled back down. It was totally dark.

      Which wasn’t a problem. I saw that we were on the top landing of a set of crude stairs.

      “You see dark, yes?”

      “I can see in the dark, yes.”

      “This way,” he said, happily walking down the stairs.

      Stairs which were, once again, made for kobolds, which meant they were tiny. And short. I took them three at a time, and had to be careful with my foot placement. I really didn’t want to wind up falling down and sliding along.

      It was a pain in the butt to do. Not literally because I didn’t fall, but because it took forever before we were done walking down the stairs. And then we had to go along a tunnel for a bit, which was, once again, built for kobolds. Which meant it was four feet tall. And me, being over six feet tall, had to walk hunched over.

      Finally, though, we came to a door.

      “You wait here,” the kobold said.

      Then he opened the door very carefully, making sure I couldn’t look through, and he went inside.

      I sat down, barely able to fit on the floor.

      A minute passed.

      Then two.

      Maybe more. I missed having a watch.

      But finally, the door opened, and a kobold peeked out. A different kobold than my guide. The kobold’s eyes went wide and he seemed excited.

      “He here!” the new kobold yelled.

      “Yes I am,” I replied.

      “Come in to surprise party,” the kobold said, gesturing for me to come inside.

      I crawled through the little door onto what was certainly a surprise: a stage.

      It wasn’t a big stage, maybe designed for lectures or really small improv troupes. But there was plenty of seating, going up and up, carved into the rock. And there were lots of lights, showing off the seating. Because it was kind of easy to see the seating, most were empty. There was a small contingent of kobolds, being loud and waving at me.

      I waved back.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      Boris the kobold leapt onto the stage and ran over to me, slamming his tiny arms around me in a kobold hug.

      “You are home!” he said. “Party for home-ing!”

      “Thank you,” I said, hugging the little guy back. “I’m glad to be here. Where is here?”

      “Is lecture place.”

      “You have lectures here?”

      “Is place for lectures. Not many yet.”

      “Any?”

      “Yes. One.”

      “Who gave the lecture?”

      “Boris. Me. I give it.”

      “Oh, what on?”

      “How to be safe in sewers.”

      “That’s a good idea.”

      “Yes, was idea of Dunt Pomeroy.”

      “Oh damn, Dunt Pomeroy. How is the old guy?”

      “No know.”

      “You don’t know how he is? I thought he was going to be… wait, what happened to him?”

      “Is dead. Or missing. Maybe both.”

      “Missing?”

      “Or dead. Or both. Probably both.”

      “Where was he?”

      “When?”

      “The last time you saw him?”

      “Upstairs.”

      “In the bar?”

      “Bakery.”

      “What was he doing there?”

      “Pastries.”

      “Eclairs,” another kobold added.

      “Eclairs, yes,” a third kobold said. “Eclairs were favorite.”

      “Eclairs are pastries, yes?” Boris asked.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “There, Boris was right.”

      “How do you know he’s dead?” I asked.

      “Not know is dead, but is missing. Think dead.”

      “How do you know he’s missing?”

      “Not at school. Or here.”

      “You’ve been to the Enderun to look for him?”

      “Not there.”

      “Have you been there?”

      “Yes. He is not there.”

      “Okay, so he’s missing and maybe dead.”

      “Yes.”

      “Where’s Shae?”

      “In store or in home or somewhere else.”

      “Any chance you know which one of those things it is?”

      “Who know where Shae?” Boris asked the audience of kobolds.

      All the hands went out, pointing in a hundred–plus different directions.

      “They no know,” Boris said after a sigh.

      I rubbed my forehead. Sometimes I thought that kobolds just acted dumb around other people so no one would know what they could actually do, because it couldn’t be easy building an entire underground amphitheater without disturbing the buildings above. And yet, here I was.

      “Can someone show me her store?” I asked.

      All the hands went up.

      It was nice being loved.

      Boris gazed over the crowd, taking his time to pick the lucky contender.

      Then he slowly raised his hand, and said, “I pick, Stepanõ.”

      A little blue kobold jumped up, shouted, and started running.

      “Is not that way!” Boris yelled.

      Stepanõ skidded to a stop, and looked around.

      “You know where to go?” Boris asked.

      Stepanõ, eyes wide, shook his little blue head.

      “Bah, is this way,” Boris said, walking off stage right.
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      As it turned out, it was not off stage right. It was to the left. And up. And up and some more twists and turns until we went up through a bolt hole, which led us to an alley two blocks south from the Heavy Purse.

      Again, I had to wonder if it was all some ruse. The kobolds had managed to build an impressive tunnel network that hadn’t been discovered by anyone, running it around the sewers and basements of Glaton, and yet, apparently, they couldn’t remember which way to go to get to Shae’s store, which was just down the street from the Heavy Purse, up the block.

      I thought it’d be closed by the time we got there, what with it being very much night. But the lights were on and a young woman was standing behind the counter. Not Shae, though. A young woman I recognized from the group of refugees. She was reading a book.

      Boris and I walked inside. The girl looked up, set her book aside, and then did a double take.

      “Boris?” she asked.

      “Is new Clyde,” Boris said, pointing at me.

      “Hello again,” I said.

      “Clyde Hatchett?” she asked, in heavily accented Imperial Common.

      “That’s me,” I said.

      “You… are different. Very different.”

      “Happened below Raim.”

      “Oh.”

      “You made it here okay?”

      “Yes, we are good here. Very, um, happy.”

      “And you work with Shae?”

      “Yes, with, um–” her eyes darted to Boris, and she paused.

      “He know,” Boris said.

      “I do shift two here,” the girl said. “For messages and… store. But no one is buying paper at midnight. Usually.”

      “Is it just you?” I asked, a little worried.

      “No,” the girl said, “others are here as well.”

      A panel moved in the ceiling, and I saw kobolds with crossbows waving at me. Two armed and armored kobolds slipped out from hidden spots in the walls next to the front door. Two more stepped out from behind the counter. And then more came out. And more. Until I was looking at a platoon of kobolds, basically.

      “Wow,” I said, looking at the gathered guards. “That’s impressive. And you’re all on second shift?”

      I got nods.

      “How many shifts are there?” I asked.

      “Three,” another voice said from the back of the store.

      I looked over and saw a smiling Shae.

      My face flushed a little, because Shae was still the best-looking individual I’d seen on Vuldranni. And she was very happy to see me. Not in that way, at least not in any way I could ascertain, but still, it was a lot to deal with.

      “I’m so glad to see you,” she said, and then ran to me, pulling me into a tight hug. “I thought you were gone forever.”

      “Not yet,” I said. “Just another adventure.”

      “You look good.”

      “You look good.”

      She rolled her eyes and gave me a little shove.

      “Are you here to visit the store or me?” she asked.

      “You,” I said. “Well, I mean, yes. A bit of both. I haven’t seen you yet, so that was a big part of coming here, but I also needed to ask you something, to find someone.”

      “Find someone?”

      “Yeah, Pomeroy. You think you can find him?”

      “I haven’t really looked that much into it, but…” She frowned and looked out the window. “Maybe? There’s someone I know who can usually find things. But he’s pretty busy, and I’m… Is it important?”

      “Depends. Is Pomeroy really missing?”

      “It’s been a while since I’ve seen him, but–”

      “If he’s missing, we should try and find him. He’s a friend. I think.”

      “No, he is. Just, while you were gone, we thought he disappeared three times. Each of those times, he popped back up, complaining that we were invading his privacy, that we didn’t need to worry about him.”

      “Did you ever find out where he was?”

      “He took a trip to a private library over in Windover, looking for historical maps or something? Then he spent a week at a lake house with his friend. That was around Fiend’s Night. And the most recent, he was apparently just in the library at the Enderun.”

      “Seems a bit odd.”

      “He is odd.”

      “Agreed. Just…”

      “I know. I will reach out to someone and see.”

      “Who is this someone?”

      “He’s part of the city guard, helped Nox and Leofing with that–”

      “Oh, that guy? Murder police or something?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “And he works with us now?”

      “He has done a few jobs for us, but I wouldn’t say he works with us.”

      “Ah. I’d like to meet him.”

      “That I can promise to arrange. Whether he’d be willing to find Pomeroy…”

      “Just try, please.”

      “Of course. Can you tell me your adventure story now? I know you already told, like, everyone, but maybe one more time?”

      “One more time,” I said, smiling and sighing.

      “Ooh, me too,” Boris said. “Ooh, all kobolds probably want to hear, we go–”

      “I’m not giving a lecture.”

      “Poops.”
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      I gave a lecture.

      Well, it wasn’t exactly a lecture. It was more me standing on the stage and recounting my story for the kobolds, Shae, and some others who found their way to the underground amphitheater.

      Then I went to sleep.
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      At breakfast, Lothar sat down with me, smiling broadly. The gladiator-turned-community-security-dude dug into his food with enthusiasm.

      “You are busy tonight?” he asked.

      “Not yet,” I said.

      “Good,” he replied. “We go to the arena tonight.”

      “Oh? To fight?”

      He chuckled, shaking his head.

      “Never. Not again. I get several tickets to the opening. Guild trip, maybe?”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said. “Guild trip.”

      “Yes,” he said, and then inhaled the rest of his breakfast before stomping outside. I wasn’t exactly sure what he did with his days. Maybe just patrolling. In any case, the big guy in armor walking around my neighborhood made me feel a little safer.

      I got another two bites in before Black Bart, now just Bart, sat down. The giant otter-person smiled his toothy grin at me.

      “What?”

      “Breakfast,” he said.

      “I know.”

      “You have this every morning?” he asked, gesturing at the bacon, eggs, coffee, potatoes, and bread.

      “Sometimes for dinner, too.”

      “You live a life of luxury.”

      “Go grab a plate.”

      “It feels odd to be here.”

      “Same.”

      “And yet it is your home.”

      “Something along those lines.”

      He tipped his chair back, using his tail to keep it stable.

      “Clyde,” he said, looking around the Heavy Purse as our people ate and prepped the place to open for the public, “I need something to do.”

      “I thought you were a retired, um, not-pirate.”

      “While accurate, I would appreciate if that were not the sole defining characteristic of Bart.”

      “Sure. What do you want to do?”

      “What are my options?”

      I sighed, taking a long moment to think how I’d gotten myself into this position. Why was I the boss of anyone? Why did anyone bother listening to me? I suddenly remembered the business lessons of my uncle, who ran the pizzeria. When a responsibility rears its head, find someone else to do it.

      “You know,” I said, “I’m not the best person to talk about that. You should talk to Matthew.”

      “He said to talk to you.”

      “Oh. Titus?”

      “Also you.”

      “Godfrey?”

      “He said I should look into the Legion, but I fear that’s not something I would excel at, given my dislike of authority and propensity for violence.”

      “Shae?”

      “Not sure who that is, but I suppose if you wanted to pawn me off on someone, I could find out.”

      “What about Garnish, or Captain–”

      “I have no desire to run the rivers, or, gods forbid, get back to the sea. I want a life on land. At least for a time. If I go back on the waters, I will only be seen as a Thassalutra, I will only be viewed as a vile pirate, out to plunder and pillage. But I am changed man — I am not that thing any longer. So, what shall I do?”

      “Read books with Nox?”

      “I would rather run sewers with the kobolds.”

      “You could do that. There’s some adventure down there.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. Plenty of weird monsters, fascinating smells, horrifying architecture.”

      “It is just so appealing,” he said, making it quite clear there was nothing appealing about it.

      “What’s Harpy doing?”

      “Snoring.”

      “You could do that.”

      “He did,” Rose said, sitting down on my other side with her breakfast. “Is this the job talk?”

      “It is,” Bart said. “Rose here would also like something to do.”

      “Tonight,” I said, trying to play it up, “we’re all going to the arena. To watch the start of the games.”

      “Huzzah,” Bart said. “Oh, won’t someone help me contain my excitement?”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” I said. “I don’t even know what I’m doing. Not really.”

      “Yet you were gone all day yesterday–”

      “You can come with me, I guess,” I said. “I always seem to find things that need doing.”

      “Capital,” Bart said, slapping his big paws on the table. “Now that– that excites me. Show me the city.”

      “Eat up,” I said. “Days here seem to go long.”
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      Thirty minutes later, Harpy, Rose, Bart and I were headed to the pits. I asked Nox if he’d like to come along, but naturally, the man laughed in my face. He quickly pointed out that the kobold citizen question had yet to be resolved, and so he needed to continue looking into the matter. I decided to ask if he could do some research on the Senate and the Imperial election while he was at it. Valamir’s request was nibbling on my brain.

      The pits were a strange place, though they hadn’t really changed in the time since I’d been gone. Harpy and Bart both confirmed that pits weren’t unique to Glaton, that most cities had some sort of similar refuse collection and disposal system in place.  Most weren’t quite as diverse or anywhere as large as Glaton, but Glaton was so much bigger than basically anywhere else, so it made sense.

      It took a bit of time and a lot of asking directions before we finally made it to Matthew and Godfrey’s current slog.

      My little group walked through the gate and saw the pit. It was about a hundred feet across and who knows how deep, because it was almost full with a greenish-grey chunky seeming sludge.

      Matthew and Godfrey were standing at a wagon looking at the schematics for the place, which had been nailed to the side of said wagon.

      “You need help?” I called out.

      Matthew turned and put his finger to his lips, shushing me.

      The surface of the pit rippled, and I got the sense it was, in fact, very thick stuff that probably wouldn’t really qualify as liquid.

      “Sorry,” I said, quiet this time.

      “You brought a whole team,” Matthew said, his voice barely above a whisper as we walked closer.

      “You said you needed help.”

      “We would love it,” Godfrey said.

      “Although it is not necessary,” Matthew quickly added.

      Godfrey rolled his eyes.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “The pit is infested with grottlers.”

      “Hate it when that happens.”

      “It can complicate things.”

      “Remind me what grottlers are again?”

      “They’re a pit-beast predator,” Matthew said, sighing as if he was irritated to explain this once again. “Usually, they’re in the sewers, pretty deep down. When they’re there, we like them, because they keep the creature count down. But when they get into a pit, they feast and grow too big to escape. And then someone has to deal with them before the pits can be restored. Which means luring them to the surface, killing them, retrieving the bodies, and then making sure no eggs have been planted within the pits, which requires a full restoration. It’s a very time consuming and aggravating task.”

      “Ooh, I’m so glad we came here today,” I said.

      “You can go if you like.”

      “No, I’m here to help. As much as it might suck.”

      “It will most certainly suck. This was an overpopulated pit to begin with, and now we have far more grottlers who have grown far larger than normal.”

      “Also, it’s a pit,” Godfrey said. “So you have the usual fun of the most foul fluids on the planet.”

      “And it is a particularly deep pit.”

      “Probably how it got infested to begin with. Matthew thinks there’s an illegal sewer drain in place.”

      Matthew nodded, and pointed to the schematic. It did look particularly deep, going down maybe two hundred feet. My brain already started to wonder about the construction techniques that would allow pits of such size to exist so near each other, but I shut that down on the quick. I wasn’t about to pull in a new random, stupid quest so I could understand contemporary civil engineering in the great state of Glaton.
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Gain an Adequate Understanding Of Contemporary Civil Engineering Within the Empire of Glaton

      Gain a basic understanding of civil engineering used within the empire and its cultural contemporaries.

      Reward for success: Understanding, and a boost to you civil engineering skill

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Unknown

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “Balls,” I muttered, accepting the quest on instinct.

      “I know,” Matthew said. “We have spent the last day prepping and planning.”

      “Might I ask a question?” Bart said.

      “Sure.”

      “What is a grottler? Is there a reason not to jump in and just attack them?”

      “If you think you can win against a grottler swimming in that, be my guest. But I can’t swim in that. Or see, for that matter. Grottlers can, and they’ll rip you to shreds. No grottler will come out in the daylight — they hate bright light.”

      “Does it kill them?” Rose asked, staring at the pit.

      “Disorients, maybe. Not sure anyone has ever seen if it actually damages the grottler, but I doubt it. If it were outside in the sun for a length of time… maybe.”

      “I could see it overheating,” Godfrey said. “They have hard black carapaces. Quite thick, if I remember, and valuable.”

      “That is also an element to consider. There is quite the value in intact grottler skin. But it is also very difficult to kill one without cracking its hide anywhere.”

      I sighed and stared at the sludge.

      “Okay,” I said, “let’s get to grottlering.”
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      We did not get to grottling. Instead, we stood around, stared at the plans of the pit, and talked. And talked. And talked. Did I mention there was a lot of talking?

      Rose was definitely into it — she was ready and raring to go, very much looking forward to fighting a new monster.

      Harpy was marginally interested. He always seemed excited to learn something new, especially because there seemed to be some overlap between being a sailor and restoring pits. Lots of rope, knots, pulleys, and, of course, monsters under liquid.

      Bart built a lounge chair of sorts out of things he found around the site, and sprawled out in the sun, perhaps sleeping. He wasn’t snoring.

      I found a spot in the shade to sit in and listened slightly, but mainly focused cycling my mana, something I’d let fall by the wayside lately. I ran through all my channels, burning them out nice and clean and painful, and then I thought through all my various Fayden lessons and got back to those. Compacting the mana, moving it through my body, trying to store more. All the little business aspects of magic.

      When the talking was still going on after I’d done the rote bits, I moved on to practicing the tiny stuff. Making small balls of light move about. Putting mana into the balls of light, and then pulling it out. Moving mana from one ball to the other. Just watching a spell exist in mage sight.

      But then the weather shifted. Not much, but just enough. Clouds had been building through the day, coming up from the south and bumping against the mountain range to the north. At that moment, though, the sun was covered.

      Shade everywhere.

      And the pool of sludge started to move a little. A chunk of what I had thought was sludge pushed up, the thick goop in the pit sloughing off to either side of what looked like a crab shell. Eight small black dots opened up. Something was looking at me.

      I shot a spell an identify spell its way.
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      Mature Grottler

      Lvl 8 monstrosity
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      The grottler launched itself up from the filth in an explosion of the horrific grey-green goop. It was something like a crab, in that weird spider-ish insect way. It had a flat-ish, wide body, with a wide flat mouth filled with thick teeth. Eight glossy black eyes sat on top, and its eight legs came out of its body at somewhat odd angles. Which probably made sewer traversal easy. Each segmented leg ended in what looked horrifically like a human hand, but with black conical talons.

      I threw out a shield spell, focusing on the group by the wagon, being that had their backs to the pit.

      Rose had a mace out as soon as the grottler hit my shield, but then the grottler went limp, sliding down the arcane shield and slumping to the ground.

      Bart stood next to it, still in a lunge position, his hand still on the thin sword that pierced one of the grottler’s eight eyes.

      He withdrew the sword, shook off the gore, slid it back into its sheathe and was back in his lounge in what I considered record time.

      The cloud moved, the sun shone down, and I let the shield drop.

      “So that’s a grottler,” Rose said, looking at the corpse.

      But I couldn’t look away from Bart. That’d been incredible.

      Godfrey got the corpse away from the edge of the pit while the rest of us, Bart included, hauled the wagon all the way to the wall of the pit complex. We wanted as much space between ourselves and the grottlers as possible. Then, while the conversation went back to planning — apparently it was pretty complicated to drain the pit while the grottlers were inside — I worked with Godfrey on butchering the grottler.  And hey, look what I got:
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve increased the skill Butcher - Exotic to LEVEL 18. Now you can cut apart strange animals with relative ease, find their livers, arrange their insides with aesthetic excellence, and probably not cut yourself in the process.
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        * * *

      

      It was a singularly foul experience. I suppose likely considering the grottler’s environment and the grottler’s food. Everything smelled horrible. Everything felt horrible. And it was a weird creature that had both an endoskeleton and an exoskeleton, both growing perpetually.

      “So it could just grow and grow,” I said.

      “If it could find sufficient calories,” Godfrey replied, cutting through the tendons on a leg, “I imagine that is true. It might, however, grow too large to fit in the sewers though.”

      “Do you think they were in caves originally? That they migrated to sewers as people built them?”

      “To be honest, now that I know they exist, I try to forget them.”

      “Because you’re scared of one crawling out of the toilet and attacking you?”

      “Well now that’s on my mind. It had more to do with how disgusting they are.”

      Finally, there was a plan, which involved a special pump sucking out the sludge water into tanks that would then have to be inspected for grottler eggs and grottler babies, as well as anything else of value, before it was hauled down to another pit to be disposed of in that pit. It all seemed incredibly complicated. But, at the same time, complexity was the lifeblood of Glaton.

      By the time we had everything in place, the clouds were almost covering the entire sky and the sun was getting close to setting. And since we didn’t want to work at that pit site in the dark, we all went back to the apartments together in one vaguely happy group, ready to go out on the town as a big ol’ party.
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      The neighborhood around the arena was bonkers. The open space, where the Biscuit’s Union headquarters had once been, was jammed with people. Half were there to go to the arena, be a part of the games, and the other half were there to sell things to the first half. There were vendors all over the place, selling all sorts of treats, drinks, food, and noisemakers. I only went to a single professional sporting event, outside of participating in several gymnastics meets, and this put that Jets game to shame. Granted, it’s not exactly hard to put the Jets to shame. That’s the Jets natural state.

      People were having fun, and it was infectious. And since we were such a large group, being in the crowd didn’t have any unsafe feeling. There were a ton of us. Nearly all of the adults in the guild had come out. Only a few stayed home with the kids, none of whom were allowed to come. But that seemed to be a parental thing, not an actual law, because I spotted plenty of children going into the arena ahead of us.

      Lothar led us around to the northern side of the arena, where things weren’t quite as crowded. There, I could see the buildings that were part of the arena complex, and when Lothar noticed me looking, he piped up to explain.

      “That one, there,” he said, pointing to a bulbous sort of tower, “is for water. When they wish to flood the arena, they can do so with that. Very fast, perhaps ten minutes.”

      “Why?”

      “Sometimes for naval battles.”

      “Naval battles? Seriously?”

      “Yes. Not very often, because it means the sand must be dried out for a long time before it can be fought upon again, but maybe for the climax of these Games? It would be quite the sight.”

      “I can imagine.”

      He smiled at me. I was having trouble figuring the guy out. Was he happy about the Games taking place? He’d been so against the stuff when last we’d spoken, because his wife had been killed in the arena. That had been some time ago, but still. Today… he was excited.

      Lothar clearly still had some good connections, because we didn’t have to go through the normal gates to sit with the plebes. We went in the VIP entrance. Well, maybe more like the MIP entrance, for the moderately-important-people. And we were shown to a sitting area that had the cushions already on the stone seats, so we didn’t have to buy them. Or, you know, horror of horrors, sit on the stone.

      As luck would have it, I got to sit next to Matthew and Nox. We were in the front row of the second tier, which meant I had a great view of sand. Lots of sand.

      The arena was a big circle, a whole lot like the Colosseum of Rome. I don’t want to make any accusations of copying or architectural plagiarism, but if you put the two up against each other, I think it’d be hard to tell the difference. Although, to be fair, the colosseum is a whitish-rusty stone while the Glaton Arena was grey. And granite. I think. I’m still not–
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      You have been offered a quest:

      Know Your Rock

      Learn to tell the difference between granite, schist, gneiss, limestone, and marble

      Reward for success: Rocking Skill upgrades

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Unknown

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “Balls.”

      “What was that?” Matthew asked.

      “Nothing,” I said.

      Each level was sort of stacked on the other, so that the more expensive seats were actually given shade by the level above. We, being in the front row of the second level, could lean over and look straight down into the arena below, down maybe forty feet. But this wasn’t like a modern sporting arena, where there were seats all the way onto the field. There was a big wall, fifteen feet or so, keeping those on the first level safe from whatever events took place down below.

      The stands slowly filled with people, and an intense excitement in the air. Cheers happened at random times, and Matthew said they were likely as groups got together. It was common for guilds and gangs to make an appearance at the Games.

      “Is that what we’re doing?” I asked.

      “I suppose there are some who might know who we are,” Matthew said, “but we are more underground than any of these.”

      And speaking of underground, a small kobold hand darted out from under my seat, holding a folded piece of parchment.

      I frowned, and before I took the piece of paper, I bent over to look below.

      A green kobold smiled at me.

      “Message for you,” he said.

      I took the message.

      “Where–” I started to ask, but he was already gone, sprinting away.

      “What’s that?” Matthew asked.

      “A message.”

      “Ah.”

      Matthew was not at all surprised. He was, in fact, eating some grilled meat from a skewer. I noticed vendors working their way up and down the staircases, selling a wide variety of edibles.

      I unfolded the note.

      

      Please tell Lothar I deeply appreciate the invitation, but that my jerk uncle has determined it unsafe for me to attend. I have to do something deeply unpleasant tomorrow, but maybe we can get dinner or something. Kisses, Nadya

      

      I tucked the note in my pocket and stared at the sand.

      It made sense. This was a wide open place, lots of potential for danger. I hadn’t gotten any new information on the assassination attempt, so maybe there was a group here who’d be gunning for her. Except, you know, that guns didn’t really exist here, so that term didn’t really work…

      “Important note?” Matthew asked.

      “Nadya can’t make it,” I replied. “Can you tell Lothar she sends her regrets?”

      “Passing it along,” he said, leaning over to ask his wife to ask Godfrey to ask his date to ask Rose to tell Lothar.

      I leaned back, crossed my arms, and stared down into the sand some more. Nothing was going on.

      “What’s going on here tonight?” I asked.

      “It’s the start of the Games,” Matthew replied.

      “Is there some, I mean, is there a program? A plan of what happens and when?”

      “Games always start with the Seven Strangers fight. Then there’s going to be the opening fights of the tournament. Usually you get the top seeds going against the bottom seeds, so they might be easy fights, or they might be upsets. Hard to tell.”

      “So there’s a tournament?”

      “Of course.”

      “How many fighters are in it?”

      “Sixty-four. Four sets of sixteen fighters, ranked from one to sixteen. Highest rank fights lowest rank. That leaves thirty two. Then–”

      “Sixteen and eight and then four and then two. Right?”

      “That’s basically it. Sometimes, they’ll do a second chance battle for crowd favorites–”

      “So no one dies during the fighting?”

      “Depends on the year, and on the tournament, but it’s pretty rare. Gladiators are expensive. They require a lot of training, have a lot of levels, and usually have skills that keep them from dying in a tournament. But it does happen from time to time.”

      “Like Lothar’s wife.”

      “Sadly, yes. But the tournament is only one part of the Games. There is also a show of beasts, where new and exciting monsters are walked around, displays of magic as mancers attempt to shift schools or move levels, fights between man and monster, and invariably something new that has never been done before that was probably very popular a hundred years ago and has just been forgotten for a spell.”

      “Busy.”

      “Very. There will always be something happening in the Arena.”

      “How much are tickets?”

      “Depends on where you sit and what you intend to watch. Usually, the daytime is heavily subsidized by the sponsor. Opening night, champions night, those will be expensive. I imagine, had Lothar had to pay for these, they would be five gold a seat. The better seats, down below, can go for a hundred or a thousand gold. But the top levels would be but a silver.”

      “And the food–”

      “Is expensive,” Titus barked out from behind me. “Overpriced swill.”

      “Not that bad,” Nox said.

      “I will ban you from–”

      “Don’t listen to him,” Penelope said.

      A susurration rippled through the crowd as people got excited and then quieted back down. Something was happening. A man walked through the sand. He wore purple robes that billowed out behind him.

      The man walked proudly, back straight, head up. When he got to the center of the arena, right smack in the middle of the circle of sandy ground, he paused. He raised his hands up, and I felt the barest tingle of magic moving, so, almost on instinct, I shifted into magesight.

      Magic was, naturally, everywhere. There were deep enchantments all throughout the building, complicated weavings that I knew, just by the barest glimpse of them, I would have no idea trying to discern their true working. But the man in the middle was doing something interesting. He was pulling strands of magic together, strands that seemed to be already in place, just waiting to get power. And as he did his thing, weaving them together before using his own mana to kickstart things, I realized that it was the arcane equivalent to plugging in an appliance. There was a deep well of mana that powered the arena, and the man on the sand had tapped the enchantments into it.

      Cheers erupted throughout the audience.

      I could tell something had happened, just not quite what. Downside of magesight is that sometimes you can’t tell the effect of the magic, just how it had happened.

      When I slipped back into normal sight, I got what the spell did. I had to admit: I was deeply impressed. Basically, the enchantments made a floating JumboTron. Except it was a circular JumboTron floating in the air, magnifying things so you could see clearly what was occurring on the sand. No matter your seat, you had a decent view of the events.

      “That’s impressive,” I said, staring at the enchanted air.

      “A unique accomplishment among arenas,” Nox said softly, barely looking up from a book he’d brought. “There are no others which are so well equipped to allow the viewers to, um, view.”

      “Does this mean things will start soon?” I asked, watching the man in the purple robes walk slowly off the sands.

      “Seven Strangers should be starting,” Matthew said.

      I was just about to ask what that was when a voice thundered throughout the arena.

      “People of Glaton!” the voice bellowed through what I could only imagine was a magical PA system, “welcome to the 1521 GAMES!”

      The stadium erupted.
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      There was a bunch of speaking at that point, all the various hoopla and official nonsense that went along with a public event. Lots of thanking the people who made it happen, which was nice to an extent, but I quickly tired of hearing praise heaped upon Tollendahl.

      “And now,” the speaker finally said, “we proudly present the Seven Strangers!”

      More exultations from the crowd as a tunnel seemed to appear in one of the walls of the arena, and a singular figure walked onto the sand.

      It was not what I was expecting. Instead of some hulking fighter decked out in shining armor, this was just a pretty normal dude. And no armor. No weapons even.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “The Seven Cycles for the Seven Strangers,” Matthew said, sounding a little bored.

      “Okay… care to elaborate?”

      A second figure appeared, coming in from a different door.

      “It is something of a tradition,” Matthew said, “a way all the games have started from time immemorial. Seven people who have never met each other are set forth to fight in seven rounds of combat against seven sets of monsters.”

      “And they don’t have weapons?” I asked, still confused.

      “Depends on the year. It looks like they’ve gone with nothing this time around,” Matthew said as a third person came out. This person didn’t look healthy. They were wan, and had a limp.

      “So they fight monsters, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Doesn’t that mean they’re going to die?”

      “Oh, they will most certainly die,” Titus piped up.

      Matthew nodded, sighing. “Sadly, yes. They will die.”

      “Are… I mean…” I struggled to find the right words. But I couldn’t, because the prospect seemed so insane to me. “It’s a massacre. We’re going to watch a massacre? Why— I mean— who are they?”

      “May I?” Nox butted in, looking for permission from Matthew, likely to into great detail about the history of everything.

      Matthew gestured for Nox to go ahead.

      “While I can see the initial disgust over this rather barbaric entry point to the Games,” Nox said, “it is far less brutal than many others. For example, in Carchedon–”

      “Slaves, I know.”

      “Well, yes, but–”

      “They’re not forced to do it,” Titus said. “And they get paid a boatload.”

      “They get paid to die?” I asked.

      “Sounds a bit rough when you put it like that, but yeah. They are paid to participate, and they get bonuses for each round they survive, plus a massive payout if they win. You are set for life if you win. And even for signing up and dying in the first round — which is basically what always happens — while the strangers die, their survivors have their lives changed because of the payout.”

      “It just seems, I don’t know, unfair. No weapons, nothing?”

      “Tradition,” Nox said. “Goes back to the second century of the Empire, under Empress Lagertha the first.”

      “The Bloody Butcher Baroness of Glaton,” Titus said in a growling voice, like he was about to tell a ghost story. “Real piece of work, that one.”

      “Yes, well,” Nox said, “she had that nickname for a reason. And it was nothing to do with her barony. In any case, she added it to the Games, which were already happening then, likely in a smaller arena, and they were incredibly successful and the Empire had a banner year. The next Games, they skipped it and their year was bad — remarkable crop failures and several battles lost. Next Games, it was added back in and, poof, bumper crops. Been in ever since.”

      “How do you know that?” Matthew asked, scowling at Nox.

      Nox held up the book he was reading, A History of the Games: Scandals in the Sand by Hortensia Nertomara.

      “Some believe it is a sacrifice of sorts. Others point out that Lagertha’s administrative skills were as bad as her propensity to purge anyone who worked for her, so it’s quite likely there’s no real connection between the two things. It would seem, however, it has become an intrinsic part of the Glatonese Games.”

      “Ah!” that booming voice called out. “The final stranger has arrived. Now it is time! The Seven Strangers begins!”
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      A crash of symbols coincided with the sound of the crowd going nuts.

      Something started howling.

      Which amped up the crowd. Everyone was really getting into things.

      The howling got louder and the people on the sand came together in something like an oval. They were just as clueless as the audience as to what was making the noise, what was going to come out and kill them. Of course, the terror was writ on their poor faces. Unlike the audience, who was very excited to see what monster might emerge and tear some faces off.

      Creatures burst forth from the sand in several places, revealing for a second that there were tunnels all over the place. Dog-like creatures with two heads each landed on the sand. They were momentarily stunned by the brightness of the arena, and looked around, confused.

      Then one of the poor strangers made a run for the walls.

      The dog-things saw the man and immediately gave chase. He had no real chance, but he managed to get a hand onto the wall before the first dog-thing latched onto him. And he was still alive when the second and third dog-things caught up and started to fight over the corpse, tearing the poor man apart.

      I cringed at the sound of his shrieks — the sound of death was not something I ever wanted to hear.

      The crowd, however, went nuts. This was what they wanted, they were rooting for the monsters.

      “Are they rooting for the monsters?” I asked, really thinking that I had to be understanding things wrong.

      “They are rooting for the Seelendieb,” Matthew said.

      “The what?”

      Matthew pointed up at the magic screen, where there was a handy bit of text describing the creatures killing the humans down below. Double-Headed Seelendiebs. Which were fiends, apparently.

      “Come together,” one of the strangers on the sand shouted, his voice somewhat amplified by whatever enchantments were on the arena. “We have a better chance of surviv—”

      But he got cut off when one of the two-headed dog things ripped his throat out.

      Whatever had disoriented the two-headed dog-things, or seelendiebs, at the start of the round had faded, and they were going on the attack. Not that they weren’t on the attack at the start of things. Now they were just even more aggressive, going after the strangers who weren’t moving or making noise.

      One of these seelendiebs attacked the bearded, muscular man, the largest of all the strangers, one damn brute of a man. Said muscular man whipped a belt out and hit the thing in the eye, only for it to fall under its oncoming brethren.

      A seelendieb leapt through the air, both mouths open, and the man simply pivoted his body slightly and snapped out what I thought was a jab.

      It was one hell of a jab, because the punch deformed the skull of one of the seelendiebs, killing it instantly.

      Next a seelendieb bit down on the man’s leg. He responded by wrapping his belt around both necks of the double-headed dog-thing and then swinging the whole thing over his head and right into another one, I think killing both.

      “That’s one hell of a fighter,” Matthew said, taking an interest in the events on the sand for the first time.

      “No shit,” I said, watching as the big brute of a man rip a leg off of one of the creatures, covering himself in the fiend’s blood.

      But I saw his overconfidence. The seelendiebs were surrounding him, and he had no idea– Then they changed, one leaping on the man’s back. But somehow he reacted immediately, and the brute stabbed the seelendieb in the eye, killing it.

      “Who’s next?” the man yelled. His voice reverberated through the stadium, definitely causing the crowd to rethink who the monster might be in the fight.

      It seemed like that was something the seelendiebs were thinking as well, because the tide of the battle turned right there, as the two-headed fiends ran from the big man, and he chased them down, one by one, stabbing them with some sort of weapon he’d fashioned from–

      “Is that a bone?” Titus asked.

      “I think it is,” I said. “Leg bone from one of those things.”

      “Femur,” Nox murmured, staring at the carnage down below.

      I just shook my head as the big dude killed every single one of the seelendiebs. Finally, he stood in a pool of blood, which quickly drained into the sand.

      There was a moment of silence.

      “Amazing!” screamed the announcer, sounding more than a little surprised. “The Seven Strangers succeed in the first round! Will they survive the second?”
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      “There’s seven of these?” I asked.

      “Not usually,” Matthew replied. “That’s usually it.”

      Four out of the Seven were left alive, though it looked like everyone on the sand was injured in some capacity. They spoke to each other quietly, engrossed in their conversation to the point they didn’t seem to notice some of the seelendieb corpses disappearing back into the sand from which they’d sprung. Also interesting, whatever conversation was happening was no longer audible to the crowd.

      The arena vendors moved quickly, trying to sell as much as they could in the brief respite between rounds. But then the lighting shifted, and the warm fake-sun turning into something colder, bluer. Mist poured into the arena from hidden holes in the walls.

      “Ripped fresh from the bloody fields of the Shade,” the announcer boomed over the arena, “Nychtothágos!”

      Arms punched up through the sand before pulling the attached bodies through. The Nychtothágos had blueish mottled skin pulled tight over what looked like decayed flesh and bones. They had no hair, and sharp teeth with pronounced canines. Their long fingers had big jagged claws, and they had glowing eyes sunk deep in their heads.

      The brute guy threw something — probably his bone weapon — and hit one of the Nychtothágos’ eyes. It was a fantastic throw, and the Nychtothágos faltered and face planted. The end of the bone popped out of the back of the Nychtothágos head with a spray of gore, much to the delight of the crowd.

      Also to the delight of the crowd, that same Nychtothágos got back up.

      The survivors, now down to three as one of them had expired during the break, most likely because he was missing half to three-quarters of his thigh, had moved close together, and were back to talking. Which they had time for, because while the Nychtothágos were creepy and didn’t seem to be bothered by objects piercing through their eyes, they weren’t exactly fast. Plodding was a good word.

      But that wasn’t great for the action. The crowd was getting bored with nothing happening, being forced to watch slow creatures lumber toward three men refusing to move.

      There were some boos.

      Then someone in the section to our right stood, held a tomato up and chucked it down into the arena.

      It smacked into the back of the brute’s head, and that tomato had to have been past ripe, because it fairly exploded.

      The crowd around us cheered.

      He didn’t bother to look around, he just took the hit.

      More rotting fruit and veg got thrown into the arena, but no one had as good an aim.

      Almost comically slowly, a Nychtothágos opened its mouth. Wider and wider until the jaw unhinged, and then a giant pink tongue whipped out of the open maw in a blur, wrapping around the brute’s arm.

      The Nychtothágos leaned back, I think trying to pull its tongue, and its prey, into its mouth, but the brute didn’t move. He just stood there, and the Nychtothágos slid in the sand. Then the brute pulled the undead creature to him and promptly ripped the tongue out. The Nychtothágos unleashed a torrent of foul black ichor.

      Mid-spew, the Nychtothágos also started to make this weird noise, a bit like a leaking rubber chicken squeezed and released underwater.

      Grabbing the undead by its legs, the brute swung the mostly corpse around and around, and then launched it into the air. It soared above the wall, past the first level and into the second, landing within two or three seats of the tomato-throwing asshole.

      People screamed.

      I mean, naturally. An undead monstrosity landed in their laps and was trying to kill them. It wasn’t quite dead yet, so it was still scrabbling around, but thankfully even more slowly.

      On the downside, it wasn’t going for the tomato thrower. It was going for the children sitting next to the tomato thrower, one of whom was already deep within the grasp of the Nychtothágos.

      I was on my feet before I knew what I was doing, hopping up on the thin wall separating seats from arena, running along toward the Nychtothágos. It was the only way to get over to the poor girl in time; trying to push my way past all the other audience members would have been impossible. Even doing so, I knew I wasn’t going to get there in time. I could see the bright red blood coming from the little girl’s legs as the Nychtothágos sunk its claws inside.

      Quickly, I threw the spell turn undead at the Nychtothágos.

      It stopped doing what it was doing, which was a mixture of trying to eat the little girl and trying to get to its feet, and started to crawl away.

      I leapt off the balcony, onto the railing along the stairs where I pushed myself higher into the sky, then brought both feet down on the crawling Nychtothágos head.

      It smashed under my feet, and I caught myself on the arms of the little girl’s seat, trying to make sure I didn’t wind up crushing the little girl right after I’d saved her.

      Arena staff were already rushing down the stairs, and the mother to the little girl had said girl in her arms already, pulling her out from under me as soon as she could. Although, I couldn’t help but notice, the mother hadn’t done a damn thing but shy away when the Nychtothágos was busy trying to have a little after-dinner girl-snack.

      I could tell a kerfuffle was brewing, because while the mother said an incredibly quick thank you to me, she was already turning to rage at the tomato thrower for endangering their family. I noped right out of there, and snuck back to my seat.

      By the time I’d gotten back, the fight on the sands was over. The brute somehow managed to win against the Nychtothágos.

      The crowd was kind of quiet. Maybe they were just as confused as I was. How were these three still alive?

      “Ah, yes, YES!” the announcer said shakily, sounding like someone had just rushed him back to a mic, “the seven strangers continue their historic attempt! Let Wave Three commence: VATRAGOOSHT!”

      The crowd, mellowed by the second victory, lost their collective shit, apparently VERY excited about the new monster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      The brute of a man continued his dominance in the next round, and I think the crowd was starting to edge towards his side. The Vatragoosht, despite sounding like a Dutch intestinal disorder, was something along the lines of an oversized lava lizard. Somewhere in the neighborhood of twenty feet long, shiny and black, and it spewed lava out on the regular. The brute seemed to handle the lava lizard easily, though he did lose his beard in one close call with the lava.

      Then the vatragoosht stood up tall and spewed a huge pool of lava around itself.

      The big man charged the lizard, somehow managing to power his way through the lava, despite the obvious burning of his feet. Then he dove into the mouth of the creature.

      A sigh seemed to go up from the audience, a measure of relief, disbelief, and maybe even a hint of disappointment.

      Matthew was disappointed.

      “I am disappointed,” he said. “I thought maybe we’d see a victory.”

      “There has never been a victory,” Nox said, already back to his book.

      “Still a chance,” Titus said, leaning forward to be part of the conversation. “Two survivors remain.”

      “Those ones? The ones who have hidden against the wall this whole fight?”

      “They are still alive.”

      “There is no chance–”

      “It would seem,” the announcer boomed, “that this brave stranger has—”

      The vatragoosht teetered a little, took one step and then fell over.

      Dead.

      Very dead.

      But then it started to move a little, although a bit more like something inside the vatragoosht was moving. And the jaw opened up and the big brute of a stranger emerged.

      “Not yet, fuckface,” he yelled up at the crowd. “Still here! Let’s wave four this shit.”

      The crowd went absolutely wild. Screaming and shouting and chanting. It was a little terrifying, being in the midst of it all.

      “Continuing an unlikely but ultimately doomed attempt through the Seven Cycles,” the announcer boomed, “your strangers must meet their next opponent. Can they survive these deadly beasts, birthed from the deepest caves beneath the foulest forests? The ARACHRICHNEI!”

      “The what?” I asked Nox.

      “Arachrichnei,” he said, pointing up at the screen where the name of the new monster was displayed. “An odd sort of hybrid spider-centaur creature from the Cahleealioux.”

      “Was that that place we didn’t go?”

      “There were many places we didn’t go, Clyde, but we were never near the Cahleealioux.  That is to the east, past the Gulf of Galmot and the Routanish Seas. And quite a nasty place. There are a few settlements on the coast, but nothing inland save heavy forests infested with a multitude of monsters. And under all that, these things, the arachrichnei. Some suspect they have a culture, that they are sentient or sapient. And yet, here we are! Watching them fight for our amusement.”

      I turned my attention back to the fight, but it was over. The brute had somehow managed to cover himself in arachrichnei gore and was chasing the few surviving spider-centaur-things out of the arena. Because while the strangers weren’t allowed to leave, apparently the monsters were.

      “Doesn’t seem fair,” I said to myself.

      He shouted something at the portcullis, haranguing the arena staff, perhaps.

      Whatever he said wasn’t broadcast to the crowd, but it didn’t matter. The arena erupted in cheers.

      The brute was the last stranger standing, since the others had been wrapped up in webbing and stuck to the arena wall opposite us.

      “The night continues!” boomed the announcer. “The Seven Strangers fight on. Their next cycle drawing from the mysterious and deadly depths under Glaton herself: GLATONESE OOZEBEASTS!”

      “Oozebeasts?” I asked Matthew.

      “Just one more horror we inadvertently created under the city,” Matthew said.

      “Makes one wonder,” Nox began, “how–”

      But whatever he said was lost to the noise of the muscular stranger in the arena roaring. The crowd roared right back. The stranger started pumping his arms up and down in a manner that seemed somehow familiar, but I couldn’t place it. I leaned back, watching the man work the crowd into a lather, scraping my brain for where I’d seen those motions before.

      And then it whipped into the front of my mind: I knew it exactly. My uncle’s pizza place had theme nights during the summer, to pull kids in for late-night slices. One of those genius ideas had been going through every single Wrestlemania in order. And since I had to work every night, I saw all the wrestlers. And, yeah, I got a little involved in it. The stranger down below would have fit in perfectly during 80s wrestling. Over muscled, wearing little in the way of clothes, and pumping up the crowd as if he were the Ultimate Warrior.

      A hole appeared in the sand, a massive one this time, and something incredibly big came through. Also incredibly terrifying. And that was just the thing’s arm. It was a semi-translucent greenish ooze that had just enough cohesion to hold a shape. Vastly more so than any ooze or slime that I’d ever encountered.

      “Have you seen something like that before?” I asked Matthew.

      “No,” Matthew said. “At least nothing of that size. They must have captured it some time back and have been preparing it for, what, a year?”

      “More,” Godfrey said. “To get that big?”

      A second arm slammed down on the sand.

      The stranger had a glowing ball on the end of metal rod.

      “Where’d he get that?” Godfrey asked.

      “Pile of weapons and leftover lava,” Titus replied.

      Looking around, the audience’s attention was rapt, focused wholly on the action below.

      “That’s lava?” I asked.

      “Or molten metal,” Matthew replied.

      “This could be over fast.”

      The stranger brought the heavy ball of heat down on the oozebeasts’s arm. Which promptly boiled and snapped. The other arm went tight, like a rubber band. The stranger straight-up strolled over to the other arm, jammed the hot ball into it, and scrambled the ooze.

      That arm snapped.

      A horrible noise came out of the hole, something like a rotten melon thrown from a speeding car and hitting a wall.

      Silence.

      The hole started to close up.

      “Next?” the stranger called out.

      Once again, the crowd went wild, and chanting started.

      “Stranger… Stranger… Stranger… Stranger…”

      “Yes, a magical evening,” the announcer boomed, “as these strangers defy history and push forward into the sixth cycle! From the bowels of your nightmares, hold on to your children, UNLEASH THE HORDE!”
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      Goblin wolf riders swarmed into the arena. Although, on second glance, maybe they weren’t wolves. They didn’t have fur so much as grey-colored skin.

      “What–” I started to ask, and then I finally remembered to just look up at the screen.

      Goblin Warg-Riders, it said.

      Wargs.

      I frowned.

      There were a ton of the little bastards, but it didn’t really seem like it’d be much of a challenge for the Stranger.

      Spoiler alert: it wasn’t much of a challenge. The big brute swung his improvised mace around and around in a circle, pulping all the goblin riders coming at him. It was a rather stunning display of death, and disgusting at the same time, because all that goblin pulp smothered the guy.

      “The stranger!” someone shouted. “He lives! He cannot be killed!”

      The chanting started for real: “Strange... Er... Strange... Er...”

      “I feel we may witness history,” Nox said.

      “Yeah,” Titus said, “the shortest damn Games on record.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “They blew through most of their top draws already,” Matthew said.

      “And no one is going to care about any of the gladiators after this guy. He’ll be the hero of the Games.”

      “Insanity.”

      A magical blue lattice spread across the arena, creating what had to be a barrier. It was hard to look at, what with it being so damn bright, and it changed the yellow sand to a greener color.

      “The last cycle,” boomed the announcer. “Can this lone stranger make history? Can this lone stranger survive the greatest danger we have ever presented to the people of Glaton? A highlight of our history! A danger that cannot be understood until it is seen, and a creature that has never before been seen on these grounds! A beast so foul, it hides in the depths of your nightmares: THE HETTUORMUR!”

      The hole in the sand opened up again, and a big monster came out at speed, fast enough that it launched up and bounced off the blue lattice they’d just put in place.The hettuormur was big, and seemed to grow a new head after each injury, which was kinda cool. But at this point, after seeing so many different monsters, I just didn’t really care about them that much.

      For a second, it seemed like the stranger was in trouble. But then there were so many damn heads growing out of the hettuormur that it toppled over. Face planted right into the sands. I suppose it could be called faces planting into the sand.

      At which point, it ceased being a fight and was more of an execution.

      The chanting, which hadn’t stopped, grew and grew until it filled the stadium. A lone survivor, standing tall in the middle of the sand. Except there was movement over by the webbing.

      “Over there,” I said. “There still two more men.”

      Two of the other strangers were alive, having hidden the entire match while the Stranger, note the capital S, did all the fighting. Amazing.

      The lights went out on the sand, bathing it in darkness.

      The crowd cheered a little more, and then the voice boomed out once again.

      “A historic night for the Glatonese Games! The Stranger conquered the Seven Cycles! Will we ever see this greatness again? Join us tomorrow as the tournament begins in earnest!”
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      “That’s a surprise,” Titus said, getting to his feet. “No fights tonight.”

      “Wait, what?” I asked.

      “Normally,” Matthew said, “the seven cycles is short, a single battle where seven poor souls get slaughtered by some monsters. Then, you get the gladiatorial fights, usually the top four fights: each number one seed versus each number sixteen seed.”

      “You think anyone bet on the stranger?” Titus asked.

      “That would be historic.”

      I sighed, feeling over this whole event.

      “Well, I’m heading out,” I said.

      But nearly everyone in the arena had the same plan, and a mass exodus was taking place.

      As I stood up, a kobold handed me a note.

      

      Please come help. Nadya
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      My initial impulse was to blink up to the top of the arena, then blink across from building to building until I was in the Imperial Palace.

      But Matthew saw me get the note, and he must have seen my face as I read it. Before I could get the mana ready, he had my wrist in his grip.

      “You need not do this alone,” he said. “There is a reason we work together.”

      “Nadya needs help,” I said.

      “Hamilton,” Matthew barked.

      Godfrey’s brother looked over at us sharply.

      Matthew gestured for him to come over, then said, “We need to get into the palace. Do you know of a way?”

      “Of course,” Hamilton replied.

      “How many of us do you want?” Matthew asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know what’s going on. Bart, Rose, Harpy? The rest of you have families to go home to, and–”

      “Bart, Rose, Harpy,” Matthew barked. “Go with Clyde and Hamilton.”

      I half expected Bart to shout back that he wasn’t going anywhere, that he wasn’t about to be bossed around by anyone. But he just nodded and made his way toward the exit.

      Rose and Bart moved at the front of our group, pushing people aside. Mostly gently, though there were more than a few imaginative curses thrown our way. Although a single glance at our rough and tumble crew was enough to keep it to shouts.

      Outside the arena, we emerged into a mass of people. It was like a block party, with tons of vendors, tons of people, everyone socializing.

      We continued barreling through the crowd until we reached a north-south thoroughfare, not the Via Praetoria. Hamilton told us that was not the best choice for expediency, unless we were going to the Imperial palace.

      “What be our destination anyhow?” Harpy asked.

      “Nadya’s house,” I said.

      “And that be?”

      “Are you asking about her house or her?”

      “Any bit information be useful. Goin’ in blind leads to disaster.”

      “She’s a de facto member of the guild—” I started.

      “His girlfriend,” Hamilton clarified for me. “Also, maybe, the next Emperor.”

      “The what?” Harpy choked out.

      “That part isn’t important,” I said.

      “Hells it ain’t. We should be running!”

      There was a measure of sense to that sentiment. I had felt like running, but I also had a better measure of distance. No way could we sprint the distance, and even jogging it would leave us tired and out of breath. Also, there were the crowds.

      The moons were full and the sky was cloudless. Not quite as bright as day, but close. Add that the Games had just started, and it was a recipe for a citywide celebration of sorts. The people were out in force. Every bar we passed had thrown its doors and windows wide, letting people drink on the streets. More than one place was offering a flat rate for a beer in whatever vessel the drinker wanted to supply, which caused a bit of a line as people brought out large bowls, vases, even a bucket, to fill with ale.

      On the one hand, it was a delight to see the city so vibrant, but I noticed that there weren’t the number of city watch out I expected. The ratio of drinkers to chaperones was, well, intimidating. I worried that trouble was brewing.

      All that to say that I felt Harpy had a point, just reality didn’t really coincide with said point. We should be running, but we couldn’t.

      And by the time we got to the next block, things only got more difficult, as we stepped into what I could only imagine was a turf war.

      Men and women were lined up on either side of the square, weapons in hand, glaring across at those on the other side.

      Calls rang out, promising death and destruction.

      “Interesting city this,” Bart said. “Do we fight our way though?”

      “Sewers,” Hamilton replied, already moving toward an alley.

      “You know where all the sewer entrances are around here?” I asked.

      “Not all of them, no.”

      But he led us right to a sewer entrance, pulling the manhole cover right off and climbing down into the darkened sewer without even the slightest hesitation.

      Harpy looked at me, took a breath of the fresh air, and then followed.

      Rose went next.

      “I’ll go last,” Bart said. “Just in case we decide to forgo our sojourn into the world below.”

      “We won’t,” I said.

      “A thassalutra can dream.”
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      The sewer was rank, more so than any other time I’d ventured through the poop chutes. I cringed at the realization that I’d been through the sewers enough to have a sense of what they normally smelled like.

      Rose had a helm on, though it was open-faced, so I could see her grim visage.

      Hamilton had a glowstone lantern in his hand, and waited for my feet to hit the stone path before moving on.

      Above, I heard the sound of stone grinding against itself. Bart had pulled the cover back on.

      Harpy tied his beard around his mouth and nose, using it, I suppose, like a bandana.

      Which made me remember my own bandanna, and I pulled it out and put it around my face.

      Beyond being particularly malodorous, the sewers were full. The cess water ran right below the level of the stone walkways.

      “Walk to the side,” I whispered, “if you can. Things like to grab from the sewage.”

      Some chunks bobbed on by, and I grit my teeth against the rising bile. But nothing reached out.

      The sewers were almost quiet.

      And they were devoid of people, obviously, which meant we could really move. It probably wasn’t quite as fast as if we’d been running through the empty streets above, but still our best option.

      Minutes passed, and I started to worry.

      What was wrong?

      What might Nadya need help with?

      Was this really the fastest way to get me there?

      Could it be a trap? Maybe someone fooled the kobolds into thinking they were Nadya? Were the kobolds easy to fool?

      There was still a ton I needed to learn about the message service.

      More minutes passed before Hamilton stopped.

      There were bars ahead, blocking the paths on both side of the sewage as well as going down into the sewage itself. There was a bit of a back-up of sludge on the upstream side of the bars.

      “Beyond the bars lies the palace complex,” he said.

      “Is there a way around the bars?” I asked.

      “Not down here. We need to go back to the street level.”

      We backtracked a little, went back up to the streets, and saw that the area around the palace was just as busy as farther south. Slightly higher-class of drunk up near the palace though, likely the muckety-mucks who worked for the administration or the Senate, blowing off steam before the Senate session began.

      “Which palace?” Hamilton asked.

      “I’m not really sure. Last time I saw her it was in the pool house.”

      “The green glass one or the–”

      “Green glass.”

      Hamilton nodded and made a sharp right turn at the next street.

      I started running, hoping to spur the others, but Hamilton put his hand out and caught me.

      “Not here,” he whispered, “looks suspicious. Even if we have a reason, you will lose time explaining yourself to the guards.”

      So we didn’t run. Instead we walked with task and purpose.

      Hamilton nodded, and guided us through the side streets that ran along the Imperial Palace grounds until we got to one particular building that looked, to me at least, like all the other buildings. He went up the stoop, then knocked on the door.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      Hamilton looked over at me and gestured that I should wait.

      A second later, the door was opened by an imperial guard.

      The guard looked at Hamilton.

      Hamilton gave a nod.

      The guard nodded back, and stood out of the way.

      “Follow,” Hamilton said.

      We followed Hamilton into the house. While it had seemed very much a normal house from the outside, on the inside, it was more like a barracks. Imperial guards hung out everywhere, some cooking in the kitchen, some eating at a large table, some playing cards at a smaller table.

      They all looked at us as we passed, but whatever Hamilton had kept them from asking us any questions or trying to stop us in any way. We got to a door that revealed a staircase going down.

      Down we went for two flights, and then we got to a checkpoint manned by two burly looking-men in Imperial guard uniforms.

      Hamilton stopped in front of the larger of the two men, and I saw Hamilton fish something out of a pouch, and then hand that something over to said guard.

      The guard looked at the thing in his hand, and then at the rest of us.

      “You vouch for them?” the guard asked.

      “I do,” Hamilton replied.

      “Lead them through,” Guard one said to guard two. “Then go with them.”

      Guard two nodded, then he walked through the checkpoint.

      We followed, and were taken to a door that led to a long tunnel. We went through the tunnel, and I noticed more than a few occupied murder holes along the way. On the other end, we went up a set of stairs, and were then in a stone building with very thin windows looking out onto a fountain and the manicured lawn beyond.

      What it lacked, as far as I could tell, were doors.

      But then the guard pushed a specific combination of bricks, and one of the stone walls lowered like a drawbridge. Because it was a drawbridge of sorts, giving us a path over the very large fountain we were in the middle of.

      “This way,” our guide guard told us, walking across the ‘drawbridge.’

      We followed. I tried to get a sense of where we were in the imperial grounds, but the place was huge, and seemed designed to cleverly trick any visitors.

      As soon as we were across, I saw the guide guard kick something in the low wall of the fountain, and the ‘drawbridge’ went back up, becoming part of the fountain once again. The water resumed flowing, and there was no way to tell there was an exit from the palace grounds there.

      “Where to?” GuideGuard asked.

      “That way,” Hamilton replied, already headed in that direction, which, given the mountains beyond, was north.

      And now we were sprinting.
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      We charged through the gardens, and as we ran, guards saw us and joined, clearly thinking there was an emergency, so that by the time we arrived at Nadya’s palace, which technically wasn’t hers because it was her parents, we had an army with us. Not a big army, though, just about thirty in total. But I felt like we could handle something serious.

      Hamilton in the front, me right behind, the other twenty-plus behind me, sprinted up the stairs and burst into the house.

      The guards inside the house lowered halberds at us, and then saw the guide guard, and all the other guards, as we stormed the foyer.

      And there we stopped.

      “What is this?” the house guard barked.

      “Nadya Glaton is in trouble,” I replied.

      The house guard glanced upstairs, and then shook his head.

      “I have heard–”

      I slipped between him and the other house guard and sprinted up the main stairs of the house. That caused the house guards to chase me, which allowed everyone else in my group to run up the stairs.

      It was a chaotic mess.

      I hazarded a guess her room would be on the second floor, and since there were two main wings of the palace, I had a fifty-fifty chance of guessing right.

      So I took a right.

      An older man carrying a tray of half-filled glasses stepped out of a doorway, right into my way. I lunged at the wall, kicked off and leapt over the man, almost before noticed me.

      He just stood still as the rest of the guards flowed around him.

      I got a glance at the room he’d exited, and it was a drawing room in the midst of being tidied. I kept going.

      “Nadya Glaton?” I shouted.

      There wasn’t a response, not at first, and then I heard a feeble voice call out from behind me: “Her quarters are in the other wing!”

      I skidded to a stop.

      As did everyone else.

      “You do not need to tell him that!” the house guard barked at the poor old man.

      We were all breathing quite heavily.

      A door slammed open, and Dalton Glaton stood there, half-dressed, a crystal goblet of some dark liquid in one hand and a sword in his other.

      He extended the sword out in my general direction.

      “Usually works better if you take the sheathe off,” I said.

      “Oh bother,” he said.

      He reached out with his non-sword holding hand, I guess drunkenly forgetting he already had something in that hand.

      “Do you need a hand, your highness?” I asked.

      “Yes, well, yes,” he replied and held out the sword.

      I took it and removed the sheathe, and then handed the sword back, hilt first, with me holding onto the blade.

      “Thank you,” Dalton Glaton said, and then resumed his former position where he was getting ready to run me through. “Who are you and what are you doing in my house?”

      “I’m, uh, Nadya asked for help? She said there’s something wrong and–”

      “Nadya my daughter?”

      “Are you Dalton Glaton?”

      “I certainly hope so — I’m in his pajamas. Or at least, some of them.”

      “So, yeah, his daughter. Or your daughter. That Nadya.”

      “And she needs help?”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “And you are?”

      “Do you remember the elf that met at the monster symposium–”

      “Ah… no. I did meet quite a few people that evening. And more since.”

      “No, um, it’s, I was that elf.”

      “And we met?”

      “Yes. Look, I’m happy to continue jogging your memory in the future, but I worry Nadya’s in danger because she–”

      “To my daughter!” Dalton Glaton, prince of Glaton bellowed. Then he drank down his goblet and smashed it onto the floor.

      And then he ran, mostly straight, through the group of soldiers.

      We all followed him. There seemed to be a lot of following at that point. Back to the center of the palace and then into the other wing, where we all charged down the hall and watched as one of the most powerful nobles in the Empire threw himself at a closed door and bounced off, tumbling onto the floor.

      Nadya opened up her door and stared at her father.

      “Father?” she asked, confused.

      “We have come to save you!” he said, still on the floor.

      “We?” she asked, and then she saw all the other people, and she held her robe closed, blushing furiously. “Oh no…”

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “You said you needed help–”

      She forced a smile.

      “I didn’t mean quite like this,” she said quickly. “Can you just come in here for a minute?”

      I went into the room and she shut the door behind me.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she replied quickly. “I, um, mostly. I am mostly fine, it’s just… there’s a lot happening and I’m not sure how to talk about it, but I wanted to talk about it and maybe I should have, um, spelled things out a little. I didn’t intend for, um, all that. Out there.”

      “Yeah, it all seemed to build on itself, and–”

      There was a polite knock at the door.

      Nadya, still blushing furiously, pushed me into a chair and then walked back over to the door.

      “Nadya, dear,” her father said, once again on his feet, his sword now held by a guard, “would you care to explain things?”

      “Not really, no.”

      “Ah. Um.”

      She shut the door.

      “I think you might want to tell him that everyone can go back to, um,” I said, “whatever they were doing.”

      “Oh, right,” she replied, opening the door. “Everything is fine, there was a miscommunication. I am fine. Thank you.”

      She smiled sweetly, and then she shut the door.
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      “Okay,” I said, “what’s up?”

      “Why did you bring all those people?” she asked.

      I sighed.

      “I didn’t bring all of them,” I said. “I brought three people. The rest we just sort of picked up on the way because we were running and saying that Nadya Glaton needed help. Which apparently you don’t.”

      “I do! Just not, you know, what I think you thought.”

      “What kind of help did you need?”

      “I think venting?”

      “That might be something to put on the note next time.”

      “I realize that now.”

      “Do you still want to vent?”

      “I don’t know — now I’m feeling a little self-conscious. And that I wasted a lot of people’s time.”

      “I wouldn’t say wasted. This was a decent, like, test? See how fast I could get here.”

      “You did get here faster than I thought you would, but if I was actually in danger–”

      “If you were actually in danger, I’d expect your house guards to do something.”

      “They didn’t do a lot, did they?”

      “They came with me.”

      “And was my father drunk?”

      “I certainly hope so.”

      She shook her head and walked over to a couch, plopping down on it before pulling her legs up under her.

      “My family expects me to go out tomorrow and give a tour to this duke,” she said, unable to look at me.

      “That could be fun. You can show him the pits, visit the monster–”

      “I’m not supposed to show him the pits. I’m supposed to gauge his marriageability, and then, I guess, decide if I’m willing to marry him. Because I’m supposed to marry him if I can.”

      “That’s kind of a lot.”

      “It is, and I don’t… I don’t want to do it.”

      “I don’t blame you.”

      “And you’re probably mad at me.”

      “Why would I be mad at you?”

      “Because my family is trying to make me… marry someone.”

      “I figured something like that might happen. Seems to be the business you’re in.”

      “And you’re fine with it?”

      “That’s a loaded question.”

      “I think I deserve an answer.”

      I got up from the chair, which was difficult because the chair was really cushioned. I didn’t really want to engage in this line of conversation, but it was clear Nadya needed me to make my feelings clear.

      “I am fine with your family asking you to do something along those lines,” I said. “I expected that you would be pressed to do something like that because it’s part of the business of royalty. Or nobility. And since you’re in position to be the Emperor or Empress, or whatever you want your title to be, I would imagine that pressure to make allies through marriage is higher than for the average noble. That said, I don’t know how totally fine I’d feel if you went through with marrying someone. I’d certainly feel pretty shit. But that’s your choice to make — I realize this is a lot bigger than me, and my feelings shouldn’t be the sum total reason you do, well, anything.”

      She pondered me for a moment, leaning back on the couch so she could look all the way up at me.

      “That’s very mature of you,” she finally said.

      “Thanks,” I replied. “I think.”

      “I was trying to think if I feel the same way,” she continued. “If I could be mature like that, that I could let your feelings… I’m not sure what I’m trying to say. I mean, I know what I’m trying to say, but I’m trying to say it in a way that doesn’t make me sound completely ridiculous. Or selfish. But… I don’t want…”

      “You don’t want me–”

      “I don’t want you to try and tell me what I’m trying to say.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay, I’m, look…”

      “You don’t need to say anything. You don’t have to–”

      “But I want to.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No, but I think it’s important. I’m still trying to figure out, um, us. And me. And… I mean, you were gone for longer than we’ve known each other.”

      “That’s true.”

      “And you’re literally a different person.”

      “Different body, same person. Which is definitely weird to say. And weird to really think about. I don’t know how that really works in this world.”

      “I think this is unique. I’ve never heard of it, or heard of people going through it. Sometimes I look at you and I’m confused because I don’t realize it’s you until you say something, or I see your eyes, and then I know its you. And then I can’t help but smile and I’m so excited.”

      She blushed.

      “But then I…” she paused again, clearly deep in her feelings. “I don’t know that what I’m doing is the right thing.”

      I squinted at her. “What does that mean?”

      “What if, instead of doing what I don’t want to do, I do what I do want to do?”

      “I’m not exactly sure what you just said, but I think you should do what you think will make you happy.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I think so.”

      “Even though you don’t know what it is I’m going to do?”

      “I would be happier knowing, but, yeah.”

      “Then you think I should just move in with you and forget this whole becoming Emperor thing?”

      I managed to close my mouth before blurting out something stupid. Then I blinked a few times, trying to process it all. She was clearly expecting a faster answer, but as she opened her mouth to talk, I beat her to it.

      “You want to move in with me?” I asked, as if that were the bigger part of what she’d said.

      “I don’t want to live here. Not like this, not with everything that’s going on.”

      “You really think you’d be safer with me?”

      “Yes.”

      “But there are no guards, no, I mean—”

      “If you don’t want to do it, just say so.”

      “I—” I paused. She sounded hurt. “Just let me think for a minute.”

      There was a whole lot to think about. She’d dumped a bit on me and while my immediate reaction was one of confused elation, the horrific relationship between my parents had left me emotionally scarred and wise in the ways of love. Well, wiser. And not really in the good way. It was definitely more of a bad-way situation.

      “Doing that is, um, a big decision.”

      “I know.”

      “And would make your family very unhappy.”

      “Maybe. But it’s not like my family is concerned with making me happy.”

      “I guess that’s true. But, and I’m only speaking from the perspective of someone who would, in some sense at least, need to be on the good side of your family, it would kind of leave me as the asshole who talked you out of being Emperor.”

      “They might not see it that way.”

      “I noticed the inclusion of the word ‘might.’”

      “I put it there on purpose.”

      “It didn’t feel great.”

      “They would probably blame you. And it might make things awkward between you and them.”

      “Another awfully big might.”

      “I’m trying to be polite, Clyde. And also maybe convince you that I’m right.”

      “Even though you know you aren’t right?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Was all this a test?”

      “No, it’s how I really feel. But I just know the reality of the situation. I know what my family expects from me, and I know that my decisions have ramifications far beyond me, blah blah blah. Same old nonsense my parents have been spouting at me since time immemorial. At least that’s what it feels like.”

      “So you want to come live with me and give up the Emperor hoopla, but you’re staying because of your family?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you have to romance a duke tomorrow for them.”

      “It sounds gross when you put it like that.”

      “I mean, it’s not not gross.”

      “I have to give a tour to a duke, and then also see if he is open to marriage.”

      “Very different.”

      “Could be that he’s open to marrying someone else, not me. Maybe he doesn’t want to have to stay in Glaton and rule by my side.”

      “Maybe he’s got a thing for elves?”

      “Oh? You’re interested?”

      “I mean, marrying him would make me a duchess, and that’s pretty stylish.”

      “As opposed to marrying me and becoming an emperor’s consort?”

      “See? Consort versus duchess? Not a hard choice.”

      “What if he lives in some backwater place without running water or sewers?”

      “Ooh, well then it’s off. No showers, no Clyde.”

      “I’m glad it’s showers that keep you here with me.”

      “Not for nothing, but you could probably use a shower.”

      “I have a shower--“

      I smiled.

      “Oh,” she said. “I’ll have you know that being a noble is a lot less dirty than pit-work. I hardly need as many showers.”

      “That’s what you think.”

      She gave me a playful punch.

      “What do I do though?” she asked.

      “Your family isn’t forcing you to marry the guy, right?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Then don’t worry about the possible future. Focus on the now. Meet him and, you know, try and make a friend.”

      “I’m not good at making friends.”

      “What are you talking about? You’re great at making friends!”

      “What friends do I have besides you and Matthew?”

      “Godfrey. Nox. All those guys.”

      “They have to be friends with me because you’re friends with me. I don’t have any friends of my own. Not really. I have some acquaintances, and people who are friendly to me because of who I am, but--“

      “You’re overthinking this. Be yourself. Have fun being a tour guide.”

      “Fun is not going to happen.”

      “Not with that attitude.”

      “I have a chaperone.”

      “Oh. And they aren’t fun?”

      “Lavinia hates fun. She sucks fun out of the world. I think she feeds on it.”

      “Ooh, sounds like she’s a real treat at parties.”

      “I doubt she’s ever found a party she didn’t want to dissolve.”

      There was a knock at the door.

      “See?” Nadya said. “That’s probably her.”

      “Nadya,” a female voice said. “Can you come to the door?”

      “Bother,” she said, getting to her feet, “that’s my mom.”

      “You want me to hide?” I asked, already looking around for a suitable spot.

      “No, but I’m sure I’m going to get an earful about things. I imagine this is probably the time for you to go.”

      Nadya’s mother knocked again.

      “Nadya.”

      “Thank you for coming to save me,” Nadya said, still ignoring the door. “I’m sorry I couldn’t take a shower for you.”

      “Me too,” I said with a smile.

      There may have been a few kisses there, mixed in with the knocking that became more and more incessant.

      But eventually, she opened the door, and I walked out quickly, slipping past Nadya’s mother as Nadya’s mother barged inside.

      I found my associates hanging around the landing, being watched by some of the house guards.

      “And?” Harpy asked.

      “And what?” I asked in reply.

      “Why were we summoned?” Rose asked.

      “Miscommunication.”

      “Bah,” Harpy barked.

      Bart clapped his heavy paw on my shoulder twice, and then started down the stairs without saying anything. Rose shrugged, and then followed. Hamilton went without any sort of comment or visible emotion. Harpy smiled, gestured for me to go, and we left the palace in relative silence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      Fortunately, none of the crew seemed overly interested in really pursuing any lines of questioning regarding what had transpired with Nadya. They were mostly chatting with each other about things in the city, talking like they were a group of tourists. Which, in effect, they were. Or rather, they were immigrants. And they seemed, from the few moments I listened to their conversation, to be entranced with the place I’d brought them to live.

      But with them being focused on their own conversation, as well as them guiding me through the city, that left me some time to think.

      This relationship with Nadya was my first ‘real’ relationship. I’d been so busy most of my life back in the old world that I’d never even tried to engage in anything romantic. Not that there hadn’t been some, um, action from tie to time. I’d had plenty of experience with girls. One of the few benefits to being forced into elite gymnastics was close contact with girls from an early age, and as we got a little older together... well, there hadn’t been any relationships, but there had been plenty of... flings. Especially during some of the bigger meets.

      But nothing bigger had never happened. I’d never been in anything that lasted longer than a meet. Or a weekend. I’d definitely never broached that four-letter word... or lived with someone. Hell, I barely lived with my family. I had my own room, my own bathroom, had to cook and clean up after myself. The only thing I didn’t do was pay rent until my mom left, at which point my dad wasn’t paying rent so I did, at least as much as I could.

      Nadya wanted to move things along on the quick, maybe quicker thank I wanted. And I had the sense that she’d take hesitation on my part as a sign I didn’t love her -- there’s that four letter word -- which meant I needed to decide if I did... or at least decide that i was going to fake it until something changed.

      Because did I love her?

      I felt more of a connection with her than anyone else. I liked being around her. I found her more attractive than nearly anyone else — only Shae had her beat — and I felt like Shae had to be doing something else, some secret that made her so beautiful. But also, I always felt a measure of discomfort around Shae, and Rose, and all the other women I’d been around, except Nadya. Well, and Lux. I’d liked Lux quite a bit. And I’d liked Rose a ton, until I found out that her father was a dragon. And Rose had changed once we left Gloomguard. I figured she’d eventually get back to that level of confidence, but this thought train was about Nadya, so I pulled my brain back onto the right track.

      Which was love. And Nadya. And did I?

      I didn’t know.

      Maybe? Probably? Is this what love was? Wasn’t there some song about this? Wasn’t there someone I could talk to about this before I had to make some life-changing decision? Because I also couldn’t let her give up becoming Emperor. Right? That seemed ridiculous. I couldn’t let her do that, even if it was what she wanted, because eventually she’d realize what she’d given up and resent me.

      But then again, maybe that was only forefront in my mind because I felt that was something that happened with my mother and father. Maybe I was worried about repeating that horrific relationship, or maybe I was so worried about repeating that that I was stooping to self-sabotage. So many thoughts swirled around my brain, and there wasn’t any sort of rational way out—

      “Clyde?” Bart asked.

      I looked up to see Bart holding his hands up. A quick glance around and I realized Rose and Harpy also had their hands up.

      Frowning, I then saw the masked people with swords and clubs in the middle of holding us up.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Give us your pouches,” the masked figure said.

      I looked over at Bart, who shrugged, then at Harpy, who smiled.

      “Should we?” Harpy asked.

      “You should,” the masked speaker barked, “or we flay you alive and mount you on the wall. Another trophy and warning not to mess with the Flayed Ones.”

      “The Flayed Ones?” Bart asked. “Is that really your name?”

      “Tremble in fear.”

      “Flayed ones means you be the ones what been flayed,” Harpy said, “not the ones what done the flayin.’”

      “What?” the masked leader said. “No it doesn’t.”

      “Given your soft hands there, betting you ain’t never even done a flayin’.”

      “Of course we have,” another masked figure said.

      “Sure,” Harpy replied.

      “Which wall?” I asked.

      “Why does that matter?” Mask Leader asked. “You actually care about the wall? You’ll be dead.”

      “First of all, if I was flayed, I’d still be alive. Skinned, I’d be dead. Second of all, I wouldn’t want to be displayed somewhere where no one is going to see me. What’d be the point of that?”

      “You are willing to die—”

      “I think,” I interrupted to say, “that we just covered how flaying works vis a vis dying.  But I’d look good on that wall. Second floor, if you can.”

      I pointed to the nearby building that had a large open space on the second floor.

      Our would-be mugger looked confused, glancing to his colleagues as if trying to gain support on how to proceed.

      “Just give us your pouches,” he said. “Then you don’t have to die.”

      “How about this,” I replied. “You go away and we pretend you didn’t threaten us.”

      “Why would we do that? There’s more of us than you.”

      Which was true — there were at least nine of them that I could see. Might even be more hiding in the darkness. But they didn’t have the confidence brought about by experience. They didn’t sound like hardened killers. They were amateurs, clearly taking advantage of a night where the city watch were busy elsewhere.

      “Well,” I said, “I think what you’ll find is that we aren’t the sorts of people you want to engage with, certainly not with fighting. We tend to do that a little too well, and–”

      “You don’t scare us—” another of the masked figures said, one of the larger ones.

      “I don’t mean to scare you,” I replied quickly. “I’m only offering a warning.”

      “Ooooh,” Big Mask said.

      “Anyone have a feeling on this?” I asked my group, talking over my shoulder.

      “On fighting?”

      “Stop talking with each other and give us your damn pouches!”

      “I don’t think that’s going to happen,” I said.

      “He has a apocalyptic creature in his bag of holding,” Rose said. “It would be very bad if it got loose.”

      “He has a bag of holding?” Head Mask said.

      “Get it!” Big Mask bellowed. “That’s worth–”

      “You really don’t want to do this,” I said.

      “Shut up. Last chance! Give us your bag of holding.”

      “Did you not hear what she said?” I asked. “If I give this to you, this city dies.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “This is ruining an otherwise lovely evening,” Bart said.

      There was a blur, and the largest of the masked figures started sputtering as blood flowed out a large cut on his neck.

      Bart had already moved around man, lunging deeply to collect two corpses on his long thin sword.

      “That’s three, old man,” Bart said.

      “Bah,” Harpy replied with a smile, pulling a sword out.

      Head Mask shouted with rage, or surprise, and brought his sword up to chop down on me.

      Which was a bad move — he was very clearly telegraphing his intent. I prepared to step out of the way, but Rose helped me along with a strong shove. She was already mid-swing, and caught the man in his elbow, bisecting his arm.

      I rolled my eyes, thinking that I should have said that I didn’t need her protection, or any of their protection, but instead I just stood there, watching my friends tear the group of amateur thieves apart, killing seven of the poor schmucks before the remaining two ran for their lives.

      While Harpy and Bart rolled the bodies, Rose cleaned off her sword and looked around for any other threats.

      There weren’t any.

      Which wasn’t necessarily odd. More that there shouldn’t have been a threat here to begin with. We were still north of the Via Principalis, in one of the nicer neighborhoods. I was exceptionally surprised to see any sort of crime taking place here, especially something as blatant as this.

      “Any spectacular loot?” I asked.

      “Few pouches of coin,” Bart said.

      “And a grand pair of pants,” Harpy said, tossing his own to the side and standing in the streets in his underclothes as he struggled to get the new pair over his boots.

      “I’m so glad you got new pants,” I said.

      “A shame to leave ‘em behind.”

      “Too true.”

      “Can we get moving?” Bart barked. “I’d rather be on our way before any responsible types show.”

      We resumed walking, moving through a city I barely even recognized. Not because it was dark, but because it seemed out of sorts. Very different than when I’d left. The nights in Glaton had always held a measure of danger, but more from errant monsters. The gangs hadn’t seemed overly interested in preying on ordinary citizens wandering about — they were more selective in their targeting. Except, you know, the Iron Silents (rest in pieces), who had been more than willing to prey upon anyone they could get their grubby hands on. Otherwise overt street crime hadn’t been quite this… apparent.

      And given that my three compadres were all newcomers to Glaton, it’s not like I could ask any of them if things in the city seemed off.

      Of course, there was always the chance that this uptick in crime was not an every night occurrence, that it was just an offshoot of the start of the Games. In which case, it might be something with us for a while, at least as long as the Games were around.

      There was some evidence backing that theory up, because everyone who was out and about were all still talking about the Stranger. The hero who’d bucked a thousand years of tradition and beaten the cycles.

      We stopped at a food cart — Harpy was hungry — and while we chowed down on fried fish nuggets that were more batter than fish, I listened to the cart-cook grill a regular customer about the Games. About the Stranger. And about what might be coming in the Games, because nothing could possibly top the opening act. Who cared, now, about the tournament champion beating some gladiators? Those fights weren’t to the death, there weren’t stakes there, no danger. The Stranger had fought for his life, and he won. The customer passed over some tickets to the cook, saying that he wasn’t going to use them. That he wasn’t really interested in the Games now. He wanted to figure out the mystery of the Stranger instead.

      Poor Tollendahl. It would seem his Games had gone off the rails rather quickly.
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      I didn’t sleep that night.

      Instead, I resumed training, going for runs across the rooftops of our block, doing exercises on any flat roof. I even took a break from the physical work to sit on the tallest building we owned and run through some magical exercises.

      Mana cycling, burning mana channels, mana compression, all those fun things that I never really wanted to do. It was like stretching. It felt good once it was done, but it was seriously unpleasant during.

      Then I did the little practice things Mrs. The Fayden had taught me: working on the intricacies of spells. Trying to make the spells as tiny as possible. Making little globes of light dance around, spinning in all sorts of esoteric shapes. And then, after putting it off as long as I could, I pulled out the little book The Fayden had given me right before he’d shoved me through the magical door into the palace pool room.

      It was a small brown leather-bound book, right around the size of a deck of playing cards. Magica Artis: A Guide to the Arcane in Vuldranni, by Thaddeus Quintinus.

      I opened it up, and the pages were impossibly thin, but perfectly opaque. There was a table of contents, and it was immediately clear that this was a textbook of magic. First up was an introduction to the arcane. Part two was all about the various schools of magic. Part three went into spell-casting, with chapters on the importance of concentration, on cantrips and exploitation of tiny spells for big effects. Part four was on how to learn spells, as well as how to prepare spells, including a chapter on writing scrolls. Part Five went into meta-magic. Part six was working with magical objects, but not enchanting them. Just how to use wands and the like. Part seven was a history of magic. Part eight was magical ethics. Chapter nine was advanced magical theory and creation of custom spells. And then an afterward. Lots of information in a tiny book, and after I went over the table of contents I was ready to believe that the Fayden was setting me up, or tricking me somehow. That all of that couldn’t be in such a small package.

      And yet, when I started reading it — because I’d decided to be a good student, which meant I needed to do the work — page after page was there, full of text. And despite what felt like a hundred pages of part one, it didn’t seem like I’d even made a dent in the book.

      It was not riveting stuff. There was good information in there, but the author was quite fond of their words and also incredibly dry. I found myself yawning after every third page, and eventually had to stop and do pull ups off a ledge just to get my blood flowing again.

      In essence, no one really knew where magic came from, nor how it truly worked. It just did. If you accepted that, then you could follow the rules that seemed to exist on top of that flimsy concept. The author postulated that there were different types of fundamental magic, a level above different schools. Natural magic being just fundamentally different than arcane magic and divine magic. Divine magic being fundamentally different than arcane or natural magic. And, important note from the author: this book was focused purely on arcane magic, and the reader needed to understand that what is true, or might be true, for arcane magic might not be true for divine or natural magic.

      The author spent quite a few words making sure no one was going to blame him for their misunderstandings.

      Still, I managed to get through a good chunk of part one before the sun came up, and was rewarded with a little notification and dopamine hit:
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve learned the skill Theory of Magic. You have started to understand how magic actually works. Now isn’t that a paradox…
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        * * *

      

      So, all in all, not a bad way to end a day. Sadly, because I didn’t sleep, the end of the night just marked the start of the next day.
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      I managed to catch the wagon heading over to the pits, sitting up front with Matthew while the rets of the pit crew bumped around the back.

      “All well with Nadya?” Matthew asked once we were out of the compound.

      “She’s fine,” I said, then relayed most of the events of the evening to him.

      “Flayed Ones?” he asked.

      “Yup.”

      “Do they know–”

      “We told them. And I’m not sure how many of them are left alive, so it might be a moot point.”

      “Ah.”

      “Has crime been on the rise?”

      “Yes.”

      “Not just last night — overall?”

      “Overall. We spoke about the lack of the guard, right?”

      “Maybe?”

      “If we did not, that is my fault. Much of the guard has been appropriated to the war effort, leading to a city that is no longer patrolled well. That has led to an increase in criminals and criminal activity. I have not been paying much attention to the matter, not beyond what we see in Old Town, but I have overheard that there has been a surge in gangs, that gangs have been claiming territory that has never been fought over before.”

      “And in Old Town?”

      “Old Town has remained quiet, largely because our presence grows, and because Viggo has grabbed any small-time crooks and folded them into his organization.”

      “So he’s prepping for war.”

      “If by war, you mean fighting us within the city itself, then that is a prevailing theory, yes. I doubt he has any interest in actually helping the Empire out in its various wars.”

      “How are those going, by the way?”

      “Poorly.”

      “Awesome.”

      “I lack the sort of resources I once had, so I cannot speak with much authority on what is happening, but it would seem that our belief in Rumib Pass being secure is misplaced. Mahrduhm is on the verge of pushing our defenders out and down into Arenberg.”

      “Wasn’t there a Legion or two there?”

      “All but a half-legion was pulled to the south, to fight Carchedon’s invasion.”

      “And the half-legion couldn’t hold the pass?”

      “They could not. If the numbers reported to me are true, then Mahrduhm has a vast army at their disposal, as well as a willingness to abuse it. I would guess they are happy to pay in blood for the pass.”

      “That’s not great.”

      “No, it is not. I have also heard that the Legion commander there is not someone… they should not be in charge, let me leave it at that. To the south, the siege in Bergamo is a problem. Carchedon holds the land above, and is preventing any sort of relief in getting to Bergamo. Furstenbrünn seems to be moving in our favor, though Carchedonian forces continue to get reinforcements. Where they are getting the bodies is a good question, but they have managed to keep our Legions from the city. The Kronth invasion to the west seems to have stalled out, and the Legion commandant has left minimal defenders in Reidan, trying to bring those soldiers across the southern coast to catch Carchdeonian raiders. It is a brilliant mess at present, made more difficult by the inability to make new Legions.”

      “It doesn’t really seem like the city knows the country is at war.”

      “They know. But it’s distant enough that few yet care.”

      “Awesome.”

      “Indeed.”

      We rode in silence for a bit. The early morning inhabitants of the city seemed happy to avoid each others gazes.

      “Should we be doing something?” I asked.

      “Where? And about what?”

      “The crime?”

      “You want our criminal organization to do something about the crime?”

      “Maybe?”

      “Become the watch, perhaps?”

      “No, not that. Just–”

      “There are limits to what we can do, and if we put our energy there, we won’t be able to–”

      “I get it,” I interrupted him to say. “Have to focus. Like, on the pit.”

      “You think we should try and hold the pits as our own?”

      “No.”

      “That might be something I would consider. I hold no love for the Swamp Angels. But then we would need to make sure we have a larger presence there, and that would require–”

      “Let’s pretend I didn’t suggest anything but keeping the current course.”

      “That would be simpler.”

      “Awesome. Simple is what we need right now.”

      “Perhaps at least until the war is over. And there’s an Emperor.”

      “Perfect.”

      The pit was how we left it: filled with horrible creatures and gruesome sludge.

      What was new, however was the additional equipment waiting out front of the pit. A lot of hoses and tubing, as well as two pump wagons, one water tower on wheels, and a cargo wagon filled with barrels.

      After we pulled our wagon into the pit area, Godfrey unhooked the horses and used them to bring the pump wagons in. And then we ran hoses. Big hoses from the pit to the first pump wagon. Then lots of little tubes around pump wagon one. Another large hose went from pump wagon one to pump wagon two. And then, a short big hose between pump wagon two and itself, as well as a series of thin hoses from pump wagon two into a large wooden water tank, also mounted on a wagon. Under the spigot on the water tank, we set up the barrels, which we were going to be filling up one at time.

      And then we started pumping. Because this wasn’t the modern age — no industrial tricks here — the pumps were operated by hand. I was on pump wagon two, pump one. Harpy was on the second pump on my wagon. Bart was on wagon one, pump two while Matthew took the tough spot, pump one on pump wagon one. Closest to the pit, and, therefore, most likely to be attacked by the grottlers. Rose was on overwatch, standing in full armor with a war pick out, ready to fight back any oncoming grottlers. Godfrey was backup grottler killer as well as chief barrel filler and hose fixer. He got the enviable task of filling the barrels with the horrible stuff we pulled out of the water.

      Pumping was tedious work.

      Obviously, because it was really just, well, pumping. Pushing a t-handle in and then pulling it out. Over and over. The scunge moved through the hoses, then through the pumps until water came out the last hose, into the water tower.

      After the first hour, we paused to check things out. The water looked pure. Perfect, crystal-clear water.

      That’s when Matthew stepped away, and Godfrey became chief pumper. The rest of us returned to our assigned positions and resumed work.

      The barrels of sludge were incredibly foul. It was kind of like mud. Kind of being the operative phrase, because there were things in the mud-like stuff. Small things that were moving, as well as lots and lots of things that looked like wriggling rice.

      “Are those maggots?” I asked.

      “Grottler eggs,” Matthew replied.

      “Where did you come from?” I asked.

      “Other pit.”

      “What were you doing there?”

      “A favor.”

      “Oh. Are you sure those are Grottler eggs? They’re tiny.”

      “Tends to be partially how eggs work.”

      “Right, but given the size of the one that attacked us the other day, I was just expecting something, um, more.”

      “That one was larger than they get in their normal lives.”

      “What do we do with this stuff?” Bart asked, his face scrunched up in disgust.

      “The lose-money way,” Matthew said, “we get an incinerator and burn it all until it’s ash. Then we can sell that ash to the soap makers, if they choose to take it. More likely, it goes down to Nadderly’s and he will deal with it. Of course, that requires us to pay him.”

      “And what be the other way?” Harpy asked, leaning on the pump wagon. “The way where we be gettin’ money from the deal?”

      “We run this through another set of filters, pull out all the grottler eggs and grottlers, then we get mancers in here to confirm the muck is clear from any infestation, and we put the muck back in the pit and find the right pitbeast to come and consume it.”

      “That seems like a lot of work,” I said.

      “It is.”

      “Means he be lookin’ for somewhat else to do, eh?” Harpy asked, laughing.

      “I don’t get out of hard work.”

      “And yet your hands be soft as the daisies.”

      “That’s how you can tell he spent his life on the sea. You think daises are soft?”

      “That’s how you can tell–”

      There was no telling how far down the line of metaphors we could run while berating each other, except that we were interrupted by a small green kobold wearing a little jaunty cap and a tan, somewhat ratty coat.

      “Message for you,” the kobold said, skidding to a standing position in front of me, smiling in that toothy kobold way.

      “Me?” I asked.

      “Clyde Hatchett, yes.”

      “Oh, that’s me.”

      “I knows.”

      “Do you have the message for me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can I have it?”

      “Oh, yes!” the kobold seemed surprised it had forgotten to give me the message, but then dug around in a little pouch and pulled out a cream envelope, holding it out with both hands.

      I took it, and then passed over a silver coin.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      The kobold took the coin and then looked at me, confused.

      “What this for?” it asked.

      “Whatever you want it to be for.”

      “Is for me?”

      “For you.”

      The kobold seemed very surprised, and I heard Matthew grumbling.

      “We’re not supposed to tip them?” I asked, looking over at Matthew.

      “It isn’t exactly covert if they hang around waiting for a tip.”

      “Ah,” I said, realizing that he may have a point. “Look, bub, kobold buddy–”

      “Kinjin.”

      “Right, Kinjin, ol’ buddy ol’ pal, I’m the only one who does this. You lot bring me a message, maybe I’ll give you a little present, got it?”

      “Yes, Clyde Hatchett. Got it.”

      Kinjin held up the little coin proudly, then disappeared it into a pocket and ran away.

      I looked at the envelope. It was a beautiful bit of work. Thick creamy parchment with my name written on the back in a flowing hand, the ink a deep, luxurious blue. I opened it up and saw that Nadya had sent me a note. Or, more precisely, she had sent me an invitation.

      

      You are cordially invited to attend the ball celebrating the first meeting of the Senate, tonight at Lord Tollendahl’s estate. Would you be willing to escort Nadya Glaton?

      

      I sighed, realizing that Kinjin was probably supposed to have waited to get a response before departing at high speed.

      And then I reread the message.

      “Balls,” I said, “the Senate is meeting today?”

      “Yes,” Matthew said, hammering a lid onto a barrel. “Balls are at night.”

      “I need to be there.”

      “The balls or the Senate?”

      “The Senate.”

      “And why, pray tell, is that?”

      “A certain friend asked me to keep an eye on things. Can you summon a kobold so I can respond to this message?”’

      “You think I can just, what, wave my hands,” he waved his hands, “and a kobold appears–”

      Kinjin came running back in.

      “Forgot to get response,” Kinjin said.
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      Naturally, I said yes.

      Then I ran to the Via Principalis to catch a hansom cab to the Senate building. It probably would have been a good idea to go and get a change of clothes, or even visit a bathhouse, because I while I wasn’t thoroughly disgusting, I was on the borderline of inappropriate, and definitely wasn’t going to be overly welcome in the Senate.

      I didn’t tell the driver to step on it, but I did hop out early when we hit traffic. It was weird to me that traffic existed in this city, or this world. It felt like traffic was such a modern issue, but when I stopped to think about it, why wouldn’t wagons and horses get in each others way? Especially when there was some large event going on that everyone wanted to be a part of.

      It certainly seemed like that was the case here — lots of people moving in and around the arena, and then also in and around the Senate. Unlike around the arena, though, it was easy to walk around the Senate. All the muckety-mucks were in carriages, not strolling outside with the plebs.

      The Senate, as a building, was monstrous. A dome that seemed to stretch in all directions and covered in elaborate stonework, all sorts of gargoyles, grotesques, statues, and reliefs. Also guards. Lots of guards, who were tricked out with full armor and long halberds, ready to push the crowd around. But there wasn’t as much of a crowd as I expected. It was pretty empty.

      I went to the front doors, where there was no line, and pulled.

      The door didn’t open.

      “Closed to the public,” someone said.

      I looked over to see a young woman sitting on the stone block at the bottom of a lamppost.

      “Did it start?” I asked.

      “Not sure,” she replied. “I’m not allowed in.”

      “Are the senators inside?”

      “Supposedly.”

      “And you don’t know–”

      “Nope. Stuck outside like all the rest.”

      I nodded, then turned my attention back to the building. If I was going to get in, it’d likely be through a window or something upstairs, maybe–

      “You’re thinking of sneaking in?” the woman asked.

      “No,” I lied, glancing over my shoulder at the woman, “Of course not.”

      “It’s a bad idea to do that.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “They’d ban you.”

      “Is that all?”

      “That’s just the minimum. Really irritate them, and they’ll probably banish you from the city.”

      “That’d be unpleasant,” I said, looking back to the building.

      The dome was obviously the most impressive element, but it wasn’t the full extent of the building. There was a more regular rectangular section that had lots of windows. Probably offices where–

      “Who are you, anyway?” the woman asked.

      “No one of any importance,” I replied, looking down the street and counting the guards.

      There weren’t many away from the dome, but any of the doors to the connecting rectangular building were guarded.

      “Why do you want to get inside so bad?”

      “I don’t. I’m interested in architecture.”

      “Oh? Do you know who built this?”

      “I’m guessing you’re about to tell me.”

      “You admit you don’t know?”

      “I didn’t say I liked architects. Maybe I just like buildings.”

      I started walking away from the dome, but along the street, looking for a spot where I could be hidden long enough to blink up to a window–

      “Tormund the Third,” the woman said, walking along with me.

      “I, what are you, are you following me?” I asked.

      “I’m interested in you. You’re interesting.”

      “Thank you?”

      “I feel like I know you.”

      “I can assure you, you don’t.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Melchiora.”

      “Clyde.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “Can you stop following me?”

      “No. I think you’re doing something interesting.”

      “I assure you I am not.”

      “If you weren’t, you wouldn’t mind me following you.”

      “I’m not sure it works that way. Maybe I’m just a private person looking for–”

      “You aren’t looking for architecture, otherwise, you’d be at the dome.”

      “I don’t like domes.”

      “You’re being deliberately obtuse.”

      “That’s my idiom, yeah.”

      She frowned, and paused walking. I didn’t — I kept going, hoping for some spot ahead where I could duck out of sight.

      A posh carriage was waiting for a hand cart to finish going across a street before it turned, and that was my chance to pull off something I’d always loved doing: disappearing behind a vehicle.

      Hurrying across the street, I turned back to see Melchiora still frowning at me.

      I smiled as the carriage blocked her from my view, ostensibly also blocking me from her view, and then I cast blink, popping myself up onto the roof of a building opposite the Senate.

      It was a flat roof with a four-foot parapet (See? I do like architecture!), which meant that I could hide. But it also meant I had a four-foot drop onto the roof before I threw up.

      Damn blink sickness.

      I managed to avoid getting myself with the vomit, but it was a close one. I laid there for a moment, giving myself time to recuperate as well as giving Melchiora time to really lose me. I didn’t exactly have an overabundance of time, what with already being late to the Senate. Though, was it even that important for me to go? Why was I still helping Valamir?

      Of course, I knew the truth, I wasn’t helping Valamir so much as helping his niece. My girlfriend, Nadya.

      There was some kerfuffle happening at street level.

      I peeked over the edge of the facade, looking down below.

      Melchiora was running after the carriage, yelling that someone had snuck aboard.

      “Worked better than I thought,” I whispered to myself.

      “What did?” Gazza asked, also in a whisper.

      I lurched backward, startled.

      There were gargoyles on the facade, gargoyles I obviously hadn’t noticed.

      “Oops,” Gazza said. “Didn’t mean— well, I hoped to scare you. Just, you know—”

      “I was trying to get away from that girl,’ I said, “and it’s fine. Just try not to do that when I’m in danger of falling off a roof.”

      “I coulda caught you.”

      “You’re six inches tall.”

      “Not the size of the—”

      “Don’t.”

      “Just saying.”

      “Can you take a peek on the roof over there?” I asked, pointing at the Senate building.

      In a heartbeat, one of the gargoyles on that roof waved at me.

      “Yep,” the Gazza next to me said. “Impressive number of birds up there. Foul things.”

      “Fowl things,” I replied.

      “Don’t.”

      “Besides the birds, what’s it look like?”

      “It’s a field of poo.”

      “Are there windows?”

      “Where?”

      “On that roof.”

      “I know on that roof. You want me to scan the whole roof?”

      “I’m trying to get into that dome.”

      “Which— oh. That dome.”

      “Yeah, that dome.”

      “Just a sec.”

      I kept my head low on the facade, doing my best to stay out of sight. I tried to follow Gazza, see if I could notice movement amongst the gargoyles on the Senate building. It was impossible. Birds flew up here and there, and I figured that was the best sense I could have of where he went.

      “If you get to the top of the dome,” Gazza said, his little gargoyle form crawling up the facade to stand next to me, “there’s some small access doors. Probably to polish the gold up there.”

      “Nice job. Thank you.”

      “No problem,” he said, straightening up to his full six-inch height, crossing his feet and leaning over to—

      He tumbled off the roof.

      I saw him spread his wings, but, like always, gravity had a greater hold on his body than his stone wings could fight, and he smashed into the ground, breaking into a thousand pieces.

      The whole street looked at the demolished gargoyle, and, almost as one, I could see the eyes of the street traveling up, trying to find who’d shoved the gargoyle off the wall.

      I blinked, popping over the Senate roof.

      Which wasn’t flat. It was pitched at a painfully steep angle, and seemed to be made of long planks of metal.

      I grabbed at the top, getting my fingers on it at the last second, to keep me from sliding off.

      As the sickness passed, I glanced over at the dome. It was an incredible feat of engineering, towering ever farther above me, despite the height of the Senate office building. The massive dome was topped with an enormous golden statue, that was situated on a flat-ish spot.

      I blinked up to the flat-ish spot right below the statue.

      It was of a woman, regal looking. She had one foot planted up higher than the other, with flowing robes cascading around her, elegantly draped. In one hand, she held a book, while the other hand extended outward, palm up. Maybe in welcome to others, maybe as a gesture that all the land in the world belonged to her. Hard to tell. It was the mother of the nation, Elissa Glaton. Weird.

      But there were also small access doors built into the plinth the statue stood upon, and that’s what I wanted to see. That’s where I was going, thanks to my good buddy Gazza.

      I worried the door was going to be locked. That’s what I’d expect from any access point on such an important government building. And yet, when I got the point of my dagger into the crack between door and plinth, the door popped right open.

      Dust flew out, and when it settled I saw a ladder right there, leading down into the gloom. Not the Gloom, but, you know, darkness.

      “You really going down there?” Gazza asked.

      I gritted my teeth, fighting the instinct to leap away from the stone statue come to life.

      “Yes,” I said. “And stop doing that.”

      “You want me to come?” he asked.

      This gargoyle was a little bigger than those on the other building, maybe a foot tall. Ugly face, naturally, no wings, spindly legs, and a tail that looked like it might be prehensile.

      “You want to come?”

      “Eh, better than being a bird stand. Stupid things.”

      There was a squawk from farther down the roof, and I looked down to see a bird being crushed by a stone gargoyle.

      “Heh,” Gazza said, grinning darkly.

      “Let’s go,” I said with a sigh. “But no falling.”
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      I climbed down the ladder and got to a small platform that had a slim door. Light leaked out from under the bottom of the door, and I could hear people speaking. Moving slowly and carefully, I edged the slim door open, and saw a very thin catwalk hung from the ceiling of the dome by what I could only imagine were iron rods about the thickness of my thumb.

      Dropping to my knees, I crawled out on the catwalk, and peeked over the edge.

      The Senate was below. Quite a bit below me. A rather dangerous drop, and I quickly grabbed Gazza to keep him from falling.

      “Easy,” I hissed.

      Down below, some of the most important people in the Empire sounded like they were going through roll-call, except they were claiming chairs. So maybe they were talking about furniture. I wondered if, as this was just the opening of the session, if they were arguing about who got to sit where and with whom. It wouldn’t surprise me — rich people always seem to expend inordinate amounts of time and energy on the most pointless things. More than anyone else would expect.

      I rolled over so I could just lay there, listening. Being still, I could hear a little better, and it seemed like the chairs were being used a means of roll call. That they were a sign of who was there and how many votes each person got. There was a minor kerfuffle when someone said they had twenty chairs. I peeked over for that, and saw a very large man surrounded by empty chairs.

      Aside from that, there didn’t seem to be anything interesting happening.

      One muckety-muck tried to get a vote for Emperor, but no one else was willing to get on board, so that got shot down.

      As soon as it seemed like they were wrapping the session up, a notification popped up.
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        * * *

      

      You have completed a quest:

      The Inner Workings of the Empire

      Watch a meeting of the Senate.

      Reward for success: A five point boost to Eavesdropping, 150 XP
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        * * *

      

      Kinda meant things were done in the Senate for the day, so I felt comfortable leaving. I slipped back into the ladder room, closed the door, climbed up the ladder and sat on the dome for a moment, staring out at the city.

      Glaton laid out in front of me, and a little behind me. All around. From my spot, I could see all the way down south to the walls. I could see the river, and the death forest on the other side. In the way far distance, I thought I could see the flags and standards of the Legion marching along the Royal Road coming to Glaton. To the east sprawled the city, buildings and roads on and on. A dark spot where the Shade wallowed.

      I could crawl around to the other side if I wanted to look down into the palace grounds. It was the first time I’d really been able to stop and see things from up high, and it was a stark reminder of the size and scope of things. The palace grounds were massive, and far larger than I’d ever understood. It seemed like they were almost a borough unto themselves. Great swaths of green, a mixture of managed trees and manicured grass. Palaces were here and there, some merely a series of towers poking through the foliage. Others were grand edifices looming over the hedge mazes.

      What the in all the hells was I doing here?

      I wished I had someone to talk to, someone to get advice from, but while I had a mentor for crime, for magic, and several other things, I didn’t have one for love and relationships. Titus? He was a bartender, that likely conferred some bonus wisdom on him… and yet, if I spoke to him it was like I was speaking to everyone. The only ones who gossiped more than Titus were the kobolds, and that was a tighter race than anyone realized.

      “Deep thoughts?” asked Gazza.

      I started so hard I almost fell off the plinth.

      “Forgot I was here, huh?” he asked.

      “You got very quiet.”

      “It got boring.”

      “And now?”

      “Checking in on you.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You look it. Fine people always brood at great heights.”

      “I’m not brooding.”

      “You–” he stopped moving for a second. A bird squawked in surprise and pain, “–are the textbook definition of brooding.”

      “Did you just kill another bird?”

      “I didn’t kill it.”

      “Can you stop it with the birds?”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t think Theophany would like it.”

      “Theophany ain’t here, is she?”

      “Isn’t she?”

      “Wait, is she?”

      “She’s your god!”

      “She’s your god too!”

      “Okay, well, I don’t know if she’s here, but I’m willing to bet that she’d be watching over all the damn gargoyles here and she probably knows when you’re using your gargoyle powers to catch birds and leave them trapped until they die.”

      A host of birds suddenly flew up from all across the Senate building.

      “Am not.”

      I just shook my head.

      “I’m just taking a minute,” I said. “Not often I get to check out the view from here.”

      “It’s not bad. When it’s sunny. Get a good storm blowin’ in, you’ll be down in a heartbeat.”

      “I do lack the mortar keeping me on the roof.”

      “I can get you some mortar.”

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      “Don’t know what your’e missing.”

      “Mortar. I’m missing mortar.”

      “Heeyyy! But seriously, you want to talk about somethin’, Gazza’s here to listen.”

      “I appreciate the offer, just not sure… nothing meant by it, but I don’t know that you’ve got the, um, history to really talk about what it is I need to talk about. Forget I said need — it’s not a need.”

      “You never know, I might–”

      “You know anything about relationships?”

      “I seen a lot of birds and bees, and apparently that’s an important conversation to have…”

      “Yeah… thank you for the thought.”

      “That’s what counts. I got some things to take care of anywho, so, give me a call when you need me.”

      “Thanks, Gazza.”

      He gave me the finger guns, and then the gargoyle froze like that. Some maintenance person was going to be very surprised when they came through the little door only to find a gargoyle looking at the little door, giving finger guns and winking.

      Before leaving, I took a moment to write down my thoughts on the Senate meeting, which really weren’t much because it didn’t seem like there was much of a meeting. I wasn’t really sure why Valamir wanted me to attend, but attend I did because of, well, reasons.

      Then I did a bit of blink-ing across rooftops until I found an alley I could drop into and thoroughly vomit up everything in a modicum of privacy. After that, I strolled outside to find the nearest food cart.
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      Being that I had a ball to go to that evening, I went straight home to my shower. And I took a long shower, scraping the grime of the day off my body while wondering about Nadya. She was on my mind. We were on my mind.

      But that was a question for later, like when we were at the ball together and Nadya inevitably pressed me for some declaration of my feelings and I had to make a definite choice. Because I liked her, I probably loved her, and I promptly told myself to shut the hell up. And go get some nice clothes. I needed to look at least half-way decent.

      I opened my door and almost got hit in the face by Shae trying to knock on where the door had previously been.

      “Oh gods,” Shae said, snatching her hand back just in time. “Sorry, I just–”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t– did you need something?”

      “I have a meeting for you,” she said, smiling sweetly at me.

      My knees went a little weak. Just a little.

      “A meeting?” I asked. “With whom?”

      “The City Watch guy.”

      “The detective.”

      “Sure.”

      “Where and when?”

      “He’s waiting downstairs.”

      “The Heavy Purse?”

      “The bakery.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out slow, stalling for a second while I thought.

      “I do need to get some clothes for tonight,” I said. “Maybe–”

      “I can do that.”

      “That’s not what I was going for. I was thinking I could go–”

      “Let me. You need to talk to–”

      “Shae–”

      “I know your size. I’ll do it.”

      She was already heading down the stairs, and clearly the decision had already been made.

      I pulled my boots back on, and then headed down to the bakery.

      The bakery was a very different place than it had been when I left. Previously, the bakery had been, largely, an empty place where we had guild meetings. Now, however, it was a vibrant business, packed with a host of customers. Lots of workers moving behind counters filled with breads and pastries. A array of unbelievable smells wafted through the space, matched quite nicely by the sounds of happy people. Happy people who were mostly in groups of at least two or three, except for a single man sitting by himself. A larger man with a nearly perfectly symmetrical face, flawless dark skin, and close-cut hair sat at a table near the window, looking into the steaming cup in front of him.

      Clearly, the man I was looking for.

      I sat down across from him.

      He looked up at me without moving his head.

      “Clyde,” he said, “right?”

      “That’s me.”

      “You want me to look for someone.”

      “I do. Can I get your name?”

      “Bass Reaves.”

      “Bass?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “I need you to find a professor from the Enderun, Dunt Pomeroy.”

      He nodded and took a large bite of his pastry. Then he gulped down whatever hot liquid was in his mug.

      “Might be able to do that for you,” he said.

      “Might?” I replied. “Anything I can do to sway that might to a will?”

      “Is there a cash reward?”

      “There can be.”

      “If only that were the problem.”

      “What is the problem?”

      “It would seem my skillset has gotten the attention of a few people, so I’m a bit torn in too many directions. Including something for, well, someone I can’t rightly say no to, which entails a mystery out of the city. Way out. Which from the sound of it, is not a place I have a predilection for visiting.”

      “Out of the city?”

      “That’s the place.”

      “You haven’t been?”

      “No. Bit of a city mouse.”

      “It’s, um, I mean, I don’t think it’s as bad as it’s made out to be. Especially, you know, if you’ve got some good people around you and–”

      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but my ‘people around me’ quotient is rather slim.”

      “I know some people.”

      “Good people?”

      “I said some people. Definitely able to protect you.”

      “Do I look like I need protection?”

      “No, you don’t look like it, but you do sound like it.”

      “I hate that.”

      “Do you want me to talk to some of my people and see if they might be interested in a little trip?”

      “If you were to arrange some ‘good’ people to help me on this little job I have to do for the people who don’t like taking no for the answer they should take, then I would be willing to find that professor for you. At least, give it my best shot.”
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      You have been offered a quest by Bass Reaves:

      Some Good People

      Find some good people who can help Bass Reaves complete a little job for people who don’t take no for an answer.

      Reward for success: Bass will give his best shot at finding the professor.

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): None

      Yes/No
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      “I can do that,” I replied, accepting the quest. “At least I can give it my best shot.”

      He gave me a nod of the head while taking a sip of the coffee.

      “You come from Earth?” I asked, in English.

      He nodded, as if that was a perfectly reasonable question to ask.

      “What part of the world you hail from?” He asked.

      “Bronx, you?”

      “Baltimore.”

      “Year?”

      “When I left? 2015. You?”

      “2009.”

      “No way! So the iPhone was still the new hotness.”

      “Something like that.”

      “It feels weird to, um, I don’t really know how to handle that sort of time differential.”

      “Best idea would be to ignore it. Focus on being here.”

      “Right. That was the advice I got. Never mention the old stuff.”

      “Tends to be the right advice.”

      “And you were a cop?”

      “Detective. Murder. You?”

      “Small-time thief.”

      “Ain’t that a bitch. Enemies in one world, allies in the next.”

      “I don’t know that we’d be enemies. I never got into anything violent. Definitely not murder. I just took stuff from rich assholes in Westchester and Long Island.”

      “All part of the game.”

      “At best, I was whatever is below single A.”

      “T-ball.”

      “Sure, I was a t-ball player in the game. Not some major leaguer like you.”

      “Bah.”

      As Bass Reaves was mid-scoff, I caught sight of the pit-crew coming down the road, very clearly heading for the Heavy Purse, looking to get dinner at the end of their day.

      “There’s some of those potentially good people now,” I said. “You have a minute to wait?”

      “I can clear my calendar,” Bass Reaves said.

      I nodded and hurried outside, grabbing Harpy, Rose, and Bart and pulling the three into the bakery.

      “Bass,” I said, showing off the three messy friends of mine, “these are friends of mine. Harpy, Rose, and Bart.”

      Reaves stood up and shook hands with each of them. I noticed him being overly perfunctory with Bart, as if the man from Baltimore wasn’t yet used to humanoid otter-folk over six feet tall. Bart seemed to pick up on this as well, and leaned in a little closer, giving Reaves a look that verged into a leer.

      “Sit if you don’t mind,” I said, pulling some chairs away from other tables.

      “What are we doing here?” Rose asked.

      “This is Bass Reaves,” I said, “and he’s a detective.”

      “Is that your Choice?” Bart asked.

      “It is,” Reaves said. “Started out as a guard, then Watch, then detective.”

      “Level 15?” I asked.

      “18,” Reaves answered. “Clyde, here, says you are good people, that you might be willing to help me investigate a thing out west some, on the other side of that forest.”

      “Help you investigate?” Harpy asked, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms. Somehow, he had a pipe in his mouth, but I never saw him put it there. “Not sure I got a skill that’d be right helpful in such a situation.”

      “I think he needs,” I started, then paused for a second, “not guards, just friends to help him stay alive.”

      “That be a guard, Clyde,” Harpy replied quickly.

      “I’d prefer something less guard like and more someone who’d watch my back not for money.”

      “So we wouldn’t be paid?” Bart asked.

      “You’d be doing it for me,” I said. “So that Reaves, here, will find Dunt Pomeroy, who’s a friend of ours. Friend of mine and ours. And I feel like having someone with Reaves’s skills would be a benefit to our, well, to us.”

      “How far west?” Harpy asked.

      “Few days,” Reaves said. “Little town by the name of Tolbiacum, on the other side of Sadler Woods.”

      “Never heard of it,” I said.

      “Pretty small place. Not sure there’s anything to know about it. But there’s something there that needs solving, and I guess I’m the one to do it.”

      “I would prefer to stay here,” Rose said. “I have just… I have grown tired of travel, and I am enjoying the experience with Matthew and Godfrey. I feel I would–”

      “That’s fine,” I said. “You don’t need to give reasons, just yes or no.”

      Bart crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair until it balanced on two legs. At least, I thought it was balanced on two legs, but he had his tail helping keep the balance. The big thassalutra watched Reaves. Reaves didn’t seem to care — he bit into his pastry and drank his coffee.

      “I’ll go,” Bart finally said, nodding. “Here is the call of adventure, here is the chance to help someone. I’ll go.”

      Harpy sighed.

      “It be a bad look if’n only one of us goes,” Harpy said. “‘Sides, that there forest seems worth a peek, what with all them stories about it.”

      “Harpy and Bart,” I said to Reaves. “Pretty good team.”

      “Good enough to keep me alive?” Reaves asked.

      “Imagine so. They’ve kept me alive.”
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      Congratulations! You’ve completed a QUEST!

      Some Good People

      You found some good people who can help Bass Reaves complete a little job for people who don’t take no for an answer.

      Reward for success: Bass will give his best shot at finding the professor.
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        * * *

      

      “There we go,” I said. “World thinks they’re good enough.”

      “Seems so,” Reaves replied.

      “You should make Nox go,” Rose said.

      “Bah, that be one more back to watch,” Harpy barked.

      “He only leaves his apartment to eat.”

      “I think Nox has earned a respite,” I said.

      Rose shrugged, got up from the table and left the bakery.

      “What’s eating her?” I asked.

      “Got to remember where she been,” Harpy replied. “How she been raised, eh? All this, it be more than she been used to dealing with. And she ain’t yet learned the art of asking for help.”

      “So I need to help her?”

      “You need to wait for her to ask for it,” Bart said.

      “No, not that,” Harpy countered, “be there, do them small things. Then wait.”

      “Reaves,” I said, “I’ll leave you to get to know your team and I guess wait to hear about Dunt Pomeroy.”

      Reaves stood, and held out his hand.

      I shook it.

      “A pleasure,” Reaves said.

      “Indeed,” I replied, and I walked out after Rose.
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      I had the best of intentions, planning on following Rose into the Heavy Purse and having a quiet dinner with her while I tried to plum the depths of her issues.

      That was not to be, because as soon as I stepped out of the bakery, Shae waved me down. She pulled me up the stairs into my apartment, where she laid out a wide variety of clothing across the bed. There followed a quick romantic comedy mirror montage, where I tried on the various outfits she’d picked out and she made faces and suggestions until I looked the way she thought I should. I was wearing black trousers which were kind of tight, along with tall black leather boots with a wide cuff. I had on a tighter blue shirt under a loose white shirt covered with slashes, letting the blue come through. It was a look, just not really one I’d have chosen.

      I sighed, not necessarily agreeing, but knowing I didn’t have a choice in the matter.

      “You look good,” she said again, reassuring me.

      “You didn’t need to do this,” I said.

      “I wanted to.”

      I was about to get into the conversation I knew I needed to have with Shae, the one where I tried to release her from the bizarre quest reward she’d given me, but I chickened out. Instead, I just nodded.

      There was a polite knock at the door, which was open, so I’m not sure why Nox didn’t just come in, but he stood there politely.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “There’s a carriage outside,” he said. “I think it’s for you.”

      “Why?”

      “The Glatonese crest on the side somewhat gives it away.”

      “It’s time!” Shae said, clapping.

      I went down the stairs and saw the carriage. It wasn’t one of the big ones, with six horses pulling it, but one of the lesser carriages, more like a hansom than anything ornate. Definitely one of the lower-tier carriages.

      “Clyde Hatchett?” the driver asked.

      “That’s me.”

      “I am to take you to the ball tonight.”

      “I thought I had a different date,” I replied, “but you’ll do.”

      “Uh, no, um–”

      “I know what you mean,” I said, opening the little door and hopping inside.

      I leaned back into the seat and closed my eyes, knowing it was going to be a long ride over to Tollendahl’s house. Perfect time for a nap.
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      Naturally, the one time I chose to sleep, and it had to be interrupted.

      I woke instantly, no longer in the carriage. Instead, I sat on a stone embankment above water running down well-worn, but clean, gutters.

      “Theophany,” I said, realizing exactly where I had to be. “You need something?”

      Theophany, my goddess patron, slipped almost coquettishly out of a wall and sat down next to me.

      “Sorry to ruin your nap,” she said, sheepish.

      “It’s fine, I can deal. Is something going on?”

      “Oh, it is the usual. I think. It was suggested that I maintain a level of contact with you. Not just to, um, talk, but also to strategize.”

      “Strategize?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, what is our strategy?”

      She smiled, and lifted up her little shoulders.

      “I have no idea. Sadly, the game we are playing is… obtuse? Difficult for even me to parse and I am… that is all I can really say on that.”

      “Ah, yes, the game which must not be mentioned.”

      “There are dangerous times ahead, and I fear my ability to guide you will be limited.”

      “Is this another bit of vagueness?”

      “Yes.”

      “So I need to be aware of danger, but you can’t tell me what it is or what I should do?”

      “Correct.”

      “Awesome.”

      “Clyde, you are smart enough to recognize danger coming. That much I know. And once you see the problem rising, you will see the means to prevent it from succeeding.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “You are welcome,” she said with a smile.

      I hadn’t really meant what I’d said as an actual thanks, but she was so earnest and naive, I just had to retroactively change my meaning. She did believe in me.

      “Is there anything you can tell me?” I asked.

      “About?”

      “I don’t know — anything that might be useful?”

      “I do have a little something for you,” she said. “I hope it is useful.”

      She pulled a tube from the air, something that looked like it might hold a map. Or multiple maps. She opened the tube and upended it. Sure enough, a map dropped out. But so did a clear glass bottle nearly as wide as the tube itself.

      “What’s this?” I asked, grabbing the bottle before it could spill into the gutter below.

      “It works with the map,” she said.

      She unrolled the map, which seemed to settle onto a table surface that wasn’t there, so the map was just hanging out there in the air. She took the bottle from me and sat it on the map.

      The bottle filled with lines.

      “What’s all that?” I asked.

      “Everything under the surface,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Those are all the tunnels under Glaton. Really, everything under the surface of Glaton. More or less.”

      I peered closer at the bottle, and I could see tiny basements, twisting sewers, and more.

      “What does more or less mean?” I asked.

      “In this context, it means I can tell you exactly where any water has flowed, but I am somewhat forced to guess about other places. But it is rare for a place to have had no water run across it.”

      I moved the bottle around the map, captivated by the way the tunnels flowed around. It was really strange to see. Also strange, trying to picture which was was up and which was down, because the top of the bottle actually showed the deepest part of Glaton, whereas the part of the bottle directly touching the map was actually the shallowest.

      “Sadly, we are running out of time,” Theophany said, grabbing the bottle and popping it back in the leather tube.

      I woke with a start.

      It was time for the ball.
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      I’d been to Tollendahl’s house before, and, like the first time, I was a bit aghast that a single person claimed such a massive swelling as their home. The building was gargantuan, and outside of the Imperial palaces, was probably one of the largest in all of Glaton. There was quite a bit of traffic around the place. Carriages backed up all the way down the street as all the schmancy people in the Empire tried to schmooze with all the other schmancy people of the Empire. A schmancy-off. And then there was me, someone who really shouldn’t have been there at all. For a moment, I was worried Tollendahl, or rather one of his staff, might recognize me as that guy who’d swiped stuff from his magical item collection, but then I remembered that old Clyde wasn’t here any longer. I was a whole new Clyde with a better face and nicer, thicker hair.

      My driver wouldn’t let me out early, so I had to sit in the carriage as we slowly made our way to the front door. Finally, it was my turn, and a handsome valet opened my door to reveal a cushy step-stool, so I could hop out. I flipped a gold coin up at the driver, and he gave me a smile while snatching it from the air.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Any time,” he replied, with a tip of his cap.

      “Don’t suppose you’ll be waiting for me when I’m done here?”

      “Don’t suppose I will. Have a good night, sir.”

      He tapped the horse lightly with his whip and the carriage was off.

      “This way,” the valet said, gesturing with a white glove to a table where two young ladies were seated in front of a very large book.

      “Name?” the young lady on the right asked, her smile dazzling.

      “Hatchett, Clyde,” I said.

      She flipped the pages in the book a little, and I realized that the party wasn’t so large as to require the whole of the huge book. It was, rather, a book that kept track of who was coming to all of Tollendahl’s parties.

      “Thank you, Master Hatchett,” she said, putting a small tick next to my name. “Lord Tollendahl welcomes you to his estate. lease enjoy yourself.

      I gave her a nod and sauntered into the ball.

      Which was already crowded with all the people of middling importance, busy waiting for the really important people to show up.

      Lots of guests scanned my face, and when they realized I was not one of the really important people, they usually frowned and went back to scanning the crowd for someone they’d rather be speaking to. A real boost to the ego.

      I noticed that the guard presence was significantly higher than at my first ball, with armored men and women standing at regular intervals all along the staircases, the hallways, basically everywhere. And to be honest, they didn’t seem so much like guards as they did mercenaries forced into guard duty.

      I avoided the ballroom and went straight for the buffet. There was an incredible amount of food available, and I quickly put together a plate, picking an empty table in the corner near the door where I could, hopefully, see when Nadya appeared.

      A huge man appeared in the doorway, looking across the buffet with interest. I felt like he was about to wipe the saliva off his stubble. He seemed like he’d had a beard and had only recently been forced to shave. Much like I’d done, he bee-lined for the food and piled up a plate. A little more gluttonous than myself, but, then again, he was probably two or three times my size.

      He sat at the far corner, about as distant from me as he could get. Obviously, he was somehow important, because people were watching him intently. Very clearly coming into the buffet room just to see what the man was doing.

      A woman walked up, curtsied, and sat down across from him, and they had a quiet conversation.

      I finished my plate of food, which was delicious and also whisked away as soon as it was clear I was finished with it. For a moment, I sat there and just enjoyed my glass of juice. Some non-alcoholic semi-tropical thing that tasted a bit like cherries mixed with Juicy Fruit gum. So maybe saying I enjoyed it was being polite.

      But then I saw Nadya walk inside, moving quickly toward the stairs.

      I left the juicy juice behind and went after her.
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      “Hey,” I called out as she hit the third floor and seemed intent on powering up another level. “Is this a race?”

      She turned and looked at me, her face hard, angry. But then she recognized me and smiled, looking a bit sheepish as she glanced down at her feet.

      “Sorry,” she said, “I’m, it’s been a day.”

      “That it has. Rough day?”

      “Sort of.”

      “I take it the duke did not sweep you off your feet?”’

      “I accidentally got drunk.”

      “So maybe he did too.”

      “It’s not funny, Clyde.”

      “It’s a little funny.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “If you don’t think so, I won’t think so. I took her hand, and walked her away from the stairs, over to the balcony looking down onto the dancers on the ballroom floor below.

      “I didn’t do it on purpose. I didn’t even realize the wine was wine. I…”

      “You think someone drugged you? Slipped you a mickey?”

      “I don’t know what a mickey is.”

      “To most people, a mouse.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t get a mouse.”

      “It’s a way of saying that someone put something in your drink without you knowing.”

      “I think someone switched bottles on me, and I just didn’t notice. Or, maybe, I did notice, and I just thought it’d be easier if I was drunk.”

      “Was it bad? Besides the being drunk, I mean.”

      “No. Really awkward, but he seemed nice.”

      “Marriage material?”

      “I’m not interested in marrying him.”

      “I meant for me.”

      She laughed. “Maybe. I forgot to ask him if he has showers.”

      “What? That was the one thing!”

      “I’m sure he’s here — I can introduce you.”

      “Better not. Poor form to switch partners at the ball.”

      “How kind of you to not cause a scandal.”

      “I do like a good scandal.”

      “Clyde, can you be serious for a second?”

      “I try not to, but if you need me–”

      “I do. Wait, what are you wearing?”

      “Hey! My stylist assures me this is the height of fashion.”

      “Where’d you find this stylist? The pits?”

      I pinched her shoulder. “What’s up?”

      “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “Makes two of us.”

      “What should I be doing?”

      “I think you are doing the right thing. I think that this is an opportunity for you, one that is really rare, and you might as well see it through. Worst case, you aren’t Emperor at the end of all of this–”

      “Worst case, I’m dead.”

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      “There are people trying to kill me.”

      “I’m sure there are people trying to kill me, too, but–”

      “But you can defend yourself! I’ve only got ten levels in swords. One in daggers. I’m not a fighter.”

      “You have a lot of people who are pulling for you, people who’d be happy to defend you.”

      “You?”

      “Of course.”

      “You want to come live with me?”

      “I mean, that might be nice. Just, um, not really, should I really be at the palace that much?”

      “Yes.”

      “I just, um—”

      “Just say you don’t want to.”

      “I don’t know what I want. What I do know is that my lifestyle isn’t exactly in sync with the palace right now. And that I don’t want my bad behavior to rub off on you.”

      “You rub off on me? Who took whom to a monster market?”

      “Got that. But who robbed Tollendahl the last time we were here?”

      “That’s right!”

      “What should I take tonight?”

      “Don’t you dare, Clyde.”

      “See, that’s why I shouldn’t hang out at the palace full time with you.”

      “Are you really going to steal something?”

      “No, not tonight.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Though I might go check if Tollendahl has some new poor Shae trapped in that,” I said, pointing at the bowl hanging off the ceiling.

      “If he does… I don’t even know. I do know I have to schmooze quite a bit tonight. Try and sway voters.”

      “You need me for that?”

      “Are you a good schmoozer?”

      “I am terrible at that. But I could probably pick a few pockets.”

      “Maybe I do that on my own. Or, rather, with my handlers.”

      She pointed down into the ballroom at a man and a woman wearing matching intensely blue outfits.

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      “Lord and Lady Dangeaux. She is a cousin of mine? I think? The family relationship is a bit, um–”

      “Wonky?”

      “Sure. But they are considered experts at socializing. And I would imagine they are looking for me.”

      It did seem like the two were busy moving through the crowd in search of someone.

      “They wouldn’t let me just come with you,” Nadya suddenly said. “Sorry I had to send the carriage for you.”

      “I appreciated the carriage. Much nicer than walking.”

      “They didn’t want anyone to think I was, um, seeing someone. Or not available. They wanted people to think I was—”

      “Available for marriage?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want to go and do some schmoozing,” I started, “and we can reconvene later?”

      “Are you trying to get rid of me so you can go do something illegal?”

      “Quick question: is it still illegal if I don’t know the law?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then probably. But I’ll make an effort not to get caught.”

      “Your invitation to live with me in the palace is off,” she said.

      “Which means you’re still planning on moving in with me in Old Town, right?”

      “Right,” she said with a smile, hopping onto her tip toes to kiss me before she hurried off down the stairs.

      I leaned on the railing and watched her go, enjoying her skill in making her gown move around in all sorts of alluring ways.

      Left on my own while Nadya went to work, I had to figure out how to entertain myself… ideally without being arrested for some reason.

      I looked down at the people dancing, enjoying themselves. There was a lot to see. An impressive rainbow of color and style. The music was nice, coming from a small orchestra on the far side of the room. I saw Nadya slip between dancers on the ballroom floor, then get to her minders. They feigned excitement at seeing her, and immediately spun her toward someone to speak with.

      Instead of watching her, which I felt was only going to cause me grief, I decided to go check on the secret room ‘hidden’ inside the giant stained glass boob lamp above the ballroom where I’d found Shae. See if Tollendahl had some other sex slave trapped and ready for sacrifice.

      Like the first time I’d trespassed in Tollendahl’s house, there were guards blocking off the fourth floor. The boundary between public and private areas was very clear.

      But that just made it all the more fun.

      I found a spot where I could stand out of sight from the guards, but where I had a view onto the fourth floor.

      Then I blink-ed between the guards and onto the stairs.

      I clenched my teeth hard and hurried up the stairs, sending out a psychic thanks to Tollendahl’s designers for putting heavy, plush carpet on the stairs.

      On the fourth floor, I had to pause a moment to think back to the route I’d taken to find the secret room. It required a bit of finesse, some reaching back into old memories, and then some old-fashioned peeking through keyholes and opening doors. Unlike the openness of the first through third floors, the fourth was a veritable maze. Most of what I came across were just half-empty rooms.

      But as I snuck along, ducking away from the roving guard patrols, I started to remember the path I’d taken the first time. Things started to seem vaguely familiar, and pretty soon I was staring at the bookshelf I needed to move aside to get to the secret room.

      A quick push, and the shelf moved.

      I walked inside and saw that the trapdoor to the boob light was open. A quick peek inside told me that I might have been too late. It was empty, but there were definite signs someone had been there recently. The pillows and blankets in the boob light trap-room were in disarray, and there was a bit of funk to the air…

      Gross.
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      I heard people talking outside.

      Quickly, I closed the secret door and pulled the bookshelf back into place. But as I did that, I heard the doorknob twisting.

      With no other options, I blink-ed up to the top of the corner bookshelf, and thus found myself back in the exact same spot I’d been in during my first visit to Tollendahl’s place.

      Tollendahl and his entourage swept into the room, the guards doing a quick survey of the place before Tollendahl waddled to the middle and set a heavy goblet of wine down hard on the table, splashing drops across the tabletop.

      A second man walked in, and I half-expected it to be Valamir, but it was just some no-name lackey. A taller man with dark hair, but he lacked the muscle of Valamir, looking like he’d spent his life indoors fetching treats for wealthy people who didn’t want to walk up and down stairs themselves.

      He stood there, waiting for Tollendahl to acknowledge him.

      Tollendahl, meanwhile, took a deep pull of his wine and grimaced.

      “Why is he here?” Tollendahl asked.

      “He was invited, my lord,” the lackey said.

      “Is he really a duke?”

      “He is. Of Coggeshall.”

      “And how did we miss that? How did that man end up as the Stranger in my games?”

      “I… I was–”

      “A mistake like this is…” Tollendahl ran out of words for the moment and drank deeply. “There will be– a reorganization is necessary after such performance. Lawrence, the key to success is information. Information allows manipulation. And manipulation has no care for power — it is the ultimate. I tell you this because I am hoping you will continue to show promise, such that I might be able to depend upon you to handle more of the day-to-day operations.”

      “Thank you for putting your trust in me, my lord.”

      “Continue to earn it, and there will be no need for thanks. Now, bring him in.”

      “Which–”

      “The duke can wait. The other one.”

      “Of course, my lord.”

      Lawrence the lackey bowed, then hurried out of the room.

      Tollendahl drank some more, and then he waved his hand around.

      The guards closed the doors. It was just Tollendahl alone in there. At least, insofar as he knew. Technically, I was there, but he didn’t know. At least, I figured he didn’t know.

      He walked over to the bookshelf and pushed it in. Then he went into the secret room.

      I could barely hear him padding around on the soft carpet inside, muttering very quietly to himself. There was the barely-there creak followed by a soft-thud of the trapdoor closing.

      Tollendahl waddled back into the non-secret room, closing the bookshelf behind him.

      There was a soft knock at the door.

      Tollendahl took a big swig from his goblet.

      “Enter.”

      The door opened and the lackey stepped in, bringing two men in with him.

      They were burly, rough sorts who looked very much like they were playing dress up to fit in with the posh folk.

      “So nice of you to invite us to this party of yours, Tolly,” one of the men said, the larger of the two. He was missing quite a few teeth ,and what teeth remained were gold. The large one was smiling, clearly a bit intoxicated, as he wavered slightly.

      “So glad you could come,” Tollendahl said with a smile.

      “Least you could do, invitin’ us and all.”

      “Yes. Do you mind explaining, just a little, what happened with the Games?”

      “Seems as if you’d be the one to explain that ‘un to us, eh Tolly? Your Games, eh, Tolly-boy? Seems as if–”

      “How did you fail so spectacularly in bringing me adequate strangers?”

      “You know he killed one of ours too, eh? ‘Sides, six of ‘em were fine.”

      “Six of them being fine is not enough. Seven Strangers. Seven. Did you forget how to count?”

      “Did you forget who you are speaking with, Tolly-boy? You want my–”

      “Your, what, men? Women? Members? Your arrogance is misplaced, Hinton. You exist because of me, and if you think a single one of the White Hand is yours, you are more a fool than I thought.”

      “You tread a fine line, Tolly. I know you feel the sting of the Games failing, but–”

      “What happened, Hinton? I want to know what happened. And how it happened.”

      “Seems as if it might be time to remind you just–”

      “Remind him, Lawrence.”

      A flash of reflected light across the ceiling, followed quickly by the sound of a thud, a splatter, and a second thud.

      Hinton’s body lay on the floor, quite near his head.

      Lawrence stood still in a lunge with a brilliant silver sword.

      The lanky lackey flicked the blade, and drops of blood flew off. Lawrence slid the blade into a scabbard that seemed to blend into his trousers.

      Thug Two’s eyes went wide.

      “Your name,” Tollendahl asked.

      “Julian,” he said.

      “Julian, congratulations! You are now in charge of the White Hand. Quite a lovely promotion, eh?”

      “Yes, um, my lord.”

      “Excellent. Lawrence, get the new leader here some refreshment.”

      It was off-putting to see such casual violence.

      It surprised me, maybe because I wasn’t expecting something like that from Lawrence, or rather, something like that from a man like Lawrence. I’m not sure why not, life in Vuldranni seemed to be beset by omnipresent violence, perhaps it was just part of the fabric of society.

      Julian seemed surprised at the turn of events, but not necessarily upset by them. I couldn’t quite make out the expression on his face. He was somewhat beneath me facing away.

      Tollendahl, on the other hand, I could see. And he looked bored.

      Obviously, the most surprised person in the room was Hinton. The head missing a body blinked a time or two. Perhaps the last flickers of electricity causing synapses to fire and blink, or maybe the last vestiges of thought before the soul left the body. I could have taken some time to think the cosmological ramifications of life though, or, I could just accept what had happened and continue with my eavesdropping. I took the latter course of action.

      “So now that you’ve had your promotion,” Tollendahl said, “why don’t you explain to me a little about what happened and then placate me with lies about how it will never happen again?”

      Julian stammered out an apology before launching into his description of what happened: “Nobody knew who he was, my lord. We had no idea we knew that he was who he was. Just caught him in the normal sweep–”

      “And what ‘normal sweep’ would that be? The careful observation of qualified candidates for sale or other use who are then snatched up without any trace?”

      “The trap-carriage.”

      “Ah, yes. The trap-carriage. Who came up with that?”

      Julian pointed at the corpse.

      “Annoying,” Tollendahl sneered. “Lawrence, see if there is anyone who can resurrect this useless heap of meat so I might have you kill him again.”

      “Yes, my lord,” Lawrence said, holding out a flagon of some brown liquid to Julian.

      Julian took the flagon, but didn’t take a drink.

      “Pardon my lord,” Julian said, “but the trap-carriages have been quite lucrative, and the driver of that particular trap-carriage was someone who had been quite successful. One of our best, really.”

      “I noticed you mentioned him in the past tense,” Tollendahl said, “shall I presume this Montana fellow also removed one of our best snatchers from service?”

      “Yes, my lord. He was taken because he seemed to be a tourist as he was walking alone at night. He was brought back to the docks. We were to put him on a boat and–”

      “So how did he become a Stranger?”

      “We were told there were only six, and–”

      “I know that part of it. Why him?”

      “After, um, it was determined he was too dangerous. The Stranger–”

      “Do not call him that.”

      “Uh, yes, my lord. The duke?”

      “He holds that title for the moment, I suppose. Continue.”

      “After we caught him in the carriage and brought him to the docks, he killed the driver we mentioned by just grabbing him and and ripping him through the carriage. I believe the Stran— duke tore our driver’s leg off. Or perhaps his arm. I happened to be, um, I was not there.”

      “Who was?”

      Julian gestured at the headless corpse.

      Tollendahl rolled his eyes.

      “Of course. Leave it to this fool to be an annoyance, even after he is perished.”

      “Shall I research if there is a means to bring him back twice?” Lawrence asked.

      “Perhaps,” Tollendahl replied. “Julian, continue.”

      “Well,” Julian continued, “you see, my lord, we needed — or you said you needed — another stranger, and so we provided one. We thought that we could put the duke into the arena and then he would be unable to kill more of us and also would be killed. So he would not be able to tell anyone about the trap-carriages. At least, that is what I understand the thought process to be. Because I was–”

      “Not there. I understand that part quite well.  I see where there may have been a miscommunication that you, or whomever might have been there,” Tollendahl gave Hinton’s corpse a swift kick, “somehow did not get that the strangers are supposed to die quickly. Hence it is imperative to find someone who is not a skilled fighter, nor so impressively strong he might rip off a man’s leg. Or arm. Which limb matters quite little, as this has been rather bad for business, would you agree?”

      “In retrospect,” Julian said, “I agree it was a problem. And had I known–”

      “You would have done exactly as this fool had done.”

      “Again, I was not there–”

      “I know, Julian, you need not remind me again. I see you are showing excellent aptitude for your new position, wherein I am sure you will pawn off the blame for whatever issue arises by pointing out you were not there. However, now that we know exactly what the problem was — not you, apparently — perhaps you want to explain to me, Julian of the White Hand, what it was you were doing.”

      “My lord, I was busy with the swamp angels.”

      “Ah, that. And how is that not progressing?”

      “Not progressing?”

      “I have heard nothing of it, good or bad, which leads me to believe nothing is happening. So, pray tell, what is happening?”

      “It is slow-going, my lord, but I think they are beginning to see reason.”

      “Beginning to see reason? I suppose that is something like progress.”

      “I firmly believe–”

      “A moment, Julian,” Tollendahl interrupted, holding his pudgy hand up. “Lawrence, I feel as if I need to take a longer look at certain issues. Can you make sure I have room in my schedule to really understand what has happened with the White Hand?”

      “Of course,” Lawrence said with a slight nod of his head.

      “Also, let’s rectify this–”

      Another flash of light and a thud, as poor Julian was relieved of command.

      “There must be a better candidate for leader amongst that rabble,” Tollendahl said. “Ask Derenschaal to posit a few names.”

      “If I might be bold and offer an alternative?”

      “You are not to lead the White Hand, Lawrence. Do we need to go through this conversation again?”

      “No your lord, that was not to be my suggestion. Perhaps it would be wiser to eliminate the White Hand altogether.”

      “Perhaps,” Tollendahl said with a sigh. “It would not be the first time they have outlived their usefulness, but it is such a pain to build up anything else. Although, maybe you would learn something being forced to engage in such a practice. The issue is one of coffers, Lawrence. The White Hand, although annoying and grotesque, are effective in filling my coffers. I need full coffers for what is coming, especially with what these games are going to wind up as, a money pit. However, it would be good to have a lower profile. First that group of wannabe White Hands gets noticed grabbing children. They have become too brazen. Trap-carriages, seriously. Maybe you are right about them, the White Hand might need to take a long break from existence.”

      “What about the Swamp Angels?”

      “What about them?”

      “Instead of building a group up, take one over. They are well established in the pits and present many opportunities–”

      “I appreciate your optimism that I might be able to take that gang and territory with but a whim. But they are rather entrenched.”

      “I doubt they are as entrenched as you believe. The White Hand has done quite a bit to push them around, and if you were to keep your involvement with the White Hand quiet, you might use the White Hand to brutalize the Swamp Angels until you step in to save the Swamp Angels, who can then rid you of the White Hand. And you can use the income from the pits to fill your coffers.”

      “Lawrence, that is an idea. It might even be a good idea. Tell Derenschaal I want a leader for the White Hand who is strong, but stupid.”

      “The duke of Coggeshall?” Lawrence asked, grinning.

      “Lawrence, I appreciate that joke. While he does that, I want whatever you might dig up on the income from the swamp angels.”

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Enter,” Tollendahl said.

      I noticed Lawrence subtly moved a chair to block view of the bodies from the door.

      A guard’s head peeked in. “My lord, you want us to bring him to you?”

      “The duke?” Tollendahl asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I suppose it is time. Make sure the good duke is not quite in his right when he arrives. Best if he is restrained as well. Come, Lawrence— let us have another chat with this idiot.”

      Tollendahl and Lawrence walked past the guard and out of the room.

      I dropped down and, because it’s second nature, went through the pouches and pockets of both corpses. Two pouches of coins and one small bag of various treasure I felt certain had been stolen that very night. And then I was on Tollendahl’s trail; I wanted to listen in on his talk with the duke.
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      Tollendahl didn’t waddle very fast, so I was able to catch up easily. Almost too easily, having to throw myself into an open doorway to avoid being seen.

      I trailed them to a large open room devoid of furniture yet filled with guards. The ceiling was full of large carvings and statues, all oriented to look down on those in the room. A quick and tactical cast of blink, and I was laying on top of a half-naked stone woman, trying desperately not to throw up on Tollendahl directly below me. He stood in the middle of the room facing a set of double doors, different than the one we’d both just come through. His guards surrounded him.

      The double doors opened, and yet another guard ushered in the huge duke. The hulking man looked  barely human.

      “Tollenfuck,” the huge duke  said. “How nice to see you here.”

      “It is my house, Stranger,” Tollendahl snapped in reply.

      “This joint?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s nice.”

      “Thank you,” Tollendahl said, then turned to look at the sheepish guard to the duke. “Why is he upright and awake?”

      “He, um—” the guard started.

      “I don’t respond well to being hit on the head,” the duke said. “And it doesn’t really work that well on me anyway. So he asked me nicely, and I came.”

      “Take him off the property,” Tollendahl said, using one of his multiple chins to indicate the guard who’d brought him in. “If I see you again, I will have you thrown in the pits.”

      The guard was dragged off by two of his compatriots. There was no struggling, just a calm acceptance of his fate. I noticed that Lawrence wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

      “It’s possible I have underestimated you,” Tollendahl said. “Not likely, but possible. I have a good eye for talent, and I know how to accurately measure a man. You also might be exactly what it is I have been searching for—”

      “A personal trainer?”

      “To train me in what?”

      “Never mind.”

      “I have been looking for someone to take me through a dungeon. Perhaps two—”

      “Sorry, not me.”

      “You interrupt me and think you already know this deal? You do not know what I am about to offer you.”

      “One, you can’t afford me—”

      “I have more wealth than you could imagine.”

      “Maybe. But even if you could afford me, I still think you’re a piece of shit. No amount of money is going to make me work with you, let alone for you.”

      “You are as foul-mouthed as you are stupid.”

      “Probably. But I’ve been in a dungeon. I know what it’s like in there, and even if you took me and all these idiots around us, which you can’t, you’d be screwed. Even if I liked you and thought you were awesome sauce, which I definitely do not, because you’re a feckless tool of a man. You wouldn’t make it through the first level, let alone all the levels. And even if, by some huge miracle, all the gods in Vuldranni decided to grace you with the protection necessary to make it through all the levels and out to the other side, you would only be awarded based on what you did in the dungeon. Which would be nothing, because well, see above, where I pointed out how utterly worthless you are on every conceivable scale. And two, I think you’re a piece of poo. Did I already say that? I think I said that. But let’s make that number three as well. You suck. And I kind of hate you. So, tell you what? I changed my mind. Let’s go to that dungeon you want to visit, and I’ll push you in and let you die and the whole damn world will be better off, eh?”

      While the duke ranted, Count Tollendahl seethed. His face reddened, and veins began to pop out of his neck and forehead. I felt sure he was about to order Lawrence to attack from the shadows.

      “No?” the duke asked. “You don’t want to do that?”

      “Understand that it is completely your fault all that happens now,” he said.

      Tollendahl walked up to the big man, looking very small.

      “I pride myself on being fair,” he said. “You pride yourself on being, what, violent?”

      “Used to be my beard. I felt pretty good about that.”

      “How piquant you lost yours.”

      “I know you mean that in some witty manner, but I have no idea what piquant means, so it kinda falls flat.”

      “You wear your stupidity with such joy. One would think you would aim more toward bettering yourself than reveling in idiocy.”

      “I could make a fat joke, but that’s just mean. So, maybe we can stop making fun of each other, and you tell me why I’m here. Then I can ruin your plans and be on my merry way the hell out of your oversized house.”

      He frowned, clearly not liking his grandstanding impeded by the likes of me.

      “I am a man with nearly everything anyone could want or need. And you, whatever you are, have but one thing I want and cannot get.”

      “A full head of hair?”

      “What?”

      “Pants that match your shoes?”

      “That is not—”

      “I know, I’ve got it! A kitten.”

      “I have had others killed for lesser infractions.”

      “Are you admitting to murder? You know—”

      “You are new here. I know this, hence why you think you can stand against me. You think I have the slightest concern the guard will do anything to me? The guard for whom I provide the payroll? The guard whom I arm and armor? Do you think they will do anything to me at your behest?”

      “I mean, maybe they’ll do the right thing.”

      “You, a buffoon, have but one thing I want. One thing I have yet to get. One thing—”

      “A nomination to the throne.”

      “Ah, that you suggest such a thing is a perfect illustration of how little you know me, or, frankly, this land of ours. You think I lack for power? Becoming Emperor would be a downgrade for me. I want your power, Coggeshall.”

      “Not sure I can give it to you.”

      “Oh, but you can.”

      “Let me rephrase: even if I could, don’t wanna. Because—”

      “Yes yes, you have made your opinions quite clear. And yet you are still here. Still talking to me. You are curious.”

      “Also a whole lot of people with spears and whatnot here.”

      “I have seen you tear through monsters, Coggeshall. Though these guards may think they could stop you, both you and I know the truth in this matter.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to get blood on your carpet.”

      “I appreciate that. Blood is rather difficult to remove from silks, and I have a rather busy spring. Especially since someone decided to ruin my Games.”

      “That wasn’t my fault.”

      “It is a bother, but I have decided that I will no longer blame you. You have made it more difficult, but I feel it will be better in the end. Though I do need you to return and claim your role as The Stranger.”

      “Not happening.”

      “I am afraid I require it.”

      “Require all you want, dick weed. I’m not doing it. I want nothin—”

      “Your wants are irrelevant. I will happily give you the prizes you have won, as well as compensate you fairly for further work. But you will return. You will announce yourself as The Stranger, and you will fight again, and lose, to a champion of my choosing.”

      “Not really a winning deal for me there.”

      Tollendahl sighed, feigning as if he was bored at having to explain it all, and he began to pace around the room. “It is not to the death. It is simply a battle of skill, more akin to the fights in the tournament. You as The Stranger versus the champion of the Grand Arena Tournament. Perhaps a first blood match. Whatever the case, you will lose. But—”

      “I’m not The Stranger. I won’t say I was The Stranger, and neither me nor the Stranger is going to set foot in your arena. I’m done with you because, well, you know all the reasons, you gutless thunderbutt.”

      “When I say I have more power than the throne, I mean it, Coggeshall. But I have less patience. If you would like to have me as an enemy—”

      “I would like to have you the hell out of my life, Tollenfuck.”

      “Know that this could have been a positive relationship between the two of us. When you look upon the ruins of your people, know it is your doing—”

      The huge man moved in a blur, so fast that it seemed unreal. One second, the duke stood tall, but bored, then next second, he had the rotund count by the throat and in the air, the man’s feet dangling uselessly. The duke’s nose was nearly touching Tollendahl’s.

      “Yuurp—” he got out, his legs dangling.

      The guards did act, a bit late, bringing their spears up and putting them up to the duke’s neck.

      “Listen,” I said, “because I’m tired of saying this. Stay out of my life. Stay out of Coggeshall’s life. I don’t want you as an enemy, I don’t want you as a friend. I don’t want you, green eggs and shithead. Just screw off. And this will be the last damn time I tell you. Remember that I could have killed you in the arena, and I could have killed you now. I did not. I chose not to. Me. It was my damn choice. You had nothing to do with it. And if I find out that you have even said the name of my holding, I will rescind that choice. No matter what you put in front of me, I will destroy it before destroying you.”

      The duke dropped Tollenbutt and the count crashed to the floor, his face nearly as purple as the carpet. Tollendahl made odd screeching noises as he tried to get his breath back, while the duke shoved the guards out of his way as he strode from the room, slamming the doors on his way out.

      “You will rue the day—” Tollendahl shouted at the closed door in a rather pathetic display of, what, power? Rage? It came off poorly.
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      And then, all of us in that room had a long moment of silence. I think we were all a little shocked, all busy trying to process what’d just happened. I’ve never seen anyone dressed down quite the way Tollendahl had just been. Because the big duke hadn’t really been threatening so much as pointing out the truth of the matter. And all Tollendahl’s bluster, all his confidence in his abilities and in his power, went right out the window as soon as the duke was holding the count by the throat. The big guy and let loose and Tollendahl had no recourse but to just take it. To take everything the duke said. And those of us in that room could never really see Tollendahl the same. I mean, I understand I was generalizing a fair amount about the guards down below, thinking that they’d probably had some sort of fear for the man, given he seemed more than happy to kill anyone at any time.

      But then came this big dude who was not cowed in the slightest by Tollendahl. Or the sort of power Tollendahl possessed. And I had no doubt the Stranger could pull off what he said.

      I had no doubt that, had the man wanted to throw down in the midst of this room full of 40-plus guards, he would’ve come out victorious.

      Now why he didn’t just kill Tollendahl? I don’t know.

      Of course, I had to counter that with my own question: Why didn’t I just kill Tollendahl? I’d had the chance. He’d been all alone in the room beneath me. I had a clear shot at backstabbing the hell out of a grade-A asshole. Hell, the guy was practically a super villain, just without the super part. He was actively engaged in the slave trade, seemed to get off on death and dismemberment, and the night we had first interacted, I’d saved someone destined to be killed in his sex games. Why hadn’t I just left a dagger in his back?

      Some might say I wasn’t just random killer, that I had a moral code requiring me to face off against armed opponents, but that wasn’t really the case. I was opportunistic when required.

      I think, if I was forced to be honest, it was because a man like Tollendahl had to have means of protecting himself that weren’t obvious. He had to have all sorts of magical and/or arcane protections on his person. There was probably some charm on his necklace that would cause any backstab or to be electrocuted or turned into dust or filled with Jell-O or forced to spend an enchanted evening with Bill Cosby. It was probably good I didn’t just try and sneak a dagger into the man’s fat back.

      While I’d been busy pontificating, the guards must have been ordered out of the room. Tollendahl was pacing back and forth.

      I knew Tollendahl had to be planning something already — that was why he was pacing. Because for all the terrible in him, he was a man of action. I had to at least give him that. And because he didn’t do a damn thing himself, I knew that he was going to meet with someone, talk to someone or something, and unleash a plan of revenge.

      If I just hung out with the naked stone lady a little longer, I could be in the position to block whatever plan Tollendahl was coming up. And blocking that revenge could force the duke to owe me a favor, in which case, maybe I could use that favor to get the duke’s votes to Nadya for Emperor.

      Tollendahl muttered to himself as he paced back and forth. I would’ve preferred if the man had done the more traditional villain monologue, speaking out loud as he went through all his possible revenge plots, but he was painfully quiet and I grew bored, starting to wonder if the naked lady statue counted as a gargoyle.

      But then Lawrence returned with a large book and a small lectern.

      “I have the book as requested, my lord. However, I must ask,” Lawrence said, “would it not be simpler just to kill him?”

      “Ha!” scoffed Tollendahl. “Death is too good for a man like that. Death teaches no lessons for the others. You have certain skills I lack, Lawrence, but I urge you to understand that this game we play, this game of power, is about far more than brute force, than killing. That man cares nothing for himself. That man cares for others. And that is how we hurt him. That is how we bring him to his knees. There is no need for us to find some assassin capable of killing a man like that, for also you have seen his abilities. It would be difficult to find someone who could easily dispatch that pointless waste of humanity for us. No! We will destroy him instead. It will be so much more fun. But in that vein, we have work to do. For I know not the best way to go about it. Find me those who know the man. Find me those who can tell me everything. He is an idiot, and he is headstrong, and he has made enemies, Lawrence, beyond myself. Find me those enemies, and find them now. I want a solution before I go to bed tonight.”

      Lawrence put the book on the lectern, snapped something of a salute, and left the room. I remained where I was on the naked lady, looking down on Tollendahl and the lectern, trying very hard to see what the book was, because it didn’t look like a phone book. It had that Necronomicon air to it — a book of the dead, a book of the dread, a book of spells. More grimoire than textbook. And that got me insanely curious.

      And yet, because Tollendahl was not as vociferous as I had hoped, he wasn’t giving me the plans yet. So I had to sit there, on the naked lady, hoping I wasn’t going to get an earful from Nadya, hoping that Nadya was still busy, engaged in her social obligations, which is probably true. There were lots of socials she was obligated to see to.

      “What are we doing here?” a voice whispered to me. I looked over, and I saw a little gargoyle sitting next to me, his mouth right up to my ear. I put my finger to my mouth, pointed to my eyes, and then pointed down to Tollendahl.

      This time Gazza was very rotund, almost spherical in shape, with wings and a devilish little tail, two little horns on top of his spheroid body, and kind of bulging eyes. But his arms and legs were just thin, spindly things. And he used those thin, spindly things to hold on to me and lean out and look down at Tollendahl.
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      Thankfully, Lawrence returned at that moment, bringing with him a small older man wearing big round spectacles. Tollendahl stood in front of the book, placing himself between the book and the older man.

      “Count Edgemond,” Lord Tollendahl said, his voice dripping with... well, something. That’s the thing about Tollendahl: he just sort of seemed to ooze, I guess, charm. That might be the best way to describe it. There was a vague sense of charisma about him, and I could see how others could be taken in by that if they were in that same sort of social circle. But to me it just came off like... ick. He had a lot of ick to him.

      Anyway, the little old man, apparently one of the various Edgemonds, had entered the room. Lawrence scrounged up a chair, sat it down in front of Tollendahl, and found another chair and set it down for Tollendahl, and the two counts sat down across from each other.

      “Lawrence here tells me you have something of an issue,” Edgemond said.

      “I have a plethora of issues,” Tollendahl replied. “Currently, I’m dealing with that oaf.”

      “Oh, Coggeshall?”

      “Yes, Coggeshall. Any chance you know something about that horrid man?”

      “Oh, he stands between us and the throne at present. Holds twenty votes, you know.”

      “I did not. Twenty votes is quite impressive.”

      “The most in the Senate.”

      “How in hells did that happen? Anything else I should know about him?”

      “Plenty. The man himself is something of a mystery. We have been digging into his past, and it is quite well hidden.”

      “By which you mean you have found nothing.”

      “Nothing before an incident at Rumib Pass last year. As if he just walked down the mountain one day.”

      “Now that is a fascinating bit of history.”

      “Has yet to show his allegiance yet. Rumors, though, that he is friendly with Glaton.”

      “Valamir or the family?”

      “More the family, so far at least. Though he has been talking with Valamir. Met with that tart this morning. Had a bit of a ride with her.”

      “Oh, like that?”

      “Hmm, the jury is still out on whether it is quite like that. Her family seems to be shopping her around, testing the waters for a marriage of some political convenience. You know.”

      “Now that could be interesting.”

      “Are you thinking of–”

      “No, not me. Happily married, old boy. But, I know a few interested parties.”

      “Where is your wife? I daresay Lady Edgemond was asking for her.”

      “Oh, she out at the country estate. She hates the city in the summer.”

      “Ah. Back to the tart — a delectable tart if I do say, but before you initiate something, l hear rumblings that she has some... young boy she… plays with. Some plaything she has been busy slumming with.”

      “Really? That could be interesting. However, I do believe I am a bit crunched for time. If she is not immediately available, I doubt I want to pursue that path.”

      “Now hold on — are you planning on throwing your lance at the ring for the crown?”

      “I’m always interested in politics, Edgemond. But it is a mild interest at best. So no, I don’t have any designs on the crown. I could be swayed. I’ve put my resources behind putting an Edgemond on the crown.”

      “Oh, is your romance with Valamir over?”

      “Romance? Really, would we call what I had with Valamir a romance. Hardly. My romance with Valamir was... but a dalliance. It was a relationship of... convenience. Not something I imagined to last forever. And I dare say, its usefulness may have run its course if Valamir has chosen to align himself with Coggeshall. Or even that tart.”

      “I daresay, I am surprised to be hearing this. Does this mean you are, perhaps, looking to find a new group of friends?”

      “I am always interested in meeting new people, especially those who might bring something with them to my table.”

      “New friends might be willing to bring most anything to your table, Lord Tollendahl. It all depends on what it is you desire.”

      “Right now, I want to orchestrate something to ruin that Coggeshall fellow.”

      “Did he do something to... Did he do something to irritate you, Lord Tollendahl?”

      “I say, his very existence irritates me. I see no reason we let something like that continue to profligate itself around us. Far better we rid the lands from such a monstrous thing before we lose control of it. Something like that being a duke with twenty chairs, the state of the Empire is distressing indeed. I’m most interested in how that thing managed to do something of that nature.”

      “Oh, you have not heard of Coggeshall’s rise to power?”

      “No, Lord Edgemond. I fear I have been so busy with other things I have fallen quite ashamedly behind in the local gossip.”

      “Yes, the games. Pity about that.”

      “Quite. I was not expecting... What happened? The disaster? However you term it, it is what it is for the moment. Regardless, how did Coggeshall become Coggeshall?”

      “Bit of a question there. Seems as if that man got it from an adopted father. A Benedict Coggeshall, who was granted a dukedom by our late Emperor.”

      “Really? A dukedom? What titles had Coggeshall possessed prior?”

      “To my knowledge, none. Or limited. I believe the family has a noble history, though it has long since lost land and prestige.”

      “Ah, one of those. Lost nobility and all. Still, a dukedom seems quite a gift.”

      “Indeed. Even if it is something out in the western lands.”

      “And this Benedict, the lost noble — how did he choose something that gets him twenty votes?”

      “He picked something out near Osterstadt. Clever little parcel of lands up against the northern border there. Qualifies as a march as well, which, depending on the Emperor, could mean he gets a Legion. But, being as it is, as of yet there is no archduke. No archduke to dole out the chairs, so it all goes to–”

      “Coggeshall.”

      “Exactly,” Edgemond said, taking a sip of wine. “Just in time for a historic vote, it would seem.”

      “Bit of luck then for that older Coggeshall, eh?” Tollendahl asked.

      “Potentially. Although it seems he perished right around the same time. So maybe not much of a spot of luck there, eh?

      “And he had adopted this what? Mound of muscle with a malfunctioning brain?”

      “So goes the story, yes.”

      “And so this thing, this mockery of man, is now duke.”

      “That would seem to be the case.”

      “That timeline is most interesting,” Tollendahl said, getting to his feet and walking around.

      “I sense you have questions, Lord Tollendahl.”

      “Many. It would seem, perhaps, that this new duke may have been taking advantage of the sudden death of our dear liege.”

      “Oh?”

      “I would hardly care to cast dispersions on the man — Benedict Coggeshall, was it?”

      “That’s the one, yes.”

      “But isn’t it a bit odd to receive such an outrageous elevation right around the passing of the only person who knew of or could confirm such a rise in station?”

      “Now that you mention it, that is somewhat suspect.”

      “Do not color me presumptuous–”

      “Never, Lord Tollendahl.”

      “But perhaps while conceiving of us as allies might be a bit premature, are you agreed that this Coggeshall represents an issue?”

      “There is no love lost on him from my house, to be sure. Personally, I find he offers little to the Empire.”

      “So you would hardly be irritated if, say, one were to suggest a look into the patents of his nobility. Just to make assurances that all are who they say they are.”

      “You mean to request a full patent review?”

      “Oh no — merely, say, those who took their titles after the death of the our great last Emperor.”

      “Now that is an interesting proposition. Speaking only for myself, and not for my house, I feel there may be merit in requiring some of the newcomers to prove who they are. But then again, I do not necessarily see what could be gained from that.”

      “You let me worry about that. I just want to make sure I am not ruffling any Edgemond feathers. I do hope you have enjoyed the party.”

      “I have indeed. It has been quite the ball. I presume I will see you at our soiree?”

      “Of course. How could I miss something as grandiose as that?”

      “Then you will let me repay the favor of both this meeting, and this evening.”

      The old man patted Tollendahl’s little hand, and it was very clear that the conversation between the two men was over. Edgemond got up and left the room.

      Tollendahl smiled, set his empty glass on a table and smoothed his thinning hair over his nearly visible pate.

      “Lawrence,” Tollendahl called. “Get me someone who knows the Senate rules.”

      “Of course, Lord Tollendahl,” Lawrence said.

      I stretched a little.

      Gazza rolled his eyes and yawned, gesturing for us to go. I gestured that we needed to stay. I would have liked to remind him that I didn’t call him in, that this was his own doing. But with just Tollendahl in the room, it seemed a stupid time to be whispering to a gargoyle.

      Also, did Gazza’s current statue even qualify as a gargoyle? It’s not like there would be rain indoors, and he wasn’t on a roof. He was just an ugly statue.

      I shrugged, leaving that line of thought before I got a quest to really nail down gargoyle qualifications.
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      A moment later, Lawrence came back into the room, escorting a young woman wearing a greenish gown that showed off gentle curves. She had a heart-shaped face with a rather small mouth and a pert little nose.

      Lawrence said, “This is Amalia Credge. She is well-versed in the rules of the Senate. And is very happy to take five minutes of her time at your ball to answer any questions you might have. My lord.”

      Tollendahl smiled a surprisingly warm and welcoming smile, clearly putting on his full act. “Please, I do hope that you are not made uncomfortable by this.”

      He gestured at one of the two chairs before sitting down in the other one.

      “No, no, not at all,” Amalia Credge replied, walking over to sit down across from the smarmy pudgy bastard. “An honor to speak to you. How may I... I was not expecting to be talking upon Senate rules, but I am always happy to expound upon my favorite subject. It would be an honor to answer any questions you might have — specifics, generalities, humorous and silly, whatever, really.”

      “I do have a, well, I was going to say I had a single question, but I suppose it might be more accurate to say I am curious on a topic.”

      “I will answer if I know it.”

      “Just a question about patents, and proving that one holds the title one claims. That is something that has been brought up in the Senate before, yes?”

      “Oh, of course, yes. Many times, especially when there are tight votes. Rarely in times such as these, because, well, there are usually quite a few votes for Emperor. Rarely does one just outright claim the throne from a single vote. But the question of title comes up, yes. Being that this Senate is unique, what with no clue to the Emperor’s vote, there may be some questions, especially of younger appointees who have recently come into their chairs. If they have no clear line of succession, it will obviously be required, if someone presses, to prove their lineage and how they arrived at their title. It can be something of a formality for most, um, nobles, but, um, is there a specific individual you...?”

      “No, no, not someone specific. Curiosity. I overheard someone mentioning that there was a newcomer to the Senate with quite the bounty of votes, and there was some question as to the validity of his title. Still curious, if someone is questioned, or rather, if their patents are called into question, what then happens?”

      “Well, the simple answer is they are required to prove they are who they say they are and that they have the titles they say they do.”

      “And who judges that?”

      “The Senate.”

      “The whole senate?”

      “It largely depends,” Amalia said, frowning and looking up as she thought.

      I quickly pulled myself down on the naked lady statue as tight as I could, really wishing I had a better hiding spot, as the over-carved granite nipples dug into my neck.

      “It could merely be a question of presenting the physical patents of nobility, in which case, the Senate chamberlain would verify the patents, and that would be the end of the question. It could be they have their parents present them, parents who have been previously vetted and identified. If there is any doubt or question, they would need to present themselves and any documentation that proves their family lineage, and when their family received their titles, and how those titles were passed down, to the Senate. And then the Senate would need to vote to either confirm the questioned identity and title, or, um, not.”

      “What happens if the individual at question is not confirmed, or does not pass the vote?”

      “The title they claim is usually destroyed. Which can be dangerous if it is part of a larger house, or if they are allied with a larger house.”

      “Now is that questioned person just allowed to vote in the Senate until such time as–”

      “Apologies for interrupting, my lord, but no. They are not permitted to sit in the Senate until such time as those patents have been proven. So sometimes it is used as a bit of chicanery to prevent someone from taking part in a vote or two, as the questioned party has to bring the physical patents to Senate chamberlain. Part of the strategies or the game of the Senate, if you will.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yes. Unless, of course, you were to formally request to review all the patents, in which case the Senate would stop until such time as all patents had been reviewed. But if it’s a question of one particular individual, then it is just that one noble who is required to actually demonstrate the validity of their title, and thus their chairs are considered non-existent. So the Emperor, were he still voting, would not possess matching chairs.”

      “That is fascinating. Well, what if it was the vote for Emperor was called before someone had a chance to prove their identity?”

      “I suppose if one were to do something like that, then they would miss the vote for Emperor. But I doubt anyone would be foolish enough that. I would imagine someone would have their patents on hand to prevent something like this. So it is usually a non-issue. In the past, such a tactic has removed a Senator for at most three votes, I believe. Usually, just one quick vote. I suppose someone could try to plan it carefully, try and sneak the timing such that the question is done after the Imperial vote is called but before the Imperial vote actually happens, but then the Senate chamberlain would be dealing with a matter of hierarchy, as the rank of each individual dictates the order in which you are heard and which vote happens when. But you would imagine allies within the Senate would work to prevent something like that, unless you had the bulk of the Senate behind them and – I am rambling.I apologize, my lord.”

      “Quite all right,” Tollendahl replied, still being a suave bastard. “Your enthusiasm for the topic almost makes me wish I was in the Senate.”

      “It’s a very interesting thought experiment, my lord. Something ridiculously exciting for someone like me. It’s something like this– if– I mean I would not mention it to anyone if you could tell me, but my goodness, if I could be in the halls and watch how that unfolds, that would be very exciting indeed, Count Tollendahl.”

      “No,” Tollendahl said, laughing politely, “there’s nothing planned. Someone mentioned it offhand, about the difficulty of perhaps rising someone to sit in the Senate, and then whether or not their patents would be called forth. It was just a hypothetical. But nothing serious.”

      “Now, well, Lawrence!”

      “Yes, my lord?”

      “Please see Miss Credge back to the party. And Miss Credge, I do appreciate your assistance. Perhaps I might call upon you again when I have need of someone to explain all the intricacies of the Senate to me. Would you consider being on retainer?”

      “Of course. I would be most honored, my lord, most honored.” The young woman stood up and flounced out.

      “And Lawrence,” Tollendahl said to his deadly assistant, “see if Lady Baeder might have a moment to chat.”

      “Of course, my lord,” Lawrence replied with a bow of his head as he escorted Miss Credge from the room.

      Tollendahl sat smugly in his chair, his plan clearly coming together.

      A plan I was also putting together. It was pretty damn clear, even without the traditional villain’s monologuing. They were going to make Duke Coggeshall prove his dukeness, and do it in such a way where he would be out of the room for the votes.

      Easy.

      Of course, now I just needed to tell someone who could actually do something about that. My capabilities in that department were limited, at best. But, I was willing to bet Nadya either had someone on staff who could handle the issue, or had someone her family could hire to solve that issue.

      Time to make my departure.

      Except.

      There was that book…
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      Oh that book. That tempting tome calling out to me. Take me!

      Not actually, mind you. I know that’s a weird thing to have to clarify, but given the world of Vuldranni, it was entirely possible I’d encounter a book that actually called out to me. This one did not.

      But this one was clearly important to Tollendahl. Why else would Lawrence the lackey bring it in on a pedestal? Why else would Tollendahl have had the book removed for the chat with Duke Coggeshall and then returned after? Tollendahl obviously liked the book. Maybe he even loved the book. And so naturally, I wanted it. Why? Because I hated the man and this seemed like a quick method of hurting him.

      The thing is, the goal of the night was not stealing from Tollendahl. Frankly, the goal of the night had been having a decent time, and socializing with Nadya. Finding out some about the whole Coggeshall situation had been a bonus, and the smart move was getting out while the getting out was easy.

      I could just blink out of the room right there.

      Probably.

      From my spot on the naked lady statue, I didn’t have clear line of sight out of the room, and from my experience with blink it seemed line of sight was required. Line of sight and no obstacles.

      Regardless, it would be a quick getaway. Blink to the doorway, slip outside.

      However, the book just sat on the lectern, waiting for someone to stroll up and take it.

      Tollendahl wasn’t watching. The man was just sitting in his chair, scheming, plotting, looking almost like the villain I think he thought he was.

      “What are you doing?” Gazza asked, quietly.

      I looked over at him and made the universal symbol for shut up. 

      He rolled his stony little eyes. 

      I pointed down to the book and mimed taking it and putting it in my bag. 

      Gazza, for his part, rolled his eyes a second time, and shook his little head. He held up a stony little finger and did the ‘no, no, no’ move.

      “Bad idea, boss,” Gazza said softly, his voice below even a whisper. 

      I chanced a look down at Tollenbutt, but he hadn’t heard us. He was just, I don’t know, doing whatever Tollendahl did, you know, plotting and being an evil asshole.

      “Why?” I hissed back at Gazza, figuring he had to have some reasoning.

      He just frowned at me and did a side-eye, and then did some gestures that might have been rude,  or maybe actually meant something. It was hard to distinguish.

      I think he had a point to make, but I wasn’t picking it up.

      Instead, I pointed at Gazza, then I pointed at Tollendahl, and then I hissed, “Distract, if necessary.”

      Gazza opened his eyes wide and seemed to shrug. I dropped down from the naked lady statue, landing in a hero stance on the soft plush carpet with minimal noise. Tollendahl was still chuckling to himself about some atrocity he had yet to commit, surely.

      I stood up, crossed a few paces and stood before the book, quiet. I glanced up and saw a tiny gargoyle statue doing the hurry-up gesture at me. I grabbed the book, and as soon as my fingers touched it, I felt it touch me back. There was magic to the book, something powerful. Or, worse, there was something inside the book. Something dangerous, and I had the feeling it wouldn’t mind being let out.

      So I did what I did with all the most dangerous things that I came across. I put it in my bag.

      Naturally, that’s when I heard the door opening.

      There was really only place to hide: right behind Tollendahl’s chair.

      So I dropped to the ground and crawled over, tucking myself into a ball behind the chair.

      Looking around the edge of the heavy chair, I saw Lawrence escorting an older woman into the room.

      “Lady Baeder,” Tollendahl said. “What an absolute radiant delight you are tonight.”

      “I hardly think you need to butter me up like that, Lord Tollendahl,” the woman, Lady Baeder, replied. “But far be it from me to deny a compliment.”

      Tollendahl grabbed both her hands and then gave her a kiss on each cheek.

      “What is it you needed to discuss in private?” Baeder asked. 

      “I have a question regarding someone in the Senate, and making sure my actions will be in line with what the future Empress wants.”

      “Is that me in this situation, Tollendahl?”

      “In this conversation, yes.”

      “I notice you already spoke with Edgemond. Is Lodbrook coming in next?”

      “Most likely, yes. Unless there is a deal you wish to discuss.”

      “Who is it you are feuding with, then? The Stranger?”

      “The Stranger will get what is coming to him, I assure you of that. But I have ill feelings upon the patriotism and loyalty of one of the newer nobles. I wonder if he is even who he claims.”

      “You aim to test him?”

      “Not test so much as reveal the truth of the matter, Lady Baeder. It would not do to have one such as him in the Senate, when he has not earned that right.”

      “Do you have proof of this?”

      “I have all that I need.”

      I sighed, knowing Tollendahl was lying. I also knew I needed to get the hell out of the room. I didn’t need to listen to Tollendahl reiterate his dumb plan. I looked up and locked eyes with Gazza, then pointed to him, hoping he’d pick up that it was his turn to make a distraction so I could get out of the room.

      Gazza rolled his eyes, enough that even on the ground, I could tell what he was doing. Then, he spread out his tiny pointless wings and his thin silly arms, and leapt from the collection of ceiling statues.

      With wings both vestigial and stone, he had about as much chance of flying as the Mets have at a winning season.

      Despite Gazza’s passionate attempt at flight, he thudded into the carpet. That he didn’t bounce once was a testament to the plushness of the carpet.

      Tollendahl was on his feet immediately. He barked out, “Lawrence!”

      Lawrence pushed into the room, looking where Tollendahl was pointing. 

      One of Baeder’s people also came into the room.

      The room had two doors, a single door that most everyone had come through, and a set of double doors that the duke had entered and exited through. Being that the single door was in use by multiple people, as well as in line of sight to Tollendahl, I scurried over to the double door. 

      But when I tried the door, it didn’t open. Someone had bent a piece of metal around the handles, making it only open about an inch or so.

      A second thud sounded from the other side of the room.

      “It would seem you are having a minor issue with your carvings,” Lady Baeder said.

      I blink-ed through the tiny gap in the door before I could hear Tollendahl’s inevitable snarky response.

      The hallway in front of me was long and boring, with doors spaced at irregular intervals and a stairwell about midway down before ending in a set of double doors inset with windows.

      Walking quickly down the hall, reaching the stairwell just as shouts sounded out from the room I’d left, followed quickly by someone discovering the doors had been blocked.

      I felt like I was out of time, so I blinked to the end of the hallway until I was next to the French doors that led to a tiny balcony. I vomited in the corner and turned around to see if anyone was coming after me. No, at least not yet. I slipped through the doors, closed them behind me, and felt the cold night air settle over me. 

      It didn’t seem like the balcony was meant for human use, nor did it seem like anyone had ever set foot upon it, given the thick layer of moss I stood on. I said a minor bit of thanks to my patron Theophany for Tollendahl’s aesthetic excess. Leaning against the balustrade, I looked down the fifty- or 60-foot drop onto the stone patio below.

      There were just enough people down there enjoying the quiet break from the party that there was no way I’d be able to climb down the side of the mansion unnoticed.

      I blinked into the dark area past the patio, stepping onto the grass of Tollendahl’s yard.

      Nothing special happened. I was just someone else standing in the shadows. Nearby I heard the telltale tinkle of some man relieving himself. Maybe the lines for the bathroom were a little on the long side.

      The man stepped far enough into the light from the ball that I saw him and he saw me. We both looked surprised. Him for real, me, because I was playing along. 

      “Lines were too long,” I said.

      “Oh, yes, right,” the man replied, hurrying past me as if he was doing his best to pretend he hadn’t been there and I hadn’t seen him.

      I followed suit, climbing back up the stairs to the patio proper. 

      The ball was in full swing, with hundreds of people dancing, eating, drinking, doing all the party-type things. I didn’t go back inside, though. Instead I stood in the cool night, pointedly staying away from the young men who seemed bent on egging each other into duels. I’d neglected to bring a sword with me, so I didn’t want to figure out how to fight without making my magic evident. Not that these young hotheads would just challenge a stranger to a fight, but you never know.

      An older man walked out with a tumbler full of amber liquid. He stood near me, staring out at the garden.

      “You ever think on how much effort goes into the gardens here?” he asked.

      “Not really,” I said.

      “Especially for someone who hates the outside as much as Tollendahl.”

      “I didn’t know that about him.“

      “Oh yes. Hates nature. Prefers to see it crushed and paved over with marble cobblestones.”

      “Is this even nature, though?”

      “No, I suppose not,” he chuckled. 

      He took a sip from his drink and then grit his teeth as he swallowed.

      “Do you have a garden?” he asked.

      “Uh, no.”

      “Patch of grass?”

      I thought over the block I owned in Old Town, trying to remember any grassy spots. There might have been some in the courtyard area. There was something of a rooftop grass patch on my roof, under the water tower.

      “Small bit of grass on the roof,” I said.

      The old man leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and seemed to be busy imagining himself sitting on the patch of grass.

      “Must be nice,” he said. “Lay there in the summer, feel the green grass under your back, the sun on your face.”

      “Um, sure. I don’t really, um, I haven’t used it for, well, anything. Are you, I mean no disrespect here, but are you maybe a vampire?”

      “A what?” The man asked, surprised.

      “Vampire? Just, um, the way you spoke about the sun.”

      He chuckled over his drink. 

      “No,” he said, still smiling, “I am not cursed by such an affliction. I am just an old man with a penchant for sitting in the sun when I can.”

      He held out his hand, ready to shake.

      I grabbed his hand, and got out, “The name’s Clyde—”

      His grip went from limp to iron, and he yanked me to him, pulling my sleeve up. My indicium flared without any input from me, and the man smiled as he inspected it. A dome of magic fizzled into being around two of us, likely only perceptible to me and my new friend.

      “I had heard you had a different visage,” the man said, his countenance changing.

      “You want to let me know who you are?” I asked.

      “I’m part of an organization you are also part of — The Shadow Ministry.”

      “Oh, awesome.”

      “There have been questions of you.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes.”

      “Care to share?”

      “Your new visage is a concern. How and why and where did you go? And it would seem you need a refresher course in proper use of magic. Tomorrow, you will have lunch at the Beefsteak. You will take the third table on the right from the front.”

      He patted my other arm, and gave me a smile.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said, slipping back into his older man character, complete with his tumbler of amber liquid that had somehow disappeared for a moment while he used both hands to grab and hold me in place.

      He tottered away, looking more than a bit drunk.

      So I had a lunch date to look forward to. How had Walter Scrogs known I had a different look? Or that I’d be here at this party? I mean, it could be that I was still using my same old name. That was a bit of a giveaway. 

      I sighed, really disliking these damn parties.
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      Nadya was busy talking to people, smiling and laughing and doing her best to flirt with all the men and women her minders delivered to her. I liked to think I could tell she was just faking it, but she was doing a good enough job that it really seemed like she was in love with damn near everyone she met.

      I tamped down the feelings of jealousy. No point in those. I needed to get in to speak to her though. And, probably, see if I could convince her to leave the shindig.

      Guards circulated through the rooms in groups of three, and I had the distinct feeling they were looking for me. Not that they knew they were looking for me, but they were looking for the thief with Tollendahl’s book.

      I could tell they were being guided by someone, and when I followed where they were looking, I saw Tollendahl and a friend standing on the top level, looking out over the ballroom. Scowling. The man next to him was draped in a dark purple robe. The cowl was up, and it was nearly impossible to see his face, save a long white mustache that grew way over the man’s lips. Like if Tom Selleck never visited a barber.

      The robed fellow was pulling off some sort of magic — I could just make out traces of whatever spell he wove when I peeked at him through magesight. I surmised they were using that arcane means to track the book I had on me. It was possible they couldn’t find it because the book was currently in my bag of holding. 

      That was my theory, at least, but I felt like I was living on borrowed time and needed to get out of there. 

      But first I needed to get close to Nadya to reassure her that I wasn’t bailing on her. Admittedly, in a sense, I was being an inconsiderate boyfriend, forcing her to leave the party because of my reckless actions. But the book would be useful, right? It was too valuable to just abandon. I regretted my choice, but it was made. Now, it was time to live with the consequences. 

      So I ventured into the ballroom proper until I maneuvered so I was across the dance floor from Nadya. I didn’t want to disrupt her; she was working, and it seemed rude to interrupt her.

      Finally, after saying goodbye to a clearly lecherous man, she saw me and gave a polite wave. Her minders weren’t right next to her; they were off to get her next social engagement lined up.

      I waved back and mimed that I wanted to talk to her. She nodded and made an eating motion, then pointed in the direction of the buffet. I nodded in return, and slipped through a group of dancers to get to the buffet. I took the long way, navigating through, in essence, the entire first floor. I kept an eye out for the Duke of Coggeshall, hoping to run into him and let him know what I’d heard. Perhaps I could even suggest that I was sent by Nadya. He was nowhere to be found. The Glaton family seemed conspicuously absent, save Nadya and her minders. No Valamir for sure. Not that it meant much; Valamir wasn’t exactly a fan of these events. 

      Eventually, I reached the buffet area. I filled a plate with food and sat down at a table. A moment later, Nadya arrived with her own plate. She approached me and asked, “Would you mind if I joined you at this table?” 

      “I would be delighted if you joined me at this table,” I replied, “random beautiful lady who I definitely don’t know and have never met before.” 

      She smiled, sat down, and promptly switched her delicate little plate of food with my heaping one.

      “What are you doing?” I asked. 

      She glanced around for her minders, but if she found them, I didn’t.

      “They don’t like it when I have too much food on my plate,” Nadya said. “They think it makes me look less than genteel.” 

      “They suck,” I replied. 

      She gave a very slight nod.

      “’Have you made any love matches so far?” I asked.

      “’You know, not funny,” she replied, her mouth full of what had been my food. “I have not made any love matches, nor have I found anyone to swoon over. There is no one that I would like to make a political alliance with, and, frankly, no one I’d want to be left alone with. Why are there so many jerks here? I hate this. I hate this. And you know what? I’d really rather not do this. And yet, here I am, doing this. Why? Because of my family. Because they don’t want to lose their power. Do I want the power? No! What do I want to do? I want to study monsters. But what am I doing? Am I studying monsters? No! Clyde, I don’t want to do this–”

      I reached out and put a hand on hers.

      “Then stop,” I said. “Stop. Don’t do it.”

      “I have to do it.”

      “‘You don’t have to do anything.”

      “I do. The problem is that there’s no other person currently looking to be the ruler that is not horrible. All right? Who would I pick? Who would…” She stammered into a halt, then looked around again.

      I glanced about the room as well, but it seemed, oddly enough, that we were mostly alone. That no one else wanted to be eating this late at night.

      “Who would be better?” she whispered to me. “Who would you trust to run this country? I wouldn’t trust me, but... Katja Baeder? She’s never had money before. How does she have money now? Who’s backing her? What kind of promises has she made? And what kind of experience does she have? Edgemond? He’s insane. That whole family is insane. They’d burn the country to the ground just to keep themselves in power.”

      “Lodbrook?” I asked. “Isn’t Karl Lodbrook also gunning for the crown?”

      “Yes, Lodbrook. He’s very old, and has never meddled in politics before. Now he wants to join in?”

      “Has there ever been a chance? Seems like this is a unique situation.”

      “It is. But… you think Lodbrook? Maybe he’s not too bad… I could… do you think–”

      “I mean, until this moment, I was pretty much team Nadya.”

      “And now?”

      “I don’t want you to do something you clearly don’t want to do.”

      “What’s the alternative?”

      “Valamir,” I said.

      “Yeah, Valamir could work,” she replied. “Valamir would be an excellent candidate, except for the fact that he’s Valamir. And everybody hates him. Because everyone loved the Emperor. And everyone thought the Emperor hated Valamir. So now everybody hates him.

      “You don’t hate him.”

      “I don’t, but I know him. No one in my family hates him. No one in my direct family, my father and my mother, they all love him. But outside of us, I don’t think there’s anyone that is overjoyed that he even exists. Let alone might become Emperor. And more importantly, he’s not willing to become Emperor. There’s lots of people that would probably make good Emperors that aren’t running. You! You would probably make a good Emperor. Why don’t you do it?”

      “I’m not... I don’t think I’m qualified. Am I qualified? Could I do it?”

      “There’s really... I don’t know. I don’t know what the rules are.”

      “I feel like you should know the rules.”

      “I feel like I should know the rules too. But I don’t — there wasn’t time to learn them all. And there are so many rules. I have someone who tells me the rules and helps me not break them. And I have to trust that they’re telling me the right thing.”

      “It’s really interesting that the Senate puts the onus of rule-knowledge on the Senators.”

      “What’s the alternative?”

      “I don’t really know. I just thought– doesn’t matter.

      “But I don’t know. That’s what makes it so hard. But I can’t not do it just because it’s unpleasant. Just because I have to work with idiots right now. Who aren’t idiots. I know I’m being unfair. They’re very nice people who are trying their hardest in what is a difficult situation. I get that. I understand it. But they are annoying me right now. Because I’d like to just eat what I want to eat. I don’t want to deal with this extra nonsense. But enough about my lovely night, where I’ve been flirting with all sorts of awful people. How was your evening? What have you been doing? What sorts of illegal activities have you been engaging in?”

      “’How did you know?”

      “’Clyde,” she said, “I was joking. You didn’t–”

      “’Do what? I said I didn’t do anything.’”

      “No, of course not,” Nadya said, all smiles. Then she leaned close and hissed at me, “What did you do?”

      “I maybe... Look. There’s a chance that I might have…” I paused, trying to think of the most diplomatic way to phrase it. 

      “He didn’t have another person…” She didn’t finish the sentence, she just pointed up.

      “There was no Shae Two: Electric Boogaloo. At least that I found. I did check, but I think we were too late. There was, um, evidence something happened in there recently. Which I feel awful about.”

      “That is terrible,” she said.

      I just nodded. 

      Then I gave the room another pass, looking for interested parties. 

      No one was paying attention to us.

      I leaned over the table as close to Nadya as I could get.

      “I overheard Tollendahl, and apparently he’s got beef with this Duke of Coggeshall guy. I think that maybe you could help Coggeshall. If you help him, you could get his votes and you wouldn’t have to marry him or anything. Or you could just do it to screw over Tollendahl, which I mean, that’s a win in my book. I know how I feel about Tollendahl. I don’t want to say how you feel about him, but I think we’re on the same page.”

      “Tollendahl’s the worst. I’m not sure I can be overtly against him, but we’re on the same page.” 

      “So I don’t think that you would mind just sticking it to him, would you?”

      “I would not. What do you know?”

      I really wished I’d had that shield spell the Shadow Ministry fellow had — I was getting a little worried with how much we were saying out loud in the midst of the party.

      “You think it’s okay to talk about that here?” I asked.

      She held up a finger, and then pulled a ring off it. She spun the ring on the table. It wobbled a little, and then righted itself, spinning quickly on its own.

      “Now it is,” she said.

      “Why didn’t you use that from the start?” I asked.

      “Only works once a day, and it’s a little obvious — anyone can see it spinning.”

      “Alrighty, well–”  And then I whispered the entire thing, which, you know, took a while. We must have looked ridiculous. I didn’t particularly enjoy the idea that someone was watching us. But invariably, somebody was watching us. I laid out everything I heard and she just shook her head. She did not have a good expression on her face by the time I had finished my story.

      “’What?” I asked.

      She just shook her head again.

      “‘I don’t know how to fix that,” she said. “I told you, I’m not an expert in the Senate. I don’t know what to do.”

      “You just said you had people who told you.”

      “I do, but not like, with me right now. And technically, they work for my family and I can’t just go wake them up in the middle of the night to ask them questions about titles and patents of nobility.”

      “Then go wake Valamir up.”

      “Valamir. High Prince Valamir? Just go stroll up to his estate and bang on the gate?”

      “I feel like they’d let you in.”

      “Maybe. But that’s if I can convince my two chaperones to go visit Uncle Valamir after midnight. Which, you know — how’s that going to look?”

      “Oh. Yeah. That might look bad. Is Valamir at his house?”

      “Probably. I don’t really know my uncle’s social life. I just know he’s not here.”

      “You know,” I said, “I do kind of need to leave. That little thing I did has likely been noticed, and I would imagine it might be better for me to not be within the Tollendahl estate until after I don’t have that thing I have right now.”

      She sighed. 

      “Can you tell me what you did later?” she asked.

      “Of course. I don’t really think it’s a big deal. It’s mostly just a me-messing-with-Tollendahl thing.”

      She nodded. 

      “Get out of here,” she said. “But you owe me some kisses later.”

      “Deal,” I replied, giving her hand a squeeze.

      “Tell Valamir I said hello.”

      “I’m sure he’ll love that. I’m still trying to figure out what he knows about the two of us.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that he wants me to watch, um, me, because he’s worried about this common elf idiot his niece is interested in.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “I’m pretty sure I told you.”

      “Did you?”

      “If I didn’t, that was an innocent my-mind-is-filled-with-so-much-stuff-right-now thing.”

      “Same. But he’s watching me?”

      “No, he has me watching you. Because of me. So really I’m watching myself.”

      “That common elf guy is pretty dastardly.”

      “But handsome.”

      “Conceited.”

      “But with excellent hair.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Go,” she said. 

      She smiled and gave my hand a squeeze. Then she popped one more bite of food into her mouth before snatching the ring off the table and sliding it back on her finger.

      I felt my ears pop slightly, as if there’d been a pressure change.

      She winked at me, and then sashayed out of the dining area.
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      I bolted.

      Well, not quite — I didn’t just run out of the place. I took a few more polite bites of food, drank down my glass of juice, and then casually left the mansion.

      No one seemed to care that I left. No one was waiting for me outside, no one challenged me to a last-minute duel. Practically anti-climatic. And yet, I was done, strolling along the dark streets of Glaton, whistling a happy little tune, feeling like I’d done some good that night, and yet, also, irritated I had to visit Valamir.

      “What do we have here?” someone asked.

      I stopped short.

      Two women stood on either side of a man. They all wore black, including masks that covered the upper halves of their faces, and held out black blades. Not quite as long as swords, but not quite as short as knives. Something in between.

      “An elf all by his lonesome?” the man said. 

      “Something like that,” I replied. “Can I help you?”

      “Depends. You got some gold on you?”

      “A little? Uh, not exactly sure how much I do have…”

      “So difficult being rich, eh?” one of the women said.

      “Not sure I’m rich. I just–”

      “No poor people up here,” the woman snapped.

      “Ah, so you’re rich as well?”

      “We’re not rich,” the man barked. “We’re taking gold from the rich. That’s why we’re here.”

      “Oh, you’re robbing me.”

      “You dumb or something?”

      “No, I just have a lot on my mind, okay?”

      “Give us the gold, and maybe we let you live to tell everyone not to mess with the Nightblades.”

      “The Nightblades? Who are they?”

      “That’s us!” the woman shouted. “He is dumb. I say we kill him, sell his body to the Jolly Lollies.”

      “They still ain’t paid us for the last one we gave ‘em, and who knows what they’re doing with it,” the man said. “Nah, best this time, we let ‘im limp home. Let everyone know why they should be afraid of the Nightblades.”

      “And that’s you?” I asked

      “Yeah, you heard of us?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “Second question: Nightblades, is that because you have black blades? Actually, saying that, I think the name Blackblades would be more, you know, imposing and less, um, limiting in terms of, you know, when you operate.”

      “What? No, Nightblades is very imposing.”

      “And we rob people at night!” the women who’d yet to speak shouted out.

      “If you’re going to do this at night, you need to be a little quieter,” I said. Then I sighed and said, “Look, I get what you’re trying to do. There was a time when I might have even tried to do something similar. And since I’m kind of like you guys, it might make sense for you to leave me alone, find some other schmuck and take their money.”

      “What? You’re just saying that?”

      “No, I’m actually not just saying that. I am involved in a similar line of work, and it wouldn’t do for us to be robbing from each other, now would it?”

      “What? No, I don’t suppose. But why should we believe you when you say that? There’s no indication that you are what you say you are. Looks to me like you’re just some rich prick trying to save himself from giving over his ill-gotten goods.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, hold on. Don’t say that my goods were ill-gotten. My goods were very much gotten in a normal way. Mostly. Somewhat.”

      “I’m telling you— it’d be better if we just kill them and sell them to the...”

      “I don’t want to hear it. We’re not killing them. We’re using them to spread brand awareness.”

      I appreciated that they were hip to brand awareness. “You know,” I said, “I don’t think this is going to work. I think that you really should just find easier marks and not spend so much time talking to them. All sorts of things could be happening here. Like for example, you could look behind you and realize what’s there.”

      “We’re not falling for that.”

      All this time, I had been twiddling my fingers a little bit and casting a little Mage Hand spell. And by a little, I mean I was casting three simultaneous Mage Hands. I got those Mage Hands to position themselves directly behind the three people to reach up and tap each person on the shoulder at the same time. The moment I had told them to look behind, I had the hands waiting. So when they said, “No, we’re not falling for that,” that’s when I had the tap happen. All three jumped and were very surprised. In that split second where they turned around, I had to make a decision. Did I want to punish them for what they were doing? Or did I just want to get away? I decided that I had done enough stupid stuff that night and it would be better for me to just leave these idiots alone. So I blink-ed across the street and continued strolling.

      “Oi, how’d you do that?” someone yelled.

      At the same time, I heard the thunder of boots as people ran after me. These people were being fools. Clearly, I had just pulled off some magic. Clearly, I had outsmarted them. And clearly, I knew what I was doing. So why would they come after me again? I sighed, tried to ignore them, and continued to stroll forward. Then I felt something thud into my back. One of their knives clattered to the ground.

      “Shit,” I heard someone say.

      Slowly, I turned around and looked down at the dark blade on the ground. I looked at one of the women, the one who didn’t have a blade. “Were you trying to throw that?” I said. I picked up the knife and popped it into my bag of holding. “Mine now,” I said. “Now get out of here, you idiots. I don’t want to deal with this. I don’t want to deal with you. I’ve had a long night and I have a feeling it’s not over yet.”

      But then the other two were right there with their knives out. The man whistled, and three more people came out of an alleyway to block my escape.

      “Six of us now, isn’t it?” the man said. “So why don’t you tell us how you did that little trick? You give us that bag of yours, you give us all your gold and we’ll think about letting you live.”

      I smiled. “That’s just not how it works. You don’t get to make these demands. I can beat you even with six of you.” And to make my point, I cast Vicious Wrench and tore out his thumb. Then I grabbed the bloody bone out of the air and used it to flick at the woman who was standing next to him. 

      The bloody bone bounced off her forehead. The man screamed, staring at his floppy digit. The woman screamed, staring at the thumb bone that clattered to the ground in front of her. I heard sputtering coming from behind me. I was tired, and maybe I wanted to show off a little bit, so I blink-ed back to the other side of the street, out of the group of people. I did have to throw up a little bit, but then I continued walking as if nothing had happened. They finally started to realize that I was, perhaps, a little bit stronger than them, or at least a little bit more deadly, and they watched me leave. 

      I probably would have been willing to let it slide, to just leave them alone. But then I heard one of them say, “We still owe a body to...” He trailed off, leaving me to insert the cult’s name. I sighed, wondering if what I was about to do was a wise move, especially knowing full well that I could just walk away. Instead, I took the night blade out of my bag and gritted my teeth. I blink-ed across the street one last time and stabbed the leader, the one with the missing thumb, through the heart. He gasped, gurgling a bit, and dropped to his knees. The others in the group similarly gasped and moved away from me and their dying friend. 

      “There’s your body,” I said. “Now get the hell out of here.” 

      I didn’t blink away this time. I merely walked, and they let me. I made a quick visit to Valamir and found him in a bad way. Sneaking through his less-than-stellar security, I found him asleep in his bedroom. I poked him in the side and woke him up, relayed what I had heard from Tollendahl, waited for him to wake up more, repeated what I had learned, and then watched him scurry around and start to pull a plan together. I left before the bulk of his household was raised, preferring to get out of there. 

      Then I went home and slept for a short while to the soothing sounds of Rose snoring. Such a beautiful girl to make such an awful sound.
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      When the morning came, it was with a kobold named Boris poking me, waking me up. As funny as it had been when I had done it to Valamir, it was less amusing when done to me. 

      “What?” I asked. 

      “Message,” Boris replied. 

      “Message from who?” 

      “Valamir.” 

      “What does Valamir want?” 

      “To tell you, thank you for help. It will be very helpful.” 

      “Okay. Great message. I don’t think it was necessary to really send it, but sure. Is there anything else to it? Just thank you?” 

      “Yes, just thank you.” 

      “Okay, well, thank you, Boris. I’d like to send a message.” 

      “I’m sorry, I’m not sure I can do it.” 

      “Thank you, Boris. I’d like to send a message.” 

      “Yes, I can take message.” 

      “Can you tell Boris thank you for delivering the message?” 

      “Yes, I can.” 

      Boris walked a few steps away, and then I heard him quietly mutter, “Glad he said thank you.” Then Boris came back. 

      I asked, “Did you tell yourself thank you?” 

      “Yes. I was very thankful,” Boris said. “Thank you. Another message?”

      I rolled over, pulling my blankets tight.

      Boris walked around the bed, standing in my eye-line once again.

      “No message,” I said.

      “Then we go to Senate?”

      I opened one eye and stared at the kobold. 

      He stared right back.

      “You want to go to the Senate?” I asked.

      “Not want. Will go to make sure you go.”

      “You know what? Go get Nox up. I bet he wants to go.”

      “I wake up Nox Kvist?”

      “Yeah. Message for him. Tell him I need him to come to the Senate meeting with me today because I need someone who really knows the Senate rules and customs.”

      “Message received,” he said, and snapped something like a salute before racing off.

      I snuggled back down in my blankets.

      Something hard bounced off my back and then clanged off the wall. A helmet clanked onto the floor.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked, looking around.

      “Get up,” Rose said, already getting her armor on. 

      I grumbled as I swung my feet to the floor, thinking that I really needed to get my own place again.
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      Nox was actually in something like a decent mood as we bounced through town in the back of one of the Skull and Thrones delivery wagons. It wasn’t the nicest means of travel, having to sit on crates of bread headed uptown, but it beat walking, and was way cheaper than hiring a carriage.

      “You know, I am quite excited to visit the Senate with you today,” Nox said. “I have read quite a bit about the process, and I wager I know a fair amount of the history of the Senate. And yet, despite living here now, I have never visited the building.”

      “That’s because it requires going outside your apartment.”

      “I go outside my apartment all the time.”

      “Visiting the Heavy Purse doesn’t count.”

      “I would argue my current emotional state is merely a reaction to our previous adventure and that forced… um…”

      “Outdoor time?”

      “While I’m not sure I would use that term to describe things, I suppose it is within the realms of appropriate.”

      “You don’t need to use the biggest word you can think of every chance you get, Nox.”

      “I like to, Clyde.”

      “Fair.”

      “This Senate session is quite unique, you know.”

      “I’ve heard.”

      “The election of a new ruler without the previous Emperor’s involvement has only happened a handful of times.”

      “Nadya mentioned the rules in the place were pretty odious.”

      “That they are. The Senate has been running for several centuries, and they seem to enjoy adding new rules and minutiae without ever removing old ones. If I might presume your next question, I know only the barest of the actual rules. Unfortunately. I have yet to make that a focus of my studies, although I suppose I could. However–”

      “What is it you are studying right now?”

      “I admit that my immediate goal has not been the… um…”

      “You’ve been reading the romance novels, haven’t you?”

      “There is quite a lot that might be gleaned from such books.”

      “Like all the different words for penis?”

      “I– what–?”

      The wagon driver coughed, nearly covering his laugh.

      Nox looked away from me, out at the street, but his blush was so intense it seemed to wrap all the way around his face so that even his neck was a shade of red.

      We helped the driver, one of the refugees I’d saved from the Night Goblins, unload the bakery goods at a small general store located amongst the government buildings, and then while the wagon headed back to the bakery, Nox and I made the small amble across town to the Senate.

      It was pretty crowded outside, but Nox and I slipped through the throngs, getting into the lobby quickly. We were guided up a set of stairs to a balcony. It was quite different being in the Senate and within the seats, not on the catwalk on the top of the dome. I peeked up at said catwalk and realized how far up it was. Falling from there would have been very fatal. If not from the landing, then from the guards down below who were already glaring at the public that we shouldn’t be intruding. Or maybe just that they wanted to start a fight. 

      It could go either way, really.

      We had seats right up against the railing, and it really felt like we was going to see the hit Broadway show, Twelve Marginally Irritated Men.

      Nox, on the other hand, was as close to bouncing up and down in his seat as I’d ever seen him.

      I watched all the various big wigs of the country move into place, taking their chairs and whatnot. A few of them were moving through the Senate floor having quiet conversations, likely forging alliances and all that fun. Or, you know, shaping the direction the Empire would go for a generation.

      “This is fascinating,” Nox whispered. “Do you see who is down there?”

      “Dukes, counts, and rich assholes?”

      “I imagine there is a mix of pleasant and unpleasant individuals.”

      “How many nice nobles have you met?”

      He frowned, and leaned back in his cushy chair. “At least seven.”

      “Really? Seven?”

      “Do I need to list them?”

      “Nope, just—”

      The Senate chamberlain slammed the gavel down against their lectern once, and the floor immediately quieted down. 

      People in the balcony around us hurried to find seats, and a few, well, disagreements broke out over who got to sit where. A single glance from the woman in charge silenced things. 

      “The seven hundred and eighth meeting of the Senate of Glaton is called to sit,” the woman said.

      A bell rang.

      “This, the second session of the Imperial Senate of Glaton is a public session,” she called out, her voice echoing in the large chamber. “Have all chairs been issued?”

      “All chairs have been issued,” the woman to the right said.

      “Have there been changes to the chairs?”

      Nox scooted to the edge of his seat. 

      Archduke Edgemond stood up.

      “What is he doing?” I whispered.

      Someone hushed me.

      “The Senate recognizes Archduke Edgemond,” the chamberlain said. “Do you wish to advise the Senate on an alteration to the chairs?”

      “It has come to my attention,” Edgemond said, his voice booming through the chambers, “that there might be an imposter among us. Someone who has not earned, properly, their right to be here. Someone who has been flouting their supposed influence in order to get something they have no right to have. I put forth the motion that the Duke of Coggeshall is not—”

      Valamir stood up, and the archduke immediately went quiet.

      “The Senate recognizes his highness, Prince Valamir Glaton.”

      “What is this? What is happening?” Edgemond asked, looking around, a mixture of confusion and rage on his unpleasant face.

      “I propose a motion—”

      “I am in the midst of a proposal!” Edgemond shouted.

      Valamir stopped speaking and stood there politely.

      “You are no longer recognized,” the chamberlain said. 

      “You cannot—”

      “You are no longer recognized.”

      “I demand an explanation!”

      “Is the prince not a higher tier than even an archduke?”

      Nox laughed, a cackle that seemed to surprise even him, which then made me laugh, and the man next to me laughed, and it quickly spread throughout the entire balcony.

      “Silence in the Senate,” bellowed out the chamberlain, slamming her gavel down once on the podium.

      We shut up, almost as one.

      Nox was leaning as far back as he could, pulling his face in an attempt to hide.

      “You will be recognized after his highness, your grace,” the woman said firmly.

      The archduke remained standing.

      Nox leaned over to me, about to say something, but the older man next to Archduke Edgemond pulled the archduke to sitting.

      “I thought we might get to see someone evicted from the chamber,” Nox whispered.

      “There’s still time,” I whispered in reply.

      “Your highness may proceed,” the Senate chamberlain said.

      “I have received dire news from Arenberg,” Valamir said with a nod. “The kingdom of Mahrduhm has renewed their efforts to take Rumib Pass and invade Glaton from the North. The Legions are currently engaged throughout the south and the west, which means we have no one to send to Arenberg.”

      I struggled to understand how that was going to help Duke Coggeshall. Was there some means—

      “But I believe there is one thing that can alleviate this issue,” Valamir continued. “One thing that has long been left aside, because it has yet to be necessary. I speak of the Call of the Imperial Hero.”

      “What is that?” I asked.

      Everyone around me throughout the balcony was asking similar questions of their seat mates. No one seemed to have an answer though.

      The Senators were equally confused, but had a modicum more decorum, probably because they weren’t really allowed to speak to each other.

      “Look,” Nox barked quietly, pointing at the chamberlain.

      The head of the Senate was leaning over, clearly in consultation with two helpers. They had a very thick book out and were flipping through pages, talking excitedly amongst themselves. More of the Senate workers gathered around the book, joining in the discussion.

      Finally, the chamberlain shooed her helpers away and stood upright.

      “The Senate recognizes the call,” the Senate Chamberlain said. “Who offers the call?”

      “I offer the call,” Valamir said.

      “And you are?”

      “Valamir Glaton, High Prince of the Empire of Glaton and brother of the seated Emperor.”

      “And what does this call entail?”

      “Pushing back the armies of Mahrduhm and retaking Rumib Pass for Glaton.”

      The entire Senate was silent. No one seemed to know how to react.

      “Is there one who would negate the call?” The chamberlain asked.

      The young, pinch-faced Archduke popped to his feet, and barked out, “I negate the call!”

      I could feel the urge to clap coming from those around him.

      “And you are?”

      “Archduke Edge-–”

      The older man at his side hissed at the kid, and Edgemond stopped mid-sentence.

      “Nicholas Edgemond. ArchDuke of Edgemond, Duke of Estrece, candidate for Emperor.”

      “Your negation is denied.”

      “What? I demand–”

      “A demerit is issued to the chairs of ArchDuke Edgemond.”

      A gasp went up from the Senators, as the old man next to Edgemond grabbed the young ArchDuke and yanked the kid down. The old man whispered angrily at the boy, who had to sit there, face turning crimson while he took the tongue lashing.

      “The call stands,” the Chamberlain said. “Is there any who would answer the call?”

      Even knowing that Coggeshall was going to answer, when he threw off his cloak to show that he wore bright silver chain mail, I was surprised.

      “I answer the call,” Coggeshall bellowed. “Montana Coggeshall, Imperial Duke of Coggeshall, Prince of Eonneque, Fürst of Vreijuirag, Heir of the dukedom of Lattimoore, Count of Duhamel, Count of Helgand, Count of Dunnismeer, Count of Whitelock, Count of Michelgrove, Count of Daroonga, Count of Braewood, Count of Kingshills, Count of Wolveshire, and a host of others, but I’m stopping here. Oh, and of Royal Blood, if it matters.”

      “That’s a lot of titles,” I whispered to Nox.

      “Quite,” Nox replied.

      The Senate Chamberlain glanced over at her colleagues on either side. The woman to the left shrugged, while the man on her right nodded. 

      “The call has been answered,” The Chamberlain said with a swift click of her gavel. “All business pertaining to Montana Coggeshall, the Dukedom of Coggeshall, or votes in which the chairs of Coggeshall would be partaking are hereby put on hold until such time as the Duke of Coggeshall returns.”

      Well. That was an interesting way for Valamir to put that particular question on hiatus.

      The Duke of Coggeshall, potential hero of the Empire, walked out of the Senate without delay.

      “This session of the Senate is hereby on recess,” the chamberlain called out, hitting the gavel.

      “Wait–” Archduke Edgemond managed the squeak out. But the old man grabbed the young man around the mouth, keeping the archduke from actually speaking. 

      The senators quickly left the floor.

      A weird pseudo-silence fell over those of us in the peanut gallery. Like none of us knew what had just happened, nor how we should feel about it. Finally, one person started whispering to a seat mate, and then all of us joined in trying to guess as to what’d just happened.

      I looked at Nox.

      Nox just shrugged his shoulders.

      “No theories?” I asked.

      “I dislike making wild guesses,” Nox said. “I like to make informed answers.”

      “Of course you do. You think you can make an informed answer as to whether or not there’s more Senate today?”

      Nox gestured blandly towards the Senate floor, where the Senate leader had taken her books and disappeared into the back.

      “Likely done,” Nox said, getting to his feet.

      “Well then,” I said, getting to my feet, “I guess I need to go get some lunch.”

      “Oh, where are we going?”

      “Nox, buddy, as much as I would enjoy a meal with you, sadly, I have to go get interrogated by some government asshats.”

      “Not exactly a lunch, then, is it?”

      “I mean, it is at a restaurant called the Beefsteak, so I’m hoping I can get a salad.”
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      I had to bribe an Imperial guard to give me directions to the Beefsteak, which he thought I should have known about merely because of the name. It was, apparently, a nice place in the administration district, renowned for, wait for it, beef. Mainly in the form of steaks.

      Being the good little shadow ministry stooge I was, I got to the Beefsteak on time. And while the snooty host tried to ignore my presence, when I asked for a specific table, her entire demeanor changed, and she showed me to a small table off to the side that had a very ornate Tiffany-style lamp overhead. Which I always thought of as like one of those old-school Pizza Hut lamps, just without the logo.

      She went back to her position at the entrance, and snuck a few glances at me from time to time, but didn’t seem to want to engage beyond that.

      Also, no waiters.

      That was nice.

      I took out my journal to my good buddy. Or should I say god buddy.
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        * * *

      

      How are you doing? I wrote.

      Well enough, the god of adventure wrote back, just overseeing the slaughter of challengers and the like.

      You’re kind of an asshole.

      Yes. But it is the job.

      You don’t have to do it.

      I do. That is the only way this can work.

      What can work?

      Building heroes to save the world.

      Does the world need saving?

      Always. Enough about me, what’s happening with you? Finished with travels?

      For the moment, at least.

      Back in your home city?

      If you can call it that.

      I call it that. Can you?

      I hope? I think? It’s strange to think of it as home.

      I can imagine.

      Wanna come visit?

      I would, and yet…

      Yeah, and yet. You know anything about, um, girls?

      Um girls? Are they like regular girls but you’re nervous around them?

      Something like that.

      I am a god, and you ask me for relationship advice?

      I don’t really have anyone here I can talk about it with.

      That is a poor mark of your friends.

      My friends are friends with the girl. I mean, for the most part. Except for Rose. And Harpy. And– look, it doesn’t matter. I think Rose has a thing for me so it would hardly be okay for me to ask her about some other girl. Harpy is old and weird and would probably launch into some story about the half-human, half-ogre girl he left behind in the ancient port city of Duluth or something. I just don’t know what, I mean, I haven’t been in a real relationship before, okay?

      You clearly have a lot of feelings in the matter.

      Yeah, I do. I think I might love her.

      I hate to point this out, but I am an expert on adventure, danger, monsters, and all that. Gods don’t really get into relationships. Nor do we really… look, if you like the girl, like the girl. 

      Right, but she might become Emperor. 

      All the better.

      I’m not a noble.

      It has been some time since I’ve paid attention to feudal monarchies, but I imagine she’d be able to rectify that.

      There are other people involved.

      Kind of burying the lede with the polyamory bit there–

      I didn’t mean like that. She has a big family, and she has to win an election to be Emperor. There are, apparently, optics around things and I just… I don’t know what I’m doing here, okay?

      If you did, I’d be worried. If I know anything about love and relationships, which I don’t, then I’d advise you to follow your heart. Since I’m the god of adventure, maybe you should try and do a quest with her. Or for her. That seems to work for me.

      Except you don’t have relationships.

      I warned you…

      Yeah… You did.
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t sure how long I’d been texting back and forth with the god of adventure, but when I looked up, I realized I wasn’t alone. The Shadow Minister himself sat across from me.

      Walter Scrogs, a smaller but intense man, wore a dark suit with a golden set of spectacles perched on his small nose. He watched me with a sense of detached curiosity.

      “Ah,” he said, “you have finished your conversation?”

      I scribbled a quick goodbye, then closed the journal casually, doing my best to pretend it wasn’t at all important.

      “I am,” I replied. “Finished, I mean.”

      “Excellent,” he said, with a clap of his hands. “I took the liberty of ordering our lunch. I hope you find it satisfactory.”

      A trio of waiters descended on our table, bringing slabs of sizzling meat to us as well as platters of mashed potatoes, and a nominal bowl of vegetables that seemed something of an afterthought. There were also large goblets of intense red wine.

      “Sure,” I said. “Looks great.”

      “Thank you, gents,” Walter Scrogs said.

      He waited for the servers to leave our table, then reached up and rotated the lampshade.

      “Now,” he said, “we may talk in peace, and you might help me decide if this is a nice meal between colleagues.”

      “Or?”

      “Or a last meal with an executioner.”

      “I certainly hope the former. Those potatoes look overdone.”

      “You have a new form, it would seem. Explain.”

      “My new body? I had, um, something of a parasite, and I needed to get rid of it.”

      “And that required a reincarnation?”

      “Something along those lines.”

      “How do you have access to magic of that level?”

      “I don’t. I had to do a long and ridiculous series of quests.”

      “Which is why you were gone from Glaton for so long?”

      “Bingo,” I said, cutting into the steak and popping a bite into my mouth. It was good. Not last meal good, but still, pretty much the best steak I’d had in a while.

      “Who did this magic for you?”

      I chewed the steak longer than I needed, taking the moment to go over things. I hadn’t promised Girgeneth secrecy. Or had I? I wasn’t supposed to tell people where he was, or, rather, that he lived in Gloomguard...

      “I can tell you who did it,” I said, “or I can tell you where it was done. I don’t think I can do both.”

      “I will take the location.”

      “Gloomguard.”

      “You visited Gloomguard? Or just Raim?”

      “Both. I mean, you kind of have to visit Raim. Unless you just go through the Gloom, but we took the surface route there. And back.”

      “Through Carchedon?”

      “A little, yeah.”

      “Did you have any contact with the Carchedonians?”

      “Not in any big way. Just sort of, um, passed through.”

      “And your trip back?”

      “We actually went, um, the long way home?” I sighed, and launched into the long story of where we’d gone, around the ocean and to the City of Darkness, where I’d helped return the city to Vuldranni, which meant we probably had an ally in Kirriasleia because the current queen was the sister of my friend, as well as being my friend. I neglected to mention I’d been king for a hot minute, and that my queen friend had tried to get me to marry her. Those details didn’t seem pertinent.

      “And now you are here,” he said.

      “I am.”

      “I presume you gained a mentor?”

      “I did, yeah.”

      “Whom?”

      “The Fayden.”

      “The Fayden. The mystical wizard of old who is hidden under the city somewhere?”

      “That’s the one, yeah.”

      I noticed Scrogs glance at his palm.

      “Truth stone?” I asked.

      Scrogs frowned, then set a smooth pebble on the table.

      “Something along those lines,” Scrogs said.

      “So you know I’m telling the truth about the Fayden.”

      “I know you think that is the truth. But that story has come up many times, and never has it been ascertained as truth.”

      “Well, Fayden or not, I’m studying with this guy who knows a lot about magic. Do I pass the test to stay alive?”

      “Mostly,” Scrogs said. “There have been questions about your use of magic.”

      “I do use magic.”

      “You are more cavalier than we would like,” he replied. “There are quite a few reports of a rogue mage of elven descent causing havoc around Glaton. Including an encounter last night, where a certain group of citizens claims to have encountered a mage who could disappear and reappear at will, and who killed one of their number for no reason.”

      “And you think that was me?”

      “You realize you were but two blocks from Tollendahl’s house?”

      “They were trying to rob me. And maim me. I was defending myself.”

      “If you look about you, you will notice a lack of guard ready to arrest you. Your actions there are... defensible. Killing the man was a bit more than necessary. It is the magic I am questioning. The spells you used are unknown to us. And having so many witnesses—”

      “You’d prefer I killed them all?”

      “Of course not—”

      “You know they owed some group a body?”

      “What?”

      “Some other rival gang. The Night Blades, that’s the name of their gang, they mentioned that they owed some other gang a body. The reason I killed one of them is that I didn’t want the Night Blades to kill some other party guest who might not have my, um, defensive capabilities.”

      “Did they mention the name of this other gang?”

      “The Jolly Lollies? I think?”

      Walter took a notebook out of the air and scribbled down the name. He left the notebook open on the table next to his wine. Which I noticed he hadn’t touched.

      “The spells you used last night,” he asked, “where did you learn them?”

      “Lemmechew,” I said through a mouthful of tactical meat. How could I explain where I’d learned either spell. The Corpse King and the God of Magic? Neither were particularly believable, nor were they things I wanted to admit I had knowledge of. I didn’t want this guy to think that I knew the god of magic. Which, to be fair, I didn’t. But I also didn’t want him to think I was involved with gods in the slightest.

      I swallowed.

      “Can’t tell you,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Said I wouldn’t. If I tell you, or anyone, then I lose the spell.”

      “Ah, but then we would know the spell.”

      “If you think I’d be able to teach you the spell in a single chat, you’ve got a whole lot more confidence in my abilities as a teacher than you should.”

      “Did your Fayden teach them to you?”

      “If I tell you—”

      “Bah. I’m tempted to run you in on something like this. Those were powerful spells you threw like they were nothing. Especially that teleport. Did you... your trip took you south, correct?”

      “South and east, yeah. The farthest north we got was, I mean, Kirriasleia.”

      “And not anywhere near the WarWaters... I suppose he might have moved... But when... and where...”

      “Who? And what are the WarWaters?”

      “I speak of a lake to the north, where there are some... other rogue wizards. One of whom was convinced teleportation was a possibility through arcane means, a theory that took the lives of enough fools that the rogue mancer left Glaton in search of a place he could practice without legality, morality, or ethics getting in the way.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t go anywhere near there. Sounds like a real vacation destination, though. WarWaters...”

      “I am told it is filled to the brim with monstrous aquatic horrors and the like.”

      “Exactly, a delight and a half. Are the beaches nice?”

      Scrogs just looked at me like I was insane. Which, to him, I probably wasn’t that far off.

      “I cannot see any way I can release you with no concerns,” the shadow minister said. “I would like to believe you are a loyal Imperial citizen, as you have certainly shown no signs to the contrary.”

      “And yet?” I asked.

      “And yet you are far from a law-abiding citizen, Clyde Hatchett. You keep secrets from us, you—”

      “Hey, you keep secrets from me.”

      “Which is the purview of the ministry.”

      “I don’t remember my oath to the ministry requiring me to divulge every aspect of my life unto your highness.”

      “Tread carefully, Hachett. I understand you are not keen on authority figures, but I require a baseline of respect.”

      “Sorry.”

      We ate in an awkward silence for a few minutes, Walter looking at me every once in a while, like he was about to say something, and then changing his mind and going back to his lunch.

      He finished his steak and took the first pull of his wine. He dabbed his napkin at the corners of his mouth and leaned back in his chair.

      “You are in a middle ground, Hatchett,” he said suddenly. “Your wrongs have been balanced out so far. And I could argue those wrongs are within the bounds of our organization. But you also haven’t done anything for the ministry. Or the country.”

      “I—” I tried to say something to refute that fact, but he held up his hands.

      “Allow me to finish before you mount your defense, Hatchett,” he said. “We are in a strange position at present. A year ago, this would have been a different conversation, one that would likely wind up with you being forced to choose between prisons, either a mancer’s collar or a prisoner’s shackles. But we sit at the crossroads of unprecedented times. The potential for a new Emperor to change the ways of Glaton. Enemies strike at all our borders, besieging us in a way that has not happened before. And the jewel of Glaton, the greatest city in the world, is, in a way, fighting for it̃s very self.”

      “That’s quite the speech.”

      “You may have noticed there has been an uptick in crime of late. As you are a member of the Shadow Ministry, sworn to help when called, I am calling.”
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest the Shadow Ministry:

      V is for Vigilante

      Save Glaton from the crime spree by being a vigilante!

      Reward for success: Increased standing in the Shadow Ministry

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): You will be dismissed from the Shadow Ministry and arrested for illegal magic use

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “You want me to be a vigilante?”

      “No, that would be taking the law into your own hands without permission. I am giving you permission.”

      “So I’m a lawman.”
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        * * *

      

      Your potential quest from the Shadow Ministry has been updated:

      Lawman for All Man

      As the City Guard seems unable to stem the rising tide of crime, you will become a lawman, working for the state to cull the criminals.

      Reward for success: Increased standing in the Shadow Ministry

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): You will be dismissed from the Shadow Ministry and arrested for illegal magic use

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “Perhaps we just avoid any sort of nomenclature, and agree that you will make crime reduction a primary task.”
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        * * *

      

      Your potential quest from the Shadow Ministry has been updated:

      Just Stop Some Crime, Alright?

      Do what it says. Stop some crime, however you want. Or whatever.

      Reward for success: Increased standing in the Shadow Ministry

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): You will be dismissed from the Shadow Ministry and arrested for illegal magic use

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      I had the feeling the game-world-thing, whatever generated the quests, was getting irritated with Scrogs.

      “For how long?” I asked.

      “Until it is no longer the chief concern of the citizens of Glaton,” Scrogs replied, also seeming to get irritated.”

      “Seems open-ended.”

      “Sadly, it is. But do good work and it will end, and you will be free to return to your own life of crime.”

      “I don’t live a life of crime.”

      “Every step you take as a free magic wielder is a criminal action, technically speaking.”

      If I hadn’t agreed to give the man a modicum of respect, I’d have made a snarky comment about Scrog’s suit being a crime against fashion. Instead, I just sighed, and I accepted the quest.

      “Your cooperation will be noted in your file,” Walter Scrogs, Shadow Minister said.

      “I have a file? What else is in it?”

      “Do enough quests for me, and I might let you take a look. As for now, the ministry appreciates your assistance, and urges you a little more discretion.”

      He reached up, turned the lampshade, and promptly walked away.

      I sat there a moment longer, wondering what I’d just gotten myself into, when the host came by with a slip of paper on a wooden tray.

      “The bill,” she said.

      “Sneaky bastard,” I said.
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      I’d managed to get a block or two away from the Beefsteak before a kobold grabbed my sleeve.

      “What?” I asked.

      The kobold passed me a note.
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        * * *

      

      Mathew Gallifrey requests your presence at Shumway Stationers on the Via Praetoria as soon as possible.

      

      Someone had scribbled out ‘as soon as possible’ and had written, in pencil, ‘now would be better.’

      “Let’s go,” I said, but the kobold had disappeared.

      I frowned, wondering if they’d figured out some means of teleportation, and then I hailed a cab.
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      Traffic was intense as we got farther south, enough that it made me think there was some massive event happening and everyone was trying to get there. Eventually I gave up,  got out of the carriage cab, and started to walk. Even that was a challenge, since the avenue was just a sea of people.

      Ahead, though, finally, I saw the Shumway Stationers sign hanging off a building front.

      I got to the door, shouldered a portly man out of the way, and forced my way inside.

      The calm and collected inside of the store was refreshing after the loud, crazy mess outside. It was a nice store, filled with all sorts of papers, journals, and books. A young woman I vaguely recognized from the Purse manned the counter. She stared at me dumbfounded for a second.

      “Um, hi?” I said to her.

      “Clyde? You are here in my store?”

      “I guess, um—”

      “He is,” Matthew said, stepping out from a door that seemed to lead to the back.

      Oddly, Matthew was not dressed for pit work. He just looked normal, which for him, was weird.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Not exactly sure,” Matthew said. “But follow.”

      I sighed, feeling a little irritated at how much of my life was starting to be dictated by others, but I still followed him.

      He led me through the back room, which had a lot of extra product storage, to another door which led to a stairwell going up and down. He headed up.

      And up, and up.

      Seven floors later, we came out on the roof of the building. It was taller than most around it, giving us a pretty good vantage point around the neighborhood, specifically up and down the avenue. The roof itself had been, at some point, turned into a patio, with stone tiles, a small metal cafe table, and four uncomfortable looking metal chairs.

      Matthew and I weren’t alone, however. Titus stood at the edge of the building, hands on the balustrade, looking out at something southward.

      “Got him,” Matthew said.

      “Just about on time,” Titus replied, not turning around. “They’re clearing the avenue right now.”

      I joined him at the edge of the building and peered over.

      A line of soldiers in Glaton blue were moving northward along the avenue, getting people, vehicles, and animals onto the side streets.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “Parade,” Titus replied. “Hence the request for quickness, didn’t want you to miss this.”

      “A parade? You made me run over here to see a damn parade? Is there another holiday I don’t know about?”

      “Undoubtedly,” Matthew said, bringing over a chair and sitting next to the edge. “But that’s not what this is for.”

      “Do we know what is it for?” Titus asked, looking at Matthew.

      “That’s the question...” Matthew replied in a classic non-answer.

      “You must have some idea,” I said, “otherwise, why make me come here?”

      “I have heard it could be the arrival of someone quite important, but I would prefer not saying anything until we can see for sure who it is.”

      “And I’m here?”

      “Because you claimed the spot of guild master, so on occasion, you need to show up and do leader things.”

      The three of us stood there for a few minutes, watching the street clear.

      “Do you know anything about the Shadow Ministry?” I asked.

      “Some,” Matthew replied. “I would imagine you know more, however.”

      “You know I’m part of it?”

      “I do.”

      “How do you know so much?”

      Matthew smiled, but just kept looking off to the south.

      “They’ve tasked me with helping bring the crime rate down,” I said.

      “If you could do that,” Titus said, “it’d be nice. Getting hairy out there.”

      “Met a new gang last night, the Night Blades.”

      “Where are they working?”

      “Crown Gardens. But I think that was more a convenience thing. Grabbing rich idiots leaving Tollendahl’s ball.”

      “Hence why they took you?” Titus asked.

      “Yeah, exactly. But the weird part is, they said they owed a body to the Jolly Lollies.”

      Matthew looked over and raised an eyebrow.

      “The Jolly Lollies?” He asked.

      “That’s what they said,” I replied.

      “Concerning.”

      “Is that all?”

      Matthew was about to answer, but a blast of horns cut him off.

      Huge white horses ridden by soldiers in chrome armor pranced in a row down the avenue, followed closely by a large group of men and women with gleaming brass horns of all different shapes and sizes, playing a loud and bombastic song. Then there were men and women carrying standards bearing a bevy of flags and crests.

      “Oh hells,” Matthew said.

      “I thought she died,” Titus replied.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “The princess. She’s returning to the city.”

      “Quite the entrance.”

      “Well,” Matthew said, frowning, “everything just got a lot more interesting.”
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      To be fair to the princess, it was an impressive parade. There were lots of soldiers in fancy armor, exotic animals including a herd of woolly mammoth-looking things, women in revealing clothing riding tigers, shirtless men riding bears (which I thought was a bit on the nose), and then, finally, in a massive wagon being pulled by four elephants, taking up the entire avenue, the princess herself, standing tall on a golden column. Men and women along the edge of the massive wagon tossed handfuls of coins out to the crowd, causing mini-melées as the poor folk scrabbled to come out with free money. There were also wagons giving out food and drink, and wandering men and women giving toys to children. It was an incredible display of wealth.

      Matthew didn’t bother to watch the whole thing, choosing to leave before the princess even appeared.

      Titus, on the other hand, stayed to watch the whole thing. As did I. I couldn’t turn away from the spectacle.

      What really made me like the girl was at the end of the parade, when a group cleaned up after the parade. Incredible.

      “I take it Matthew doesn’t like the princess?” I asked.

      “No one likes the princess,” Titus replied. “Why do you think she needed to do something like this to return to the city?”

      “I thought she was just showing off.”

      “That too.”

      “What did she do?”

      “Not a lot. That’s the crux of the problem. She never did anything — just sort of existed. And then her father died, and she ran away with half the Thingmen while the others were slaughtered.”

      “That’s right! What happened with that?”

      “With the Thingmen?”

      ‘Yes.”

      “Nothing.”

      “No one figured out who killed them?”

      “No. No one has... It’s difficult because there’s... the Thingmen are a strange entity. They exist under the Emperor, and once he or she is gone, so are they. Everything I heard, from those who looked into it, who didn’t do it officially, is that there was some sort of disagreement between the Thingmen after the Emperor died, and what happened was the result of that internal strife.”

      “They killed each other?”

      “Yes. At least, that’s the accepted story.”

      “You don’t sound like you believe it.”

      “I’m not sure anyone does, but no one knows what else to say. I do know I’m going to catch all the hells if I don’t get back to the Purse, so I’m heading that way. Carriage?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      We hiked down the stairs, and, at the bottom, the nice young lady who ran the counter handed me a folded piece of paper.

      “A message just arrived for you,” she said, her cheeks blushing furiously.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “There’s, uh, I, I swallowed a bug,” she said, and quickly darted into the supply room.

      

      You are invited to a gathering this evening at the residence of Dalton and Nina Glaton to celebrate the return of Princess Regina.

      

      “I guess I’m going up to the palace,” I said.

      “Looking like that?” Titus asked.

      I checked over myself. I was just in normal, everyday clothes. But I thought I looked fine.

      “What’s wrong with the way I look?” I asked.

      “Come home, get yourself cleaned up, and then go,” Titus said. “Otherwise I’m going to get it because I let you go looking like you do.”

      “I don’t think I look bad!”

      Titus just grabbed me and shoved me in the cab.
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      After being shamed by Titus, Penelope, Shae, and even Boris, I showered, shaved, and got gussied up so I looked nearly ready to go to a ball. Like one step below. Black tie, not white tie. Which didn’t really exist as a concept in Vuldranni, but you get the idea.

      As a plus, because I’d made the trek down to the Skull and Thrones headquarters, I got a free ride uptown in our bakery’s delivery wagon. It didn’t take me all the way to the Imperial Palaces, but far enough that the walk was negligible.

      There was a palpable sense of celebration in the city, almost like a holiday. People were crowding the bars and taverns, spilling out into the street, all talking about the princess and her return. About all the pomp and spectacle of the event, and how nearly everyone managed to score at least a silver or two of free money, now flowing into the pockets of local tavern keepers.

      As I got to the palace, weaving through the celebrating populace, I felt someone purposefully bump into me. The sort of bump that heralded a pickpocket or a cut-purse.

      I did a quick check of my belongings, and my heart sank when I realized my worst fears had come to fruition: my bag of holding was missing. Which I couldn’t I have happen.

      I was going to be late to dinner.

      Surveying the crowd, I tried to get a sense of who was moving with purpose and who was just moving. Luckily, the thieving prick made the one legit mistake when pickpocketing: he looked back at his mark. In this case, me.

      I saw him, a slim young man wearing a blue cap with a small white feather. Which was his second mistake — don’t wear something easily identifiable. Of course, he saw me, and he started running.

      Or, at least, trying to run.

      I didn’t bother trying to run, I knew that wasn’t going to work when moving against a flow of the drunk and drunker. Instead, I politely twisted and turned, edging myself onto the street while keeping blue-cap-white-feather in view. And on the street, I could move more quickly. I was also in danger of being run over by horses or wagons, but I was catching up to the thief.

      But then blue-cap-white-feather made a hard right into a side street.

      I cut across the crowd and ran down the side street just in time to see blue cap darting down an alley. I sprinted flat out into the alley, screeching to a halt as there were, suddenly, like eight blue-caps, all with white feathers, all ignoring me.

      But of the eight, only one was breathing hard while pretending to sweep up a barrel.

      I walked up to him and grabbed his shoulder, spinning him to face me.

      “I need the bag back,” I said.

      The man’s eyes were wide. He was younger than I’d originally thought.

      “I, uh,” he stammered, “who are you? I don’t have your bag.”

      I grabbed the bag at his waist, and yanked it free.

      “Mine,” I said.

      “No, it’s mine!” he replied, reaching for it.

      I stepped back out of reach.

      “Odd that it’s cut exactly how mine was,” I said, matching up the cut drawstring to the one left on my belt.

      “Might want to give the lad back his bag,” a gruff voice said behind me, as something sharp pushed into my back.

      I shook my inward head, realizing how dumb I’d been to walk right into their ambush. Which, come to think of it, might not have been planned as an ambush — it was probably just meant to throw a pursuer off.

      “Listen,” I said, putting my hand up while the other held the bag of holding tightly, “you don’t know what’s in here–”

      “You willing to chase ‘em,” the gruff voice continued, “means its valuable. Means we can sell it, means we can eat.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw a portly older man with a rough beard and beady little eyes glaring at me.

      “I can give you gold,” I said, “cut out the middleman. But this thing you have going on here, you suck at it. And you should stop. Because it’s not right–”

      The point stuck harder in my back.

      “You give us your gold and your bag,” he said.

      “Greed is going to be the death of you.”

      “Tryin’ my patience is gonna be the death of you.”

      “Last warning–”

      He started to push the blade into me.

      I spun, knocking the blade off my back, and swung my bag at the man’s face.

      He tried to get a hand up, but the bag whacked him upside the head.

      I’m not sure how much the bag weighed, especially given what I knew was inside, but it sent the man tumbling to the ground. He dropped his walking stick, which is what he’d been poking me with.

      “Seriously?” I asked. 

      Looking around at all the various people wearing blue hats in the alley, I realized they were mostly women, mostly looking like they’d stepped off of their regular jobs to try to make a little extra coin robbing people. Except that they probably hadn’t ever done this before.

      “Are you the blue hat gang?” I asked. 

      “Bluecaps,” the old man said, barely above a whisper.

      “Bluecaps. Did this work? This pickpocketing thing?”

      “Few times.”

      “Stop it.”

      I turned to leave, not really knowing what to do, and not wanting to do what I feared I might.

      “You need to give us your gold,” a woman’s voice said.

      Looking over my shoulder, I saw that one of the women had a surprisingly large crossbow pointed at me. On the plus side, it seemed heavy enough that she didn’t have good control of it, her hands quaking. On the down side, she didn’t have control of it, and her finger danced across the trigger at regular intervals.

      “You don’t want to do that,” I said firmly. 

      “I want your gold,” she said. “We need it. We have the right to—”

      “There’s no rights in crime. Did you pay for the right to rob this section of the avenue?”

      “It’s our right—”

      “Rebecca,” the old man said, “I think—”

      “No, this elf has gold. Enough that he dresses like that, enough that he has magical items, while we have nothing. Do you think–”

      While they debated amongst themselves, I found myself growing detached from the moment. I thought about what I could do. Because I had a lot of tools at my disposal. I could just run away — always a good tactic to get out of a situation, and useful when up against someone with terrible aim. However, there is always a luck portion in aiming, and I would hate for my opponent to have a lucky break.

      But while I thought about running, this feeling welled up, a sense pushing against my desire to ignore the Bluecaps. Nothing like the feeling I got from my ol’ corpse king buddy, nothing either so subtle or powerful. Just this sense that this was a crime and I needed to stop it.

      In that moment, despite the obvious danger of the crossbow still pointed at me, and the argument happening between the members of the terrible pickpocket gang, I had to stop and wonder if it was possible for a quest to act on me in that way… could merely accepting a quest affect a psychological change in someone? On the one hand, it seemed unlikely. On the other, this was Vuldranni. Why not? I’d argue that Shae experienced a change following the completion of a quest. Of course, there could be more at play with Shae. I had so many questions–

      “Last chance” Crossbow Woman said. “Gold. Now.”

      “I don’t think so,” I replied.

      There was always the chance she wasn’t going to fire, that she was bluffing. But given her desperation and her horrific trigger discipline, I decided I needed to act. 

      So in the second between my ‘no’ and her decision to kill me, I quickly cast hold humanoid on Crossbow Woman. 

      She couldn’t move. She just sort of stood there, in place, her eyes slightly wider than normal. I don’t think any of her compatriots even realized something had happened.

      However, this vague vibration came through the tendril of magic connecting me to her. She was fighting the spell.

      I stepped over to her and plucked the bolt out of the crossbow. I looked at it for a moment — it was a nasty piece of work — and then I threw it into a grate leading into the sewers below. Probably lucky I didn’t pierce a kobold with it.

      Walking away from the woman, I released the spell.

      I heard the faintest click as she pulled the trigger on instinct. The crossbow, never meant for dry-firing, went ka-pow and then shattered, sending splinters of wood into the nearby Bluecaps.

      Advancing on the older man, the one who’d tried to stab me with his walking stick, I got right up in his face.

      “Who’d you pay?” I asked. “Who gave you permission to work this part of the avenue?”

      “The Blood Brigade,” the old man said softly.

      “How much?”

      “Two gold and half what we make.”

      “If I see you doing this again,” I said, looking around at the group, who were mostly fine, just had to get some splinters removed, “I won’t be as nice as I was today. More than likely, I’ll kill you all just for the XP and so I’m not inconvenienced.”

      “You part of the guard?”

      “Does the guard threaten random death like that?”

      “Mostly just beatings,” one of the women said.

      “Right, I’m not in the guard. I’m something like the guard when the guard is busy. They let me be meaner. And, I guess, just kill whomever I think is a criminal. Are you criminals?”

      “No, sir,” the man said, “just, um–”

      “Misguided.”

      “Yes. that’s it.”

      I sighed an walked away, taking care to get the bag of holding on me nice and tight. I knew it was dangerous to keep it with me, walking around with a nuclear weapon that could be set off accidentally. I needed to get it somewhere safe, which, ideally, would be somewhere like a really big volcano where the bag of holding could be destroyed and never be seen again. Provided, you know, the bag of holding could be destroyed by a volcano. And the awshit could be destroyed by a volcano. And what if Vuldranni volcanoes were filled with evil creatures that might want to abuse the awshit in their own bid to take over the world? Not super likely, but, again, who knows what’s possible in Vuldranni.
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Who Lives In the Cone

      Find the creatures who live in lava!

      Reward for success: unknown

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): unknown

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “Balls,” I said softly. 

      While it was annoying to get the random quests, I found it very interesting that my rumination on volcanoes elicited a quest, while my rumination on feelings from quests was only met by silence.

      I walked closer to the street, avoiding people when I could. A few blocks on, I saw another group picking pockets and cutting purses. With so many citizens out drinking, it was expected the thieves would be out. But it seemed hypocritical for me, an inveterate thief, to arrest other thieves. And I could I even arrest them? It seemed like most of what I could do was kill. And I didn’t want to kill, nor did I think death was a warranted punishment for stealing. I decided that I would focus on violent or weird crime, not thievery. Unless it happened to me — then I could throw down as I pleased. 

      As soon as I made that decision, I felt better. That sense of needing to do something about the crime lessened, almost like the quest-world agreed with me.
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      Up next to the palaces, there were quite a few people strolling along the Imperial Palace fences, peeping through the iron bars. Hoping, I suppose, to get a glance of the princess. Or maybe the elephants. I wanted to see the elephants. I had the feeling that elephants were going to be the new hotness for the summer. What you needed for that true beach look — your own herd of elephants to pull your towel across the sand.

      None of the parts of the parade were visible, since there was plenty of space within the imperial grounds for parking giant wagons and elephants. 

      There were quite a few more guards around Nadya’s home, though. ‘Home’ being in some serious quotes, as it was a palace. An edifice that would likely be a welcome replacement for the administration building at Fordham University. And yet, that was just her home.

      But guards were everywhere. Mostly the usual Imperial chaps, but also a group wearing a slightly different crest on their blue tabards. My guess, the princess. It was an interesting variant of the Glaton crest, with something like a giant set of teeth or a mouth coming up below the imperial eagle. Partially looked like the eagle was being eaten, partially looked like another creature was flying with the imperial eagle, and that that creature was mostly just a mouth. The new guards seemed much more intimidating than our local ones, looking as if they’d, you know, actually used their swords and shields in real battle, instead of rattling their sabers at overly inquisitive passersby.

      Much as they were doing to me, trying to intimidate me as I strolled along. 

      I frowned back at them. 

      Once at the door, I waited in a line of people, some of whom were being allowed in, most of whom were being turned away, whereupon they invariably started muttering amongst themselves. But then it was my turn, and as I stepped up, I saw three guards blocking the entrance, and a young woman standing behind a podium.

      She gave me the barest glance my way.

      “Name?” she said.

      “Clyde Hatchett,” I replied.

      She slid her finger down a list of names, and stabbed it midway down.

      “Welcome, your, um,” she paused, confused.

      “Just call me Clyde,” I said. “I don’t need an honorific.”

      “Of course, Clyde,” she said, rolling her eyes just a little, enough to make sure that she wasn’t buying this whole ‘be rough and ready with the staff’ thing, but not so much that I could report her for being insolent to her bosses. “Any weapons need to be secured.”

      “No weapons,” I replied, holding up my jacket so the guards could see my belt.

      One of the new-crest guards stepped up and patted me down. He was trying to be sneaky, slipping something into my pocket. 

      I didn’t make any reaction — I was too curious, and wanted to see what was going on.

      “He’s clean,” New-crest said.

      “Enjoy the evening,” the woman said. The guards moved aside, letting me into the mansion.

      I walked into the foyer, enjoying the grandeur of it all. I thought it was ridiculous, and yet, also quite beautiful. There was a pretty clear pipeline from the front door to the ballroom on the side, and while there wasn’t dancing going on, there was some nice background music coming from a string quartet ensconced in a balcony. People were moving around and chatting with each other, a buffet of food spread out along one wall, and a bar along another. A pretty typical party set up.

      Frankly, I was impressed it’d been pulled together so fast. 

      Nadya looked resplendent in a navy blue ballgown, her dark hair swept up and coiled into a top knot, with two loose tendrils framing her face. She was beautiful. I smiled at her. She smiled back and immediately slipped out of a conversation with an older gentleman and sashayed my way.

      “You look amazing,” I said.

      “Thank you,” she replied, dropping into a slight curtsy. “And you don’t look half bad.”

      “I was aiming for all bad.”

      “Failed. You’d need more pit water on the outfit for that.”

      “And here I am with zero pit water. What was I thinking?”

      “That you didn’t want to offend my family with your overpowering odor?”

      “Yeah, but you like that odor.”

      “Even in jest, I don’t ever want you to think that I might like that.”

      “But you miss it.”

      “Sure, but not because of the smell.”

      “I’m going to bottle some for you.”

      “Don’t.”

      “A little something to remember Matthew and–”

      “Do not.”

      I grabbed her hands and pulled me into a hug.

      She shook her head at me

      “I’m serious, Clyde Hatchett,” she said. “You bring pit water anywhere near this house, and I’ll use all my imperial powers to make you regret it.”

      “Message received,” I replied. “Now, what am I doing here?”

      “Besides spending time with me?”

      “Besides that.”

      “Meeting my cousin.”

      “Which one?”

      “I don’t have that many.”

      “I’m willing to bet a jar of pit water you don’t even know how many cousins you have.”

      “Thirty-four.”

      “You just made that up.”

      “Maybe, but you don’t know. I want you to meet my cousin the princess of Glaton.”

      “Ooh, I saw her parade today.”

      “So did I. Were you impressed?”

      “Yeah, a bit. But, you know, I used to see the Macy’s Day Parade every Thanksgiving, and not one of those animals she had holds a candle to a sixty-foot purple dinosaur flying away with its minimum-wage handlers.”

      “Is that a Denmark thing?”

      “A back home thing, yeah. But they had huge parades every year. This one was neat, but you know–”

      “You aren’t impressed by anything. Got it.”

      “It just seemed a bit much.”

      “That’s sort of her personality.”

      “A bit much?”

      “She seems a bit much, but that’s because she’s insecure and her father wasn’t really ever nice to her.”

      “That sucks.”

      “It does.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Look for the biggest group of people–”

      I scanned the room and saw a gaggle over by the bar.

      “The bar,” I said.

      “Second biggest,” Nadya corrected.

      The second biggest group of people was at the other end of the ballroom, near a set of doors with two of the new-crest guards at attention.

      “Come on,” Nadya said, grabbing my hand and pulling me through the room.

      I took the opportunity to reach into my pocket to see what little present the new-crest guard left me.

      It was smooth, like a pebble, and as my hand came into contact, it warmed up a little.

      I let go. It was magical, that much I could tell. But I needed a little more care before touching mystery magic. I learned that lesson.

      Moving through the room, plenty of people looked at us, some who seemed like they wanted to chat, but Nadya sped us along until we got into the group surrounding the princess. Then we moved to the back, standing around like we were fans desperate for an autograph.

      “You think we should do this now?” I asked.

      “What?” 

      “Wait here with all these people just for a chance to say hi.”

      Some of ‘these people’ turned around and gave me the serious stink-eye.

      “I’m just saying, we probably won’t have a chance for an actual conversation.”

      “True,” Nadya replied. “You want to talk to my parents?”

      “I can’t honestly say it’s that high on my list…”

      “What can you dishonestly say?”

      “It’s on the top of list.”

      “Better.”
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      So I got to have another awkward conversation with Nadya’s parents, the Archduke and Prince’s Consort. As usual, they were very nice and even showed an interest in me, but it was obvious they had no idea who I really was or what I did. Or how life worked outside the bounds of the palace grounds. I wanted to ask if they ever left, or if they just stayed inside at all times. I had to admit, at times, I could see that sort of life being appealing. I’d certainly appreciate never going through the sewers again. Or, you know, never having to look at a monster’s mouth and judge if how I might survive…

      After an overly long time explaining what it was I did as a pit restoration specialist, Nadya pulled me away to eat something. 

      Here, surrounded by theoretical allies, she heaped food onto a plate, sat down, and dug in. It was interesting to watch her surrounded by family, something I hadn’t seen at these events in the past. I think I’d been so nervous when I’d been around her family before that I didn’t notice that she seemed to regress a little, act younger and a little more ridiculous than she did when she was out on her own.

      The string quartet stopped playing, and I heard another band warming up, something much larger, maybe even a full orchestra. Once again, they were tucked into the balconies above so as not to take up dance floor space with the musicians. But, speaking of dance floor space, most of the people talking began to move off the floor to make room for those who wanted to dance. Which, at present, didn’t at all seem to be Nadya.

      “Hungry?” I asked.

      “Starved,” she said through a mouth full of a roast of some kind.

      “Mind if I sit with you, cousin?” 

      I looked up to see the princess standing there. From a distance, she’d seemed beautiful, but up close, she was striking in an incredible way. Breathtaking beauty, flawless. Not quite the perfection that usually indicated being from my old world, but a natural beauty. And not quite at Shae’s level — there was more of a sense of reality in the princess than with Shae. The Princess seemed like a real woman, I mean. But unlike Shae, there was a sense of elegance to the princess, that she possessed grace. She held herself in perfect posture effortlessly. At least, that’s the outward appearance. Given that she was smiling, everything about her was amplified, and I felt just a little tinge better because she was smiling at me.

      Two guards stood behind her, quite close. Almost as if they thought there might be some danger at the table. Which, I suppose the table could be a mimic. 

      “It’s not a mimic,” I said, looking at the guards.

      One of them frowned.

      Someone kicked my shin.

      That someone invited her cousin to sit with us.

      “Please,” Nadya said, shooting me a look, “I have been dying to talk to you.”

      The princess sat down, her two hulking guards taking up position on either side of her chair, backs to the table.

      “I have missed you, Nadya,” the princess said, still beaming.

      “I worried I wasn’t going to see you again,” Nadya replied. “What happened?”

      “There were… it is a long story. I swear to tell you the whole thing, but it would take me the rest of the night, and…”

      “It’s been a long day.”

      “Yes. And I fear the time for sleeping is still quite far off.”

      “Kind of the problem with making a big entrance. Everyone wants to talk to you.”

      The princess sighed and took a delicate bite of the tiny portion of food on her plate.

      Nadya, meanwhile, inhaled a baseball-sized bite of mashed potatoes.

      I had a bite of some sort of grilled fish. It was pretty not bad. Buffet food is never the best, but it seemed like the cooks had done their best.

      “Where’d you come from?” I asked.

      “Who is this, cousin?” the princess asked.

      “My manners!” Nadya said. “Princess Regina Glaton, this is my…” she switched to a whisper: “boyfriend” then went back to normal, “Clyde Hatchett.”

      “It is an absolute pleasure to meet you, your highness,” I said.

      “Is he a commoner?” Princess Regina Glaton said to Nadya. “And an elf?”

      “Right on both counts,” I replied.

      “He had a title,” Nadya said quickly. “He just gave it up to come back here.”

      “Oh?” Regina asked. “And what title would that be?”

      “King,” Nadya said.

      “He was a king?”

      “He was. And he’s right there — you can speak to him.”

      The princess blinked twice, and then her smile spread across her face.

      “Of course,” she said. “How awful of me. I was… I apologize, former king Clyde Hatchett.”

      “Perfectly fine,” I lied, trying to tamp down my irritation and let the weird bit of discourtesy slide.

      “That must be a fascinating story,” Regina said. “How did it come about?”

      “Oh, you know, I saved a kingdom, and they wanted me to stay and rule over them, but I had a life here, so I  said no thank you, and came home to hang out with Nadya here.”

      “You are a hero then?”

      “I’ve been a hero in the past.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I’m just being me.”

      “Which is?”

      “An elf and a commoner.”

      “Ah. I suppose that is a simpler life than being royalty.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “What?”

      “Being royalty.”

      “I accept it as the mantle I was born to bear. And Nadya, what do you busy yourself with, besides cavorting with this handsome elf here?”

      “I… uh… I wouldn’t really say cavorting. But I’m–”

      An elegant man walked up to Regina, the guards doing nothing to stop him.

      He knelt at her side, bowing his head.

      “Your highness,” he said, “I believe it is time to make your announcement.”

      “Of course,” she said, setting her utensils aside, putting them perfectly back in place. She stood up and gave me and Nadya a brilliant smile. “I do apologize for having to run. I would like to have another occasion to talk to you.”

      “Uh, yes,” Nadya said, looking confused.

      And then Regina Glaton glided away from us, heading to a small stage that had been set up. 

      “Your cousin is a bit odd,” I said.

      “I think she’s just recovering from her adventure. Or ordeal.”

      “That’s hard to say. Or ordeal.”

      “Or ordeal, yeah. I’m sure she’ll, you know, be more like herself when–”

      A hush fell over the ballroom as the princess took to her tiny stage, a spot just about big enough for her to stand on.

      “My family,” she said, “it is so lovely to be home.”

      She paused, I think for applause or something from the crowd.

      The nobles, however, weren’t really into the idea, so there was silence.

      “My journey took me to the edges of the Empire, and even beyond. I saw the glory of the Emerald Sea. I saw great monsters, saw wars being fought, saw our country men and women dying to save us and all we have built here. It gave me new insight, and made me think. It made me realize the mistakes of my past, and now I stand before you today not as an outsider or an intruder, but as one of you. A daughter born of our mighty Empire, raised in the embrace of our traditions, and shaped by the will of our people.

      “I am the blood of Glaton, the last living descendant of the Imperial line, and I am returning home to take up my rightful place as your Empress.”

      Some whispers broke out around the room.

      “I do not return to claim this throne out of a hunger for power, but out of a sense of duty. The duty instilled in me by the memory of our ancestors, the duty to preserve our glorious heritage, and to guide our Empire through the darkness that threatens to swallow it at present.

      Our Empire, once an unstoppable force, now teeters on the edge of destruction. Its foundations tremble under the weight of corruption, greed, and stagnation. Our enemies surround us, emboldened by our own descent into complacency and disillusionment.

      But I tell you, my people, we shall falter no longer. For the blood of Glaton does not yield, and it does not cower. We face our problems head on. We stare into the abyss and do not blink.

      The time has come for radical change. The time has come for a new dawn, a new era, where we rise from the ashes, reborn, stronger, and more powerful than ever. The time has come to remember who we are, to reclaim our destiny.

      Today I implore you all to join me on this journey. To stand by my side as we embark on this arduous path towards renewal. Together, we shall navigate through these dark times, and together, we shall bring about a new age of prosperity for Glaton.

      For I am not just your princess. I am your sister, your daughter, your ally. I am your Empress, and together, we will restore Glaton to her rightful glory.

      Thank you, and may the spirits of our ancestors guide us in our noble quest.”

      I frowned, looking at Nadya with the facial expression of ‘who the F is this?’

      Nadya’s eyes were wide and confused. Her hands shook.

      I wanted to make some pithy comment about how Nadya didn’t need to go through with the whole Emperor thing, but then I saw the hands shaking. It didn’t really matter the emotion causing the shake — it wasn’t the time to make light of things.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “She wants to be Emperor?” she replied, her attention focused on the princess. “Now? After everything…”

      The nobles in the room seemed, well, not enthusiastic, but at least interested in what the princess had said. They clearly weren’t going to throw her out, and they weren’t showing any outward signs of allegiance to Nadya, but they also weren’t running over to Regina to swear their swords to her, supposed ‘noble quest.’

      “Quite the speech,” I said.

      “She’s not the last of the Imperial line either. There’s a ton of us,” Nadya said.

      “Yeah, I don’t know that her speech was all that accurate. Rousing, I guess, but—”

      “She must have speech writers. She’s never been eloquent. Most of the time, she could barely… most of the time she was drunk. Or otherwise intoxicated. I can’t… she’s different.”

      “Seems like it.”
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      A valet, a young man with an unfortunate, greasy hairstyle, walked up to us.

      “Master Hatchett,” the valet said, “your presence is requested in the drawing room. If you would follow me.

      “I don’t think I’m ready to go yet,” I said, gesturing to what I thought was a clearly distraught Nadya. “I’m needed here.”

      “I, um,” the valet stammered, not prepared for someone being unwilling to go with him, “it was made quite clear I should return with you, um, sir.”

      “We can go,” Nadya said, still looking at the princess.

      “I apologize, my lady, but your uncle was quite clear the invitation was only for Master Hatchett.”

      “Oh.”

      “I’m not going then,” I said. “I have no desire to–”

      “You should go,” Nadya said, putting her hand on my chest. “I’m fine. Annoyed, but fine. See what Valamir wants.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded.

      “Do you think he’s going to give me the my-niece-is-too-good-for-you speech?”

      “I hope not,” she replied, but then she finally looked away from the princess and smiled at me. “But aren’t I too good for you?”

      “Definitely. But I don’t want him to say that.”

      She popped up on tip toe and pulled my head down to kiss me. I kissed her back, and we had a small moment alone together.

      “Lead on, MacDuff,” I said.

      “My name is Roger,” the valet replied.

      “I’ve heard it both ways.”

      The valet smiled in that way where it was very clear he hated my joke, but had to pretend. In my opinion, he could have done a much better job pretending.

      Still, he had his charge, so he hurriedly walked out of the ballroom.

      I followed along, reasonably close, noticing that no one cared I was leaving, but quite a few people were watching Nadya, and having some tense words with those around them. The decision on which Glaton to back for the throne was in process.
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      My valet buddy led me up the stairs, down a hall, and around a corner before getting to the drawing room of choice. He knocked politely at the door, then opened it without waiting for any sort of answer from inside.

      “Master Clyde Hatchett,” the valet said as he ushered me into the room, somehow managing to get me inside and close the door in what seemed like one smooth motion.

      “Thanks, Roger,” I said. “Or was it MacDuff?”

      The valet faltered in closing the door, just a hair.

      Valamir stood at a window, hands behind his back in what I took to be a military pose. He didn’t bother to look at me, nor the valet.

      “Master Hatchett,” he said.

      “Um, that’s me, your, uh, highness,” I replied.

      “I am curious to hear your take on Regina’s speech.”

      “Well, I don’t really know her, but she sounded a bit pompous, a bit coached. Like a career politician.”

      “Did it worry you?”

      “I guess? I don’t know. I don’t know what she sounded like before, but Nadya seemed concerned about it. I don’t really know much of what goes on here, what with–”

      “Tell me your thoughts on the princess.”

      “She seems nice.”

      “I have no recollection of her as a particularly nice girl.”

      “Not even to you?”

      “She understood her position in the Empire as being right behind the Emperor, which meant she thought the only person she had to be nice to was her father.”

      “So not you.”

      “Yes, not me. She was never particularly overt about it after her father spoke to her on the issue, but it was not uncommon to see her with her cohort in the corner of family events such as these making lists of the ugliest people at the party. I imagine I still have a copy of one such list given to me as a prize, because they decided I was the worst dressed there.”

      “To be fair, your fashion sense–”

      “I hardly think I need any fashion advice from someone looking as you do.”

      “Could be she grew up.”

      “It could. But I have my doubts. It was not so long ago she lived here, and I saw her on the regular.”

      “Okay, but if she went out, on some wild adventure, it could have been life changing, even if it was only, what, a few months?”

      “Are you fundamentally changed from your travels?”

      “I’d like to think so.”

      “Hrm.”

      Valamir walked to the other end of the room, then turned on his heel and paced right back.

      The room was nice, as far as drawing rooms go, with plenty of pleasant looking furniture and some paintings of people who I probably should’ve know, but didn’t. I plopped down on a couch and put my feet up on a coffee table before the thought occurred to me that it was likely a priceless heirloom.

      On Valamir’s next pace towards me, he saw my feet up and gave me a dirty look. I didn’t move them.

      “Look, High Prince,” I said, “I’m guessing you’re going to ask me to look into the princess, right? I’m not sure I want to be so involved–”

      “You are involved, Clyde Hatchett.”

      “How–”

      “You think the High Prince of Glaton can be fooled by a simple mask? That I have no means to spy on you? That I have no others in the city who–”

      “Nadya told you.”

      “I admit, I had my suspicions, but yes, she confirmed your identity. Although, to her credit, it did take some finesse on my part. She did not simply give you up.”

      “I guess we’re allies at this point, so it’s probably fine you know. Unless you’re going to go into the speech where I can’t be involved with your niece–”

      “Nadya is most certainly too good for you, and your romantic involvement with her is both suspect and irresponsible. If she succeeds her uncle to the throne, I cannot imagine the two of you engaging anything long-term, given the stresses of the job and the publicity her life will then entail. However, my feelings are not germane to her romantic life. She is an adult — she may make her choices as she will.”

      “Nice that you think so highly of me.”

      “As much as it might pain me to admit this about an elven thief who runs a rogue’s guild in Old Town, I do think highly of you. You have shown loyalty to me, my family, and my Empire, and that seems to be a strangely rare things in these days. So, I come to you again, asking you to find out the truth about Princess Regina. Her desire for power is most certainly something new and disconcerting, and I cannot imagine any way in which she would be suitable to rule Glaton.”

      “So what is it you want me to find out? And how do you want me to go about it?”

      “Ideally, find out how she got so much gold that she could return via parade. And as to how, that is your business. I would hardly have any idea.”

      “Great.”

      “Perhaps you could sneak into her quarters at night and see if she has a journal. Or question her while you wear a mask.”

      “I’m going to pretend you didn’t suggest I sneak into her room and question her in the middle of the night.”

      “You did that to me.”

      “You aren’t a young woman.”

      “True enough.”

      “Can I ask about the Coggeshall thing?”

      “It would seem pointless to keep secrets between us.”

      “Brutal honesty?”

      “I think going straight to brutal might be more than I would appreciate, but proceed.”

      “I’ll think on it.”

      “Regarding the Coggeshall issue, that is the second topic I wished to speak on with you this evening.

      “So I’m guessing the hero thing didn’t exactly solve the issue?”

      “The hero thing, as you so eloquently put it, merely delayed the issue. It was done to buy time such that we may solve the issue.”

      “Any chance that was a royal ‘we’ you used just now?”

      “No.”

      “So you’re going to ask me to look into that as well?”

      “I have yet to formulate a plan of attack there. I was hoping to have more time to figure things out, but I fear my erstwhile niece has thrown a wrench into that.”

      “Which niece are we talking about?”

      “Regina.”

      “Ah. Right. She’s going to ask to be nominated.”

      “I would imagine that is her plan, given her speech about becoming Emperor.”

      “But that can’t happen until Coggeshall returns.”

      “Yes. Hopefully. However, that largely depends on what goes on in the Senate. I doubt there is anyone who can truly guess what might happen day to day. I might be asking you to do something to help me with the Coggeshall situation, but, at present, I think your proverbial plate is full with my two nieces.”

      “Just an if-I-see-something-say-something situation?”

      “If that is the way you would like to think of it, yes. Before I send you back to Nadya, is there something you would have me do for you?”

      “Oh, I’m sure I could come up with something. But at present, I think I’m good.”

      “I appreciate your restraint.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I got to my feet, and walked up to Valamir.

      “By the way, I might have taken something from Tollendahl. You want me to give it to you to give back to him or can I keep it?”

      “So you’re the one with his book?”

      “My book now.”

      Valamir smiled, just a little one, and shook his head.

      “Keep it for now,” he said. “Though I warn you, it is a powerful tome you took. I doubt it will do any good for you.”

      I shrugged, and left the room.
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      Although it was extremely tempting to explore Nadya’s house a little more, I decided to get right back to the ballroom. Nadya was basically where I’d left her, sitting at the table. But now her parents were with her, and they were having a rather intense conversation.

      I stood off to the side, keeping one eye on Nadya and the other on the rest of the ball room.

      “It surprises me that you have access to events like this,” Walter Scrogs said, appearing as if out of nowhere and landing right next to me.

      “I’m a surprising guy,” I replied, as if he hadn’t just surprised me. “What are you doing here?”

      “A friend of the family.”

      “Ah. Are you as confused by the actions of the princess as everyone else seems to be?”

      “Confused? No. I am curious what transpired in the time she was away to make her change in this way, but it seems natural. I would imagine she experienced the world without the ease of being royalty, and decided it would be foolish to not pursue continuing on as royalty.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Can you organize a meeting with this Fayden of yours and myself?”

      “I doubt it.”

      “And why is that?”

      “He doesn’t like leaving his house.”

      “I would be more than willing to come—”

      “I doubt he’d want you in his house. He doesn’t like visitors.”

      “How did you make contact with him?”

      “I had to go through a really dumb test where I nearly died, and then convince him to take me on as a mentee. And even then, it seem more that his wife demanded he take me on. The Fayden’s not big on social graces.”

      “If you wouldn’t mind making the request…”

      “Is that an official order?”

      “Nothing we do in our ministry is official, and I would prefer this be something voluntary.”

      I shook my head a little, very much picking up the subtext — that soon it wouldn’t be voluntary. Although I had my doubts Scrogs could force the Fayden to do anything the Fayden didn’t want to do.

      “I’ve got a question,” I said. “You know, while you’re here and all.”

      “Perhaps I have an answer.”

      “What exactly am I supposed to be doing to, you know, stop crime? Like, am I judge, jury, and executioner out there?”

      “You will need to use your judgment, yes.”

      “So you want me to go out there and kill people?”

      “I said no such thing. But if there are those who only understand violence…”

      “But wouldn’t it be preferable to lock these people up?”

      “We are woefully short on guards.”

      “You know, I’m not really digging this ‘kill the wrongdoers’ system of justice you’re putting into place.”

      “We are at war, young elf. Sometimes we must do things—”

      “We’re not at war with ourselves—”

      “Are we not? Those who engage in crime now are effectively taking advantage of us being at war, of us being shorthanded because we have been forced to send our guards to the front lines as soldiers. So it would not be difficult for these criminals to be branded traitors. And there is only one punishment for treason—”

      “Slow-dancing with Lord Tollendahl?”

      Scrogs just frowned at me.

      “Yes, Clyde Hatchett, that is obviously the punishment for treason in Glaton.”

      “See? I knew it.”

      “I cannot tell you exactly what to do or how to do it. I can only tell you what needs doing. One of the benefits and curses of the Shadow Ministry is that freedom.”

      “Great. Any chance the Shadow Ministry has some ancillary benefits?”

      “You mean, besides letting you live and practice magic in the Empire?”

      “Yes.”

      “Not really, no.”

      “No bonus spell books? No instruction? No free mana potions?”

      “None of those things. If you were to join the Imperial Ministry of Magic, then it would be a different story. But we, in the Shadows, get no such advantages.”

      “Awesome.”

      “Isn’t it? Now, have a lovely evening, Master Hatchett.”

      “Oh, yeah, it’s going to be a damn peach of a time.”

      He patted my arm as if he was just a kindly old man, and sort of toddled off to a table where he sat down next to an older woman. Then he pulled two drinks out of the air and set them on the table.

      I was about to walk over to Nadya, but she got up and came over to me.

      “My parents,” she said, “my own parents are saying it might be a better idea that Regina is crowned instead of me.”

      “That’s what they were saying?”

      “Not directly, but that’s what they mean.”

      “Well, they’re wrong. Unless you want to skip out on the whole becoming Emperor thing, in which case–”

      “I don’t know if I want to do it, but I want it to be my decision. Not something forced on me by Regina. Can we go see Hellion?”

      “That’s a great idea,” I said. “Let’s go hang out with friends.”
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      We were waiting for a carriage to pull around and take us home, but it was not one of the official Imperial carriages that came first. It was the glossy blue ride of Valamir Glaton.

      He walked down the steps of the house, coming behind us.

      “It would be wiser for Nadya to remain here,” he said.

      “Is there a threat against me?” Nadya asked.

      “I believe there is.”

      “Do you have any specifics?” I asked.

      “No. Just some whispers I have heard.”

      “And you think I would be safer here than with Clyde?” Nadya asked.

      “I think the danger lies within the city, more than either end. So I do believe it would be better for you to remain within the Imperial Palace grounds. I have yet to fully examine those who are part of Clyde’s… Guild.”

      “So you want me to stay here.”

      “I am not in charge of you. I offer some advice, and—”

      Nadya grabbed my hand and marched us to an Imperial carriage waiting.

      “Good night, Uncle Valamir,” Nadya barked.

      “Good night, your highness,” I managed to get out while Nadya yanked me aboard.

      Nadya glared at the world while I opened the little hatch to the driver and gave him the address and general directions to the Heavy Purse.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I am tired of people telling me what to do.”

      “I think he was just warning you.”

      “You, of all people, are taking his side?”

      “I don’t think there are… you know, you have every right to feel tired of people telling you what to do. I can totally understand that, because I feel that way too.”

      “People just think I am a fool, that I don’t know how to take care of myself. Or that don’t I know what to do.”

      “Or they just want you to do things for them, no matter your own feelings or desires.”

      “Yes. Exactly. And there’s never been anything as bad as this whole Emperor nonsense. I can’t believe I ever thought I should be doing it. I’m just being used by my family — they don’t actually believe in me or care about me. They just want me on the throne so they can use me some more. As soon as someone shows up who might have a better shot, they just toss me aside.”

      I nodded, figuring she just wanted to vent.

      “And now what? Do I just let them do that? Do I let my family throw me away? I kind of wanted that, but I’d really prefer if it was on my own terms. Now I just sort of feel like a bit of refuse, ready to be thrown into the pits.”

      “The pits are pretty nice.”

      “Not when you’re thrown in them.”

      “But just think: Matthew or Godfrey could fish you out and find some way to make money off you.”

      “I’m glad it’s not you who’d be trying to do that. I wouldn’t want my boyfriend to save me from the pits.”

      “I mean, you’d been thrown away there. Seems all, you know, gross and dirty to that. Plus, there’s this princess now—”

      She leaned away from me and gave me a look.

      “Don’t even joke about that, Clyde Hatchett,” she said.

      I held up my hands. “Never again.”

      She leaned into me, resting against my chest.

      “What do I do?” She asked softly, vitriol spent.

      “Investigate the princess,” I replied.

      “Investigate the princess?” She asked.

      “You think she’s different, right?’

      “I do. She is, just — what does that really mean? And is there anything wrong with, I mean, growing? Changing?”

      “Nope, but it’s weird, which means we should look into it.”

      “You mean I should look into it.”

      “I’m also looking into it, but you know the princess—”

      “Knew.”

      “Sure, whatever, you knew her. But I figure you can try and chat with her, get to know her again. See if you can suss out whether she’s grown and changed or if she’s, um, a pawn.”

      “That sounds terrible.”

      “It ain’t great, and I hope I’m wrong. Also, Valamir is suspicious of her and wants me to look into her.”

      “So you’re asking me to do this because Valamir told you to do this.”

      “I’m asking you because I’m doing it. If you don’t want to do it — if you think it’s something you can’t do or don’t want to do…”

      She frowned at me, and then looked out the window.

      “I’ll do it,” she said. “But why do you think we’re going east?”

      I looked out the window, and it looked a whole lot like the city was passing along.

      “Um, are we?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, okay then.”

      I opened the window, and started to climb outside.

      Nadya grabbed my jacket.

      “What are you doing?” She asked.

      “Figuring out why we’re going east,” I said.

      “What?”

      I climbed onto the top of the carriage, and then shuffled up next to the driver.

      He looked over at me, smiled, then did a double take when he realized either who I was or that he had company.

      “Missed a turn back there,” I said, having to shout over the combination of intense rain and horse hoofbeats.

      His hand was a blur, moving toward my face.

      I slid to the far edge of the carriage as the driver drove a dagger into the wooden back of where I’d been sitting.

      “Not our driver,” I called out, whipping up a quick mage hand to tap the driver on the shoulder.

      The driver, probably thinking it was Nadya, looked over his shoulder.

      He saw nothing.

      But it meant I had plenty of time to leverage him up, out of his seat, and off the carriage.

      He dropped to the ground, and then the carriage went up and over some bump in the road that was probably not him. Then the back wheels went over what the front wheels had hit, and then it was back to smooth cobblestones.

      I grabbed the reins.

      Nadya slid open the little hatch to see what was going on.

      I waved at her.

      “Wrong driver,” I said. “Tried to stab me.”

      I waved the dagger at the hatch, sending drops of water all over the place. The rain was reaching ridiculous levels.

      “Stop the carriage,” she said.

      “Whoa,” I called out.

      The horses ignored me.

      I yanked on the reins and the horses got the gist, slowing and then stopping.

      Nadya got out and looked up at me.

      I heard wheels clattering on the stone roads.

      “I think we might have company,” I said.

      “It’s the city. why do you think—”

      A crossbow bolt punched through Nadya’s gown, ricocheted off the cobblestones between her legs, and came out the other side.

      “Move over,” Nadya barked, climbing up and grabbing the reins.

      She cracked the reins, and yelled at the horses. All four jumped as one, and we were off.

      “You know what you’re doing or where we are?” I asked, looking back to see multiple carriages moving through the fog, all seemingly aimed at us.

      “Somewhat,” she said. “To both.”
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      The cobblestones of the city echoed under galloping hooves as Nadya and I fled along the glowstone-lit streets through sheets of rain. Behind us, three carriages came on hard, a driver and a shooter sitting up top, and untold numbers of assholes inside reloading crossbows for the shooters up top. The drivers whipped their horses with manic energy, their eyes gleaming with merciless intent. They were gaining on us.

      “Nadya, any chance we can go faster?” I asked.

      “Not unless you jump off,” she replied, focused on the road ahead.

      So I needed to slow them down…

      A crossbow bolt whipped past my head, and I dropped to the deck.

      I quickly threw a shield spell around Nadya.

      I ran through my spells, trying to come up with a plan that would stop the pursuers without hurting the horses. Dropping massive fireballs on the carriages would be an easy-ish solution to the problem, and yet, that’d cause a lot of horse bbq, and I just didn’t want to cook anything that late at night.

      Not needing to kill the driver, I cast snowball storm at the lead carriage.

      Snowballs pelted the man, the shooter, the carriage, and the horses. I think the driver got really annoyed, but it didn’t do much beyond that, because he could just let the horses run straight down the street. It did keep the bolts from flying, at least not from the front carriage. The back two seemed to be holding off shooting, likely because they didn’t really have much in the way of aim, and would probably hit their comrade.

      “I want you to turn!” I shouted.

      “You want me to do what?” Nadya shouted back.

      “Turn!”

      She yanked the reins, the carriage started to turn, and I started to slide off, dropping down and scrabbling for a hold to keep from going over the edge.

      But the wet carriage roof was way too slippery, and I went over, my hand grabbing onto the brass top railing at the last second.

      My legs went out straight as we turned, and I got to ‘run’ along the storefronts, kicking off a sign to get myself back on top of our carriage.

      Our pursuers were making the same turn, albeit with a little more skill than us, and while they slowed slightly around the corner, they were right back on track.

      I tried to focus on the string of the crossbow, pulling together the mana to cast remote enflame, but I couldn’t get the spell to take. The mana just piffled in the air. Maybe it was too wet, maybe I couldn’t get a clear sight, but my second attempt went much the same as the first. Just a waste of mana.

      Especially considering the shooter shot, nearly hitting me.

      “Balls,” I shouted.

      “What?” Nadya shouted.

      “They’re shooting at us.”

      “What?” She asked again, this time looking back over her shoulder. Which, incidentally, caused her to pull the reigns in the opposite direction, which sent the horses going that way, galloping into an alley that did not look wide enough to handle the carriage.

      Spoiler alert, it wasn’t.

      The horses went through fine, and then there was a horrific crunch as the outer mostly-decorative elements of the carriage were sheared off.

      I was, again, thrown off my feet by the destruction.

      Nadya let go of the reins to grab for me.

      I got one foot against the brass railing as she snatched my hand.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      “Get the horses,” I replied.

      The assassins were making their turn into the alley, and it seemed like they weren’t cursed by the extra width as we were, because they got in without issue.

      I needed to block the alley or stop them somehow, and I had a spell I’d never tried before that might make a difference.

      Finger of the Stone God.

      Five pillars of rock punched out of the cobblestones, growing ten feet tall in the span of a second, effectively blocking the alley.

      Also, because of some lucky placement, two of the pillars punched through the bottom of a pursuit carriage. There were some horrible noises as the carriage was torn apart by the immovable stones and the galloping horses.

      The driver held onto the reins even as he lost his seat, flying into the air and being pulled by the horses. He smashed into the ground, likely doing some serious damage to his teeth in the process, but his hands were locked on those reins, and his body bounced along behind the horses. The other occupants of the carriage went flying as well, some not as high, but the shooter smashed into the open shutters of a window two stories up.

      As we got onto the next street, Nadya yanked us into a hard right turn.

      The back half of our carriage, somewhat weakened already, didn’t make the turn. The carriage snapped somewhere in the middle, the roof dropping to the cobblestones and bumping along. I pulled myself up to the seat next to Nadya.

      “Stop fast,” I said. “Maybe we can just get off the carriage and disappear into the alley-“

      Sadly, one of the pursuit carriages hadn’t gone down the alley, and was, at that moment, rounding the corner and coming straight for us.

      “Close your eyes,” I said.

      “What?” Nadya asked.

      I cast Vaux’s Brilliance anyway, with my eyes closed.

      The unbearably bright light flashed.

      Nadya squirmed next to me.

      The assassins shouted, a crossbow twanged, horses screamed. It was a whole thing.

      I opened my eyes just as, with a crack and a yell, the carriage veered toward the sidewalk, crashing into a fruit vendor’s cart and causing a colorful explosion of produce.

      “Clyde!” Nadya called, her voice tight. “There’s more!”

      With a glance back, I saw the last assassin-filled carriage coming along. I guess they’d thought to trap us in a pincer move.

      Nadya cracked the rein. The horses, quite tired by their flight, leaned in once more, to try and pull us to safety. But they couldn’t really get us up to any speed trying to pull two wheels and the junk that made up the rest of the busted carriage.

      I lifted my hands, working through casting multiple of the same spell at once, and basically drained my mana whipping out ten casts of acid arrow.

      A storm of thirty arrows whirled out of my hands, carving a glowing spiral of acidic doom toward the oncoming carriage. I’d forgotten my Boon of the Wild Hunt gave me two extra arrows for each… and now there were a whole lot more arrows than I’d anticipated.

      The horses whinnied, trying to get out of the way of the oncoming horror, and I felt a twinge of fear that I’d aimed the spell incorrectly.

      But the arcane acid arrows seemed to slip around the horses before slamming into the front of the carriage, pincushioning both the driver and shooter. Steam rose up as the acid dripped down, ruining both men, their outfits, and the carriage itself. The driver tried to jump off the carriage, I think aiming for a puddle he hoped might rinse off the acid. But he didn’t seem to have full control of his hands, and he kept hold of the reins enough to cause the horses to make a sharp turn, far more than the carriage could handle, upending it. It slid on its side along the cobblestones with a horrible scraping sound that had to wake up all the residents.

      With the threat dispatched, I collapsed back onto the seat, breathing heavily from the exertion, my mana-drain headache blossoming beautifully.

      Nadya slowed the horses, turning to me with a mixture of relief and worry. “Let’s find a quieter route,” she suggested.

      I wanted to make a pithy statement of some kind, but all I could manage was to nod in agreement.

      Nadya turned a corner, getting us a little distance from the ruins we’d caused, letting us slip back into the relative tranquility of the city. The echoes of our chase dwindled behind us, swallowed by the clamor of the night.
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      The carriage made it about one block before more of it fell apart, to the point the horses couldn’t keep it moving. I looked around the streets. It was pretty much deserted.

      “Safe?” Nadya asked.

      “I think, I replied. “Not sure though. I thought we were safe before—”

      “You think we continue on?”

      “I guess we could start knocking on doors, and see if anyone wants to hang out—”

      “I meant continue to the Heavy Purse or go back to the palace.”

      “Oh, yeah. That makes more sense. What do you feel like doing?”

      “My decision got us into this mess.”

      I slid off the carriage wreck and went over to the horses and gave them some pats while trying to unharness them. Also, it gave me a moment to think. There were benefits going in either direction, but neither seemed ideal.

      Nadya joined me. Or rather, she edged me out of the way and started to actually get the harnesses off the horses.

      “I think we go to Valamir,” I said. “Of our options, I think his house would be the safest.”

      Which was mostly the whole truth. I imagined Legionhome could be incredibly safe for a member of the royal family, provided we had the appropriate Legion escort to go there in the first place. The Heavy Purse would be safe, but only if I stayed there by Nadya’s side. Which normally I wouldn’t have minded, except for the whole assassins thing. We were being almost completely reactionary, and I didn’t like that. Two attempts in a week meant I needed to go on the offensive, stop them from the source, whoever that might be. And I couldn’t do that with Nadya around. Or with me sitting around protecting her.

      “Valamir?” Nadya asked. “Why?”

      My initial impulse was to hide the truth from her, but my second thought told me my first thought was stupid, so I just explained things to her.

      “I want to dig into who’s after you and get them to stop,” I said.

      “Now?” She asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And you think I’d get in the way of that?”

      “As much as I’d enjoy watching you climb buildings wearing that gown, I don’t think it’d be very fun for you. Nor would a gown like that blend into any building in the city. Invariably, someone would notice us.”

      “I did wear it to get attention,” she said, doing a little twirl of the gown. She noticed the bolt holes in it and frowned. “Although I think I need to get it repaired. I could take it off.”

      “Another activity I’d appreciate — so I guess we’re off to the Heavy Purse.”

      She smirked at me.

      “I think you made a better point, though.”

      “Hunting assassins or taking our clothes off?”

      “Both. But I think it’s better to solve the first before engaging in the second.”

      “Only a little.”

      “To Valamir’s,” she said, pulling herself astride the horse that had just been pulling our carriage.

      “How did you do that?” I asked.
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      If Valamir was surprised to see us, he hid it well, taking the two of us in like we’d been planning a visit for ages. Two rooms were ready, with fresh linens on the beds and fires crackling in the fireplaces. He had hot drinks and fresh cookies on a table in the drawing room between the two bedrooms, and didn’t seem at all put out of place sitting in there and chatting with us.

      I was impressed. Although, if I had a full-time staff in the double digits, I felt like I’d be able to pull of something similar.

      Also nice: Valamir didn’t say a damn thing about being right or telling us what would happen. He listened to our description of the events, taking a note here and there, and said he would look into things. See if he could find out who had hired whatever group had gone after us.

      I felt confident Nadya was in safe hands, and after I tucked her into bed, she sent me out into the cold dark night.

      Where the rain was still pouring down in thick sheets. Enough that I contemplated turning back. Instead, I plopped my kayvaughn skin tricorn hat on my head, and marched into Glaton.

      One of Matthew’s stationary shops was open, the only lit storefront along the road, and I went inside. The young man working there, another refugee from Eploinia, took my messages while refusing payment.

      I fired off a note to Matthew himself, requesting information on the princess and her financials. If she had access to some kind of Imperial coffer or what. I also wanted to know where she was staying, and who came into the city with her. Anything that could give me some insight into the girl. Or, rather, give me something to go on.

      I also took the chance to ask about other contenders to the throne, about their personalities, and who might be willing to kill off their opponents. That was my best guess as to who was behind the assassins. No one else really made sense.

      Then I slipped back into the wet night.

      I was about to put my hands in my pockets, to trudge along and try to keep dry under my coat and hat, but I remembered, at the last second, that I had a bit of magic in my pocket that wanted to do something to me as soon as I touched it. I needed that little magic thing identified. I wanted to know what it was trying to do, and I wanted to know why one of the Princess’s guards had slipped it in my pocket.

      It had been a while since I visited Gideon, but while I knew he’d be able to identify the thing, I wasn’t sure he’d be able to do it safely. Or that he’d be able to give me any of the ‘whys’ I was after. Which meant I needed to get down to the Fayden and request his help.

      “To the Fayden,” I muttered to myself, and slogged my way along the avenue.
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      It only took one horse charging past to convince me to take an alternate route through Glaton. The street water splashed all over me seemed nearly as nasty as the sewer water.

      I blink-ed myself up to the rooftops, noticing that I barely felt any ill-effects, and then started a rousing game of ‘wet parkour’.

      “Hey boss,” a familiar gruff voice called out.

      I paused in my rooftop traversal, and looked around.

      “Over here,” called Gazza, and I saw a little gargoyle one street over waving at me.

      “Evening Gazza,” I replied, having to be a little louder than I’d normally like, given the downpour. But, also given the downpour, I felt like I could be a little louder.

      I ran a little, than leaped the gap, only slipping slightly on landing on the slick slate tiles.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Bigger boss thinks you should take a peek in the alley over yonder,” Gazza said, pointing east.

      I peered through the rain, but I could barely see a damn thing.

      “Where am I looking?” I asked.

      “Follow my fingers,” Gazza said.

      A line of gargoyles pointed from one to another to another. I sighed, and started going from gargoyle to gargoyle until I found the alley in question.

      Looking over the edge of the roof, I saw a group of five large men approaching a young woman trapped at the end of the alley, with only a brick wall behind her. The girl had a basket which had to have glowstones, or something similar, in it, because she was lit up, making her a remarkably easy target.

      “Oi,” one of the men said, “you be nice, cooperate, maybe we give you a few coppers for you trouble. Won’t hurt you none.”

      “Or much,” one of the others said, laughing gruffly.

      The young woman, clearly terrified, had trouble forming any sort of coherent response.

      One of the men, perhaps a shade overconfident, was already unbuckling his belt and trying to get his pants off, hopping on one leg. I think he thought he might be going first.

      I was in the midst of deciding who was the most dangerous of the five thugs, thinking I’d blink down and do a little stabby stabby, when I noticed the girl looking a little off. Like she was falling apart. Not emotionally, mind — that I would have expected — but physically. It seemed like her body had been put together with multiple pieces that were sort of drifting apart, and her sense of humanity was quickly disappearing.

      A fact that one of the thugs picked up on.

      “Hey,” he started to say.

      But then the top half of the wall seemed to fall, hinging in the middle and descending on the men before sweeping them into the bottom half of the wall. Which had stopped being a brick wall and was now something like a wide, hallow mouth. Or just an opening into a thin stomach.

      All of the men, and the girl who wasn’t a girl, disappeared, swept into the thing that wasn’t really a wall.

      Without really thinking about it, I pulled my hat off and ran my hand through my wet hair, trying to make sense of what I’d just seen.

      The wall was still there — a big brick thing that looked very wall-like, except it was nearly twice as thick and somewhat bumpy at the bottom. But it was really hard to see the bumps or the thickness, because the bricks looked so real and perfectly in place.

      Oh, and the bottom was making noise. A somewhat incidentally prurient mixture of screams of pain plus overly juicy, um, digestion.

      “Ew,” Gazza said, breaking my disgusted reverie.

      I wiped my face, trying to get the rain off, and put my tricorn hat back on.

      “Theophany wants me to do something about that?” I asked.

      “Um…”

      Gazza’s gargoyle form hardened, obviously leaving to check in with our boss.

      I wondered if the wall thing was a version of mimic, but with the added ability to throw out a lure of sorts. But a whole wall? Four stories of brick twenty-plus feet wide? That was one big mimic. Could they get that big? Could they have glowing appendages? Was it a one-off sort of—

      Internally, I yelled at myself. Externally, I cast Greater Identify.

      Luremure

      Lvl 51 Monster
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        * * *

      

      “Um, boss,” Gazza said. “That was not what she meant for you to handle. She says she was just as fooled as us. She thinks that monster could be quite dangerous to the local townsfolk. However…”

      “She wants me to kill it?” I asked.

      “She defers to your judgment.”

      “I mean, it did kind of take care of the criminals for us. I guess that’s a tick in the plus column.”

      “You think it knows the difference between bad guys and good guys?”

      “I mean, it seems to have figured out a quality lure. Which says something pretty awful about the state of the city, in that, you know, the best lure is a young girl alone at the end of a dark alley…”

      “Glad I don’t live here,” Gazza said.

      “Don’t you?”

      “Not really. You handling it?”

      “I’m going to remember where it is and check on it later.”

      “That’s a very roundabout way of ignoring it.”

      “I’m not ignoring.”

      “Keep telling yourself that, boss.”

      “Where did this whole calling me boss thing come from?”

      “Not sure. But I think it suits my idiom.”

      “Fair enough. I’m continuing on home, unless you’ve got some other holy request for me.”

      “Night’s still early…”

      I sighed, and turned southward.
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      Eventually, I got to The Fayden’s doorway, and then suffered through the interminable walk down what seemed like an infinite series of stairs.

      At the bottom, I got to another large door that hadn’t been in place before. I gave it a knock.

      A door within a door opened up, the old face of The Fayden popped in.

      “You,” he said. “Why are you here?”

      “I have a thing in my pocket—”

      “It better not be a hole.”

      “Um, no. It’s a magical thing, and when I sort of touched it, it seemed like there was a, um, like it wanted to do something to me.”

      “And you brought it here?”

      “Because I figured you, of all people in Glaton, would know how to handle it safely. Plus I’m your mentee, so I figured I’d come to my mentor to deal with something beyond me.”

      “Ah. Yes. There is that.”

      He shut the door within a door, and then the whole door system just disappeared.

      “Come in,” he said, gesturing at the open space behind him.

      “Who is it?” I heard Mrs. The Fayden call out.

      “The little elf boy.”

      “You can call him Clyde, Max.”

      The Fayden’s wife walked into view, carrying coffee and biscuits on a tray. Their dragon-esque pet, Snickers, followed along closely.

      “What are you doing?” The Fayden asked. “Don’t serve him food! He’ll think he’s staying.”

      “It’s the middle of the night,” she replied. “Of course he’s staying.”

      “He is not our child!”

      “He could be.”

      “That’s not how it works.”

      “We could adopt him.”

      “He’s an adult!”

      “Hardly.”

      “What are you getting at, wife?”

      “We have a responsibility to take care of him.”

      “Of him? Clyde? That elf right there?”

      “Yes. We are his mentors.”

      “I am his mentor. You are my wife.”

      “I’m also his mentor.”

      Knowing this could take a while, I walked over to the couch and sat down next to Snickers. He put his heavy dragon head in my lap, and I gave him some scritches around his horns. He seemed to purr in contentment.

      “Ridiculous,” The Fayden barked at something his wife had just said.

      I took a cookie from the platter.

      Snickers took the cookie from my hand, swiping it with practiced ease.

      “Hey,” I whispered. “That was mine.”

      Snickers rolled over, putting his belly up and making his mouth out of reach so I couldn’t possibly snag the cookie back.

      I got another cookie and took a bite. Chocolate chip, pleasantly warm. I was happy to have double cookies that night. I wondered if it might be worth revisiting that idea of having real bakeries operating under the Biscuit’s Union.

      “Where’s the magic item in question?” The Fayden asked, standing in front of me with a wicked set of tongs in his wrinkled hands.

      “In my pocket,” I replied, trying to stand, but held in place by Snickers.

      “Snickers, leave the boy alone,” The Fayden said, snapping his fingers at the dragon.

      The little dragon creature, still belly up, glanced over at The Fayden cooly, then returned to relaxing and eating his pilfered cookie.

      “Wife,” The Fayden said, “control your infernal creature.”

      His body went rigid, and The Fayden tipped over.

      “NotwhatImeant,” he said through clenched teeth.

      “You should’ve been more specific,” Mrs. The Fayden said, walking over and rubbing Snickers’ belly. “Now, leave the young man alone, little one. He needs our help.”

      Snickers rolled over in my lap, a singularly unpleasant experience given the scutes, spines, and ridges on his back, and then jumped to the nearby couch. He circled once or twice, and then curled up in a ball, his tail wrapping around him before overlapping across his nose.

      “Stand, if you don’t mind,” Mrs. The Fayden said. “And which pocket?”

      I stood up, and pointed to the pocket.

      The pebble floated out of the indicated pocket and hung in the air for a moment. Then a small pedestal grew up out of the stone floor right in front of Valerie, and the pebble came to a rest on the pedestal.

      She peered at the pebble.

      “Ismyjob,” The Fayden said.

      “Should you help him?” I asked, looking down at The Fayden struggling on the ground.

      “He can either undo himself or learn his lesson,” Valerie said. “This little thing you have here is quite interesting. I fear, though, it is also very complicated.”

      Just as she reached for the pedestal, the floor opened up beneath her, and she disappeared.

      “Now,” The Fayden said, suddenly standing next to the pedestal, brushing his robes off. He, in turn, peered at the pebble. “Complicated indeed. Not impossible to break, but certainly—”

      A green snake, or maybe a tentacle, dropped down from the ceiling and wrapped around him completely before yanking him out into the darkness above.

      Mrs. The Fayden walked through the front door, and went straight back to the pedestal.

      “I worry that anything we do to it might prompt its destruction, dear,” she called out.

      There was a muffled reply from above, followed by an explosion. Tentacle parts rained down all over the place, hitting everything and everyone save the pedestal. The Fayden, for his part, dropped onto the couch, his clothes singed and still smoldering in parts. I reached out and stomped out an open flame on the back of his robes.

      “Really, Max?” Valerie asked, frowning and raising an eyebrow at her husband. “Was that really necessary?”

      “Probably,” he replied, crossing his thin pale legs, now visible thanks to his tattered robe. He sipped something from a cup that appeared out of nowhere. “The real question, at the moment at least, is who did this?”

      “That is a conundrum,” Mrs. The Fayden replied.

      A column of water, easily six feet across, came down from the ceiling, falling toward Valerie.

      With a flick of her hand, the water column made a sharp turn, blasting The Fayden in the Face-den. He shot across the room, under the onslaught of the water.

      “Have we finished this spat, dear?” Mrs. The Fayden called out.

      There was a knock at the front door.

      Valerie sighed and rolled her eyes, but then walked over to the front door and opened it.

      A monstrous set of jaws fell over her, eating her in a single bite. The mouth closed, and I caught sight of a weird naked monster thing running up the stairs before the door shut firmly.

      One of the couch cushions popped off the couch, and The Fayden, dripping wet, climbed out, replacing the cushion delicately behind him. He did a little flicker with his fingers, and all of the water was pulled out of his clothes and swirled in a ball suspended in the air. The ball of water zipped across the room and splashed down in the sink.

      “Now,” The Fayden said, “where were we?”

      He went over to the pedestal, like nothing else had been happening, that he’d been busy studying the thing the whole time.

      “Um,” I said, “aren’t you — um, is Valerie okay?”

      “Of course,” The Fayden said, attention still firmly on the pebble. “She’s standing about three feet to my left, preparing to tickle me with a very silly feather.”

      “How did you know?” Mrs. The Fayden said, popping into existence.

      “Illusion is not your strong suit, my dear.”

      “That was a perfect illusion of me going over to the door.”

      “Only according to you. Now, how about a detente while we figure this out.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Also, elf-boy–”

      “Clyde.”

      “Whatever. Where did you find this thing?”

      “It was slipped into my pocket when I went to meet the princess,” I said. “Guard outside was doing a pat-down and palmed it in.”

      “Which princess was this?”

      “Glaton.”

      “Oh, she’s back?”

      “The parade, dear,” Valerie said. “Made quite the deal about her coming back.”

      “Right. you mentioned that to me, didn’t you?”

      Valerie nodded.

      “Not to, um, pile on, but remember how I told you about that creature I put in my bag of holding?” I asked.

      “Of course,” The Fayden replied, attention still seemingly on the pebble. “Have you come to your senses?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Giving it to me?”

      “To us, you mean,” Valerie corrected.

      “Why do you need anything to do with this matter between me and my mentee?”

      “Someone needs to ensure you don’t go and try to study the damn thing.”

      “Bah.”

      I held out the bag, strings rather short due to being cut.

      Valerie The Fayden walked over to the bag and gently took it from me.

      “We will make sure it remains safe,” she said.

      “Is there any way to get things out of the bag?” I asked. “I mean, if I don’t remember exactly what they were?”

      “I would not stick my hand in that bag for anything any more,” The Fayden said, staring at me. “If what you say about that creature is true, I wouldn’t be surprised if it discovered some means to not only remain alive in there, but also exert some measure of control over it.”

      “Ah. Well then.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “It is what we are here for,” he said. “Now, this pebble. It may take some time to really get to the meat of the issue. Whomever made this has done quite a good job of hiding what it does.Obviously, one of us could just grab the thing while the rest of us observe the effects, but that could lead to some unintended consequences. I will say, however, I imagine this comes from outside the Empire.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “The attitude towards magic in Glaton does not lend itself toward research. Everything here is stunted, in terms of arcane development. The last great researcher left, what two hundred years ago?”

      “Something along those lines,” Mrs. The Fayden said.

      “Headed north to study, telepathy I think.”

      “Teleportation.”

      “Teleportation? Really? Perhaps I should reach out — let him know about the doors.”

      “I am sure he would appreciate hearing from you.”

      “Bah, wife! It is not a social thing—”

      “You could use a social thing.”

      “You know,” I said, getting to my feet, “if you have this in hand for the moment, then I really have something else I need to get to doing.”

      “See? You drove him away,” Mrs. The Fayden said. “He doesn’t want to stay because you’re so coarse.”

      “He’s busy,” The Fayden roared in reply. “It has nothing to do with my attitude. Does it?”

      “Um, no?” I replied.

      “See!” He pointed at me, as if my answer was his vindication. “Come with me — I’ll let you use one of my doors.”

      “And you can come back and visit any time,” Valerie said. “Oh, and Max, get him one of your spare bags.”

      “My bags?”

      “Yes.”

      “Which one?”

      “Any of them! How can we send him back to the surface without a bag of holding?”

      “Wait, you want me to give him one of my magical bags? Do you know how much they’re worth?”

      “Who cares how much they’re worth?”

      “The point is not the matter, It’s the—”

      “Why do you need twenty-two magical bags?”

      “I’m a collector!”

      “You are not!”

      She reached into the air and pulled out a pouch, tossing it my way.

      I made a grab for it, but the pouch made a quick turn in the air before disappearing.

      “Those are mine,” The Fayden said. “Don’t give away my things.”

      “That was mine, you curmudgeon.”

      The Fayden paused, and pulled the pouch back out of the air, looking it over.

      “So it is,” he said. “But this is a genuine Poganza — are you really just tossing this aside? I could use—”

      “It’s mine to give. You have no—”

      “But it is immaculate!”

      “Mine,” Valerie snapped, snatching the pouch from Max and shoving it at me. “Now, use it in good health and show this old fool that there is no reason to hoard things.”

      “It’s not hoarding, it’s col—”

      He grabbed me and pushed me through a door. I stumbled down the steps across the street from the Heavy Purse.

      “—lecting,” I heard The Fayden finish before the door shut behind me.

      I shook my head, feeling my blood pressure already dropping after getting out of their house. They were intense.

      The pouch, still in my hands, felt warm, almost alive.
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      Poganza’s Pouch of Plentiful Potential

      Item Type: Epic

      Item Class: Container

      Material: Chimera Leather, unicorn hair

      Description: A pouch offering a portal to a extra-dimensional space where most anything can be stored. The stitching is exquisite.
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      I made a mental note to write Mrs. The Fayden a nice thank-you note. And then I went upstairs to my apartment, and I threw myself into my bed.
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      I woke up to someone poking me.

      “Stop it,” I said. “Leave my messages on the door.”

      “Get up already,” Matthew replied.

      I opened one eye and saw Matthew sitting in a chair next to my bed.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I seem to recall getting woken in the middle of the night and handed missives requesting information on some of the most powerful people in the Empire. What do you think I’m doing here?”

      “Complaining?”

      “That and?”

      “Giving me the information I wanted?”

      “Exactly. Now get dressed and get downstairs already. I’ve grown tired of waiting for you.”

      He stomped out of my apartment. I hoped that he woke up Nox.

      I threw on some clothes, tied my new pouch to my belt, and headed down to get some breakfast.

      Matthew sat in the far corner of the place, nursing a mug of something hot.

      I sat down in front of him.

      A moment later, Penelope delivered a heavy plate of eggs, bacon, and potatoes, as well as a mug of milk.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      She gave me a smile, and continued back to work.

      “Now,” Matthew said, “care to explain why you want to know all this?”

      “Mostly Nadya.”

      “Mostly?”

      “Yeah, like, ninety-nine percent Nadya and one percent concern for the Empire. Why?”

      “Because I’ll stick my neck out for one of our own. I’m not sure I’m willing to do so for the Empire any longer.”

      “What changed?”

      “Seeing our potential rulers.”

      “Rogues’ gallery?”

      “Given that Nadya is only a poor choice because she’s young and inexperienced, none of the candidates are…”

      “They all suck?”

      “Yes, they all suck. And they all present me with concerns. Enough that I have, for the first time in my life, thought about leaving Glaton.”

      “Empire or city?”

      He looked at me like I was an idiot.

      “Look, I wasn’t the lazy one who used the same name for both things. It’s not my fault—”

      “Whatever else happens, I am a proud Imperial citizen. But putting some distance between myself and whichever fool takes the throne seems the wise choice. I’ve heard good things about this town Denmark down south.”

      “It’s more a hamlet, really.”

      “Joking done, surely I only scratched the surface, but I what I found is… unpleasant to say the least.”

      “Okay, hit me with it.”

      “There are four main contenders for the throne—”

      “Including the princess?”

      “Is she serious about angling for a vote?”

      “Judging by the speech she made last night she is. Not the case with your intelligence assets?”

      “The difficulty I had in gaining anything about the princess has raised my hackles with her. I presume she’s likely the reason behind today’s Senate session.”

      “Damn, there’s a Senate thing today?”

      “Not too far from now. Are you intending on being there?”

      “I probably should.”

      “Let us talk on the way, then.”

      I shoveled what food I could into my face, and then washed it down with the milk. As I walked through the Heavy Purse, heading for the back door, I apologized to Penelope that I couldn’t finish the breakfast, and she just tutted at me, saying I looked thin and that I needed to eat more.

      Matthew and I joined Rose in loading baskets of bread and crates of pastries into the delivery wagon, and then we hopped onto the tailgate, letting our legs dangle off the edge, a warm pain au chocolat (naturally named something different in Glaton) as payment for our help. Rose joined us, sitting next to me.

      “There are four main contenders for the throne,” Matthew repeated, “five if we count the princess. Nadya is one. Katja Baeder is two. The Edgemond boy is three. And old Archduke Karl Lodbrook is four. From what I have seen amongst the bookies, that’s the reverse of the odds.”

      “Nadya is least likely?”

      “Correct. Baeder, from what I can tell, is getting funding from outside Glaton. My sources suspect Mahrduhm, but there’s nothing definite. Certainly nothing that can be used against her.”

      “Is she the type to hire assassins?”

      “It seems likely. However, again, there’s nothing firm about her. Whomever she works with covers their tracks remarkably well.”

      “Okay, Edgemond?”

      “That is more difficult. Edgemonds are notorious for their willingness to screw over anyone not named Edgemond for anyone named Edgemond. But the last two generations seemed bent on reversing that, at least insofar as violence is concerned. They are still willing to screw everyone over, but it seems as if death is no longer the preferred outcome.”

      “So, Lodbrook.”

      “If you had asked me last year about Karl Lodbrook, I would have said you were insane for suggesting something like that about someone like him. But his actions to gain the throne are bordering on treason, and I am not alone in thinking that he may have done such things so that his family’s only way forward is getting the crown and using his Imperial decree to smooth everything over.”

      “Ah.”

      “In which case, he would be my first suspect behind Nadya’s… issue.”

      “Okay.”

      “Are you thinking of paying him a visit?”

      “The thought had crossed my mind.”

      “The Lodbrooks have a compound neighboring LegionHome. They are also known to employ quite a few retired Legionnaires as guards. I would advise caution.”

      “Got it.”

      “And the Archduchess is… I would be surprised if the Archduchess is fully aware of what Karl Lodbrook has been doing. She is a wily old woman, and has never been one for the games of court.”

      “Okay. The princess.”

      “Before moving on, my sources also suspect Karl Lodbrook is being financed from someone out of the country. If I had to guess, and this is complete conjecture on my part, it’s someone to the south.”

      “Carchedon.”

      “Yes. If it is, in fact, Carchedon, then I would imagine Lodbrook would be willing to do most anything to keep that a secret until after he has the throne.”

      “What happens after he has the throne?”

      “His relationship with Carchedon becomes Glaton’s relationship with Carchedon, so it’s no longer an issue. As to the princess, getting anything on her was surprisingly difficult. I can tell you she is staying in the Imperial palaces, in the Palace of the Light. I can tell you for sure she has gotten money from someone, because she has no access to any Imperial funds. Her father left her without any sort of trust or allowance. Not to say she was penniless, but her parade was filled with quite a few different entities, all of whom required gold for service from somewhere. Interesting to me, at least, is that her guards aren’t from any known company of mercenaries.”

      “Alright, so we know where she’s staying and that she got money from somewhere to hire soldiers that aren’t mercenaries, but also aren’t from any specific country?”

      “They have been quiet on where they’re from. The few who have spoken seem Imperial.”

      “Balls.”

      “Indeed.”
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      The downside of catching the ride on the wagon was having to help unload it, which got me all sweaty and definitely a bit ripe to sit in the Senate. The upside, I didn’t have to walk, which would have gotten me all sweaty and a bit ripe to sit in the Senate.

      As I stood in front of the doors waiting to be let in, Nox sidled through the gathering crowd with a breakfast pastry in one hand a wooden mug of coffee in the other.

      “Goof morfing,” he said through a mouthful of choux and a mystery green-ish fruit of some kind.

      “Right back atcha,” I said. “Wasn’t sure I’d see you at this again.”

      “Coulfn’ mez yet.”

      “You want to finish chewing?”

      He swallowed what was clearly too large of a bite, and took a gulp of the coffee. Which he promptly spat out on the street.

      “Too hot!” he called out, as if there was any doubt.

      “Always a pleasure taking you out in public,” I said.

      “I said I could not miss this,” he replied. “And I apologize for eating quickly. Just, there is no food allowed inside, and I would simply be too weak if too sit through the entire session without a proper breakfast.”

      “One, don’t sell yourself short. You are much hardier than that, Nox. You’re a goddamn erg rider.”

      He blinked at me a few times, then shook his head. “I only earned that because of you.”

      “You earned it because you were part of the party that did that, Nox Kvist. You are not limited to this academic life — you can do more if you want.”

      “Thank you, Clyde,” he said after a moment of what I hope was self-reflection.

      Nox managed to finish breakfast in time, although he wound up leaving his coffee in a ‘secret’ spot where he could pick the mug up after the session.

      We found seats right at the front of the balcony, and sat there watching the important people settle into their places below. It was weird to see the block of twenty chairs sitting empty, when every other chair in the place was filled. I saw Valamir sitting next to Nadya, and Nadya gave me the slightest little wave behind her back, as if she didn’t want anyone else to see what she was doing. Although it was pretty obvious to any of us sitting int he cheap seats.

      Nox had a notebook out, and while I thought he was making notes, he was actually drawing the seats and diagramming who he thought was sitting where.

      “Which one is Karl Lodbrook?” I asked.

      Nox pointed out an older man, very tall and distinguished. He sat with a group of people who looked a lot like him, all behind an old woman who was pulling sips from a flask.

      “The woman in the front is the archduchess,” Nox said. “Karl is behind her and to the left. Why he has put himself forth of all the Lodbrooks is a bit of a mystery to me. But, there he is.”

      “Is Baeder attached to a family?”

      “Not a major one, not directly. But her lands are within the bounds of the Oldenberg Archduchy.”

      “So she answers to Archduke Oldenberg?” I asked. “Which one are they?”

      Nox flipped back a few pages in his notebook and peered at another, ostensibly older, floor plan of the chairs. Then he looked down at the real set of chairs, and pointed with his pencil.

      “There,” he said, pointing to a good-looking, affable sort who was chatting with those around him, a smile plastered on his face. “His seat is Arenberg.”

      “Wasn’t that the place they sent, um, what’s-his-face?” I asked.

      “Duke Coggeshall?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Yes, there is a pass that goes over the Wellsatch Mountains which used to be one of the main trade routes between Marhduhm and Glaton. Now it would appear to be one of the invasion routes Mahrduhm is utilizing to… um… invade.”

      “Got it. Weird that he’s so happy.”

      “I would imagine he has managed to get a win-win situation. Either his city and pass are saved by the theoretical ‘hero of the Empire,’ or his countess becomes the Emperor, which will, undoubtedly, have profound implications for his family.”

      “Why doesn’t he want to be Emperor?”

      “I have no idea. His son is something of a twit, from what I remember. Could be that he has no desire to leave the arch-dukedom in the hands of the twit.”

      “Why would he?”

      “The Emperor may only hold a singular title.”

      “That of Emperor?”

      “Yes. In theory, this is because all the land belongs to the Emperor. He or she may revoke and invoke titles at will.”

      “Convenient.”

      “That is one way of looking at it. Others might consider it a tad tyrannical.”

      “Only a little.”

      He just shook his head at me, and then went back to filling out his new chair-map.

      After a few more minutes of chatting down below, the Senate chamberlain slammed her gavel down, the sharp crack silencing everyone in the giant dome.

      “The seven hundred and eighth meeting of the Senate of Glaton is called to sit,” the woman said.

      A bell rang.

      “This, the Third Session of the Imperial Senate of Glaton is a public session,” she called out, her voice echoing in the large chamber. “Have all chairs been issued?”

      “All chairs have been issued,” the woman to the right said.

      “Have there been changes to the chairs?”

      “There have been no changes,” the woman to the right intoned.

      The chamberlain moved a sheet of paper off her desk, and the man next to her handed her another.

      “A member of the Empire seeks to address the Senate,” the chamberlain called out. “Are there any dissents?”

      There was a little chatter amongst the Senators, quietly discussing if anyone had a problem with listening to someone talk. I had a feeling that someone was going to be the princess, and I bet most of the Senators knew that.

      “No dissent is heard,” the chamberlain said. “The speaker may enter.”

      Somewhere, horns played, a bit of a fanfare. I heard a set of doors open, and then there were a few gasps from the people on the opposite of the balcony, those who could see whatever was going on below.

      A moment later, I saw the princess walking to the podium, wearing a very ornate blue and gold gown with an impossibly long train being held aloft by what had to be magical birds. A quick peek into the magical side of the world confirmed that they were, in fact, magical constructs, with some clever enchantment in the gown itself. Work that was complicated enough that it started to hurt my brain as I paid attention to it.

      The princess kept her head up high as she ascended to the stage next to the chamberlain, who had stepped away to allow the princess the spot to speak. She took her place, and looked out at the Senators cooly.

      “Distinguished Dukes, esteemed Counts, and noble members of our esteemed Senate,” she said, her voice clear yet incredibly loud, “I stand before you today not as a mere petitioner, but as a harbinger of change. A harbinger of truth, of transformation, of renewal.

      Look around us — what do we see? On one front, the relentless warriors of Mahrduhm testing our mettle, exploiting our weaknesses. On another, the cunning strategists of Carchedon baying for our lands, our resources, our pride. And here we sit, nestled comfortably in our seats of power, blinding ourselves to the illness that pervades our once mighty Empire of Glaton.

      We have allowed ourselves to become distracted by external threats, while the real enemy rots us from within: complacency, corruption, decay. We wrap ourselves in the false security of tradition, in the crumbling façades of our past glories. But a fortress built on the sands of denial cannot withstand the tides of change.

      As the blood of your Emperor, I am here to shatter these illusions, to expose the gangrenous wounds festering beneath. I am here to kindle the flames of transformation, the cleansing fire that will scour away the old and make way for the new.

      “It was my father’s wish, the late Emperor, that his votes would be cast in favor of continuity, of tradition, of his own bloodline.”

      The Senate kerfuffled hard at this, the balcony too. Everyone started to talk.

      The princess stopped speaking for a moment, holding to let everyone speak out.

      Someone, probably the chamberlain, slammed a gavel down, and the sharp crack brought silence once again.

      “My father’s voice might have been silenced by death,” the princess continued, unfazed, “and his will may never have been found, but his wishes were clear to those who knew him. He trusted in me, as I ask you to trust in me now.

      Today, I ask not for your approval, but for your faith. Faith in the vision of a reborn Glaton, rising from the ashes of its old self, but mightier and more glorious than ever before. A Glaton that can face the threats of Mahrduhm and Carchedon, not with the rusted weapons of yesterday, but with the tempered steel of renewal.

      A vote for me is a vote for this rebirth. For a future not steeped in the inertia of the past, but brimming with the vigor of new beginnings.

      I beseech you, not as a princess, but as the voice of the spirit of Glaton that thirsts for salvation. Stand with me, and together, we shall shepherd our beloved Empire through this crucible of change and into a new epoch of power and pride.

      Your decision today will reverberate through the annals of our history. Let it be an echo of audacity, of transformation, of rebirth. Stand with me, and let us stride into the dawn of our redemption.”

      The audience in the balcony erupted in applause and cheers, enough that I knew it had to be seeded with the princess’s hired hands. In this case, literal hired hands.

      The Senators were not quite as forthcoming with praise and ebullience, though there seemed to contingent among the Glaton family who were clapping.

      The princess stepped to the side of the podium, while the chamberlain got back into position.

      “Interesting,” Nox said.

      “That’s all you have to say?” I asked.

      “The speech contained a lot of depth, so I am still processing some of it. I notice that  there was quite a reaction to her mentioning her father’s wishes, and his will.”

      “Yeah—” I started to reply, but the chamberlain was banging her gavel again, and getting everyone to shut up.

      I noticed that a senator was standing up.

      “The Senate recognizes Duke Grey,” the chamberlain said. “Does the Duke have a statement to make?”

      “A question for the speaker, chamberlain,” Duke Grey replied.

      “Proceed.”

      “You claim your father intended you to receive his chairs to become Emperor, correct?”

      “I do,” the princess replied.

      “Do you claim to have seen the will wherein this intent was written down?”

      “I have seen the will. I have seen my father’s wishes for his succession written there.”

      “And do you have this will?”

      “No. It was lost when I was kidnapped by rogue Thingmen following my father’s death. The fighting between these men was because they did not wish for me to become Emperor.”

      A susurration spread through the Senate.

      The chamberlain lifted the gavel and we quieted down.

      “If anyone doubts me, I am willing to sit for any truth spell you might have access to, even the Imperial Inquisitors.”

      Another susurration.

      “Should I know what the Imperial Inquisitors are?” I whispered to Nox.

      “Probably.”

      “Do you know?”

      “No.”

      Another gavel bang, another successful attempt at bringing the noise to a halt.

      “This session is now closed to the public,” the chamberlain intoned.

      A bell rang, and guards walked into the balcony area, where they started to herd us out.

      “I guess they don’t want us to see the inquisitors,” I said, wondering if I needed to sneak around and find another way in.
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      Once outside, I decided that was a bad idea. There were simply too many people around. With the Senate session turned private, no one wanted to leave the area — they all wanted to wait around and see what happened with the princess. I, too, was particularly interested, because I didn’t think the Emperor had a will, nor did I think he had any desire for the princess to be his heir. And based on my conversations with Valamir, she’d refused the offer more than once.

      Instead of sneaking around, I took advantage of the profusion of street food, chowing down on an early lunch of fried dough around mystery meat.

      Nox joined me, and we found a bit of stone to sit on while we waited.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      Finally, a young man with a mop of unruly chestnut hair walked up to me and handed me a small card. He had Valamir’s crest on his tabard, and while he had a sword on his hip, it didn’t look like he had the arm strength to use it.

      Valamir wanted to see me.

      “Are you taking me to him?” I asked.

      “I am,” the young man replied.

      I sighed, popping one last bite into my mouth.

      “Let me know if I miss anything,” I said to Nox.

      He nodded, his mouth full.

      The young valet led me around the Senate building to a waiting carriage, one I recognized as belonging to Valamir. The valet knocked on the door delicately, and then opened it.

      Valamir was inside, looking down at a notebook with a scowl on his face.

      “Enter,” Valamir said.

      “Nice to see you too,” I replied. “Thank you for comin–”

      “Must we waste our limited time on prattle and undue niceties?”

      I hopped inside, the door shut behind and the carriage was moving.

      “Not the session you thought it might be?” I asked.

      “It was as I feared,” he replied. “But I am unsure how the niece I knew became the snake I saw today.”

      “You don’t think… I mean, she’s not an actual snake. She didn’t turn into some sort of snake while—”

      “No. But she did fool an Imperial inquisitor’s truth spell.”

      “Unless she was telling the truth.”

      “She was not.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I knew my brother’s desires better, perhaps, than even himself. I was in the room’s the times my brother pressed the girl to become Emperor, and I was there when she denied that opportunity. I know my brother asked three times, and I know he was denied three times. And I know that infuriated him and he no longer wanted her to take the throne. I do not, however, know what happened to my brother’s will, nor if he even had a written will at the time of his death. We spoke, twice, about potential successors… but my brother had trouble believing he was near death, and he continued to claim he had plenty of time to find someone worthy of the throne.”

      “Okay,” I said, “that’s a lot to digest. Is it hard to slip a truth spell, though?”

      “To slip one? No. But Regina did not slip the spell. There was no clever word-play — it was a very simple set of questions and answers where it would be impossible to lie. Or, rather, it should have been impossible to lie because she did lie…”

      “Okay, well… maybe there’s some magical means—”

      “The inquisitors check that.”

      “Could be something new, you know. I was talking to a magic-using friend of mine who was lamenting the state of arcane research here. Saying Glaton was falling behind.”

      “And who would that be?”

      “A mentor.”

      “Is now when you let slip that you are an illegal practitioner of the dark arts?”

      “I’m not sure I’d call what I do the dark arts, or even that they’re arts. I sling some spells. In the spirit of full transparency, there was a time where I might have engaged in something that borders on necromancy, but I never went all the way into that, um, graveyard.”

      “Would now be an appropriate time to ask what other skeletons you might be hiding in your closet?”

      “I mean, if you can remove the associative pun from that,  I can probably throw a few more bones into the light, but I’m not sure I have that many. I’m part of the Shadow Ministry — did you know about that?”

      “That you are part of it or that the ministry exists?”

      “Either.”

      “I know Scrogs, yes. I am familiar with his ministry, but I neglected to get an updated list of members. That you are one should not surprise me.”

      “But it does?”

      “Yes.”

      “Anyway, now that we have the truth out there, I can ask my mentor if he knows of any means of breaking a truth spell. Or, you know resisting it.”

      “I would appreciate that. Following her… test, another of the princess’s stooges posited a question as to her travels. She mentioned that she was taken to Coggeshall by her kidnappers before escaping and going south to Kronth, whereupon she met the king, who seems to have agreed to a betrothal, based upon her securing the throne.  Then the king will wed the princess and bring Kronth into Glaton.”

      “So she might have fallen in love with the King of Kronth, and that’s why she’s trying to get voted Emperor.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      “Why?”

      “If you had ever met the King of Kronth, you would understand.”

      “Obviously I haven’t, so why don’t you lay it out for me?”

      “He is a sour, taciturn old man with rather unpleasant standards regarding hygiene. In addition, it is rumored that his… tastes tends towards the unorthodox.”

      “Mild unorthodox?”

      “No.”

      “So like full-on necrophilia, then?”

      “I would hope that is but a lucky guess—”

      “Oh, gross.”

      “—but you are just off enough for me to think you were making a joke.”

      “I don’t think I want to know.”

      “I wish I could have remained ignorant.”

      “Such is the burden, I guess.”

      “Suffice to say, I think love is not the answer here. But following that reveal, she called for a vote. A second was immediately offered, before the chamberlain could remind the body of the rules at the moment.”

      “No votes until Coggeshall returns.”

      “Not precisely. No vote can occur where Coggeshall’s votes would matter.”

      “Which means if she gets the Emperor’s votes and one other, Coggeshall’s votes wouldn’t matter, right?”

      “Correct. However, as there is no proof of the Emperor’s votes, the Senate would need to vote on whether to accept the princess’s claims as being true. And that vote would require Coggeshall. Regardless, we must resolve the Priciness Regina issue prior to Coggeshall’s return.”

      “As well as the Coggeshall issue.”

      “That would be ideal. But the princess issue is more pressing than the Coggeshall issue, so that is what we must solve first. We are very much running against the clock here.”

      “So what am I doing?”

      “A great question. what are you doing?”

      “I don’t know, I’m trying—”

      “You need to stop working on the assassins and focus on the princess. Speak to your mentor. Find out what he knows about truth spells. And long-term charm or control spells. Something has changed the princess, and I intend to find out what that might be.”

      “As well as stop her from taking the throne.”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you ever thought she might just want the job now?”

      “Yes. But that is not my niece,” he said, staring out the window. “Whatever that thing is, it cannot take the throne.”
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      I caught a cab home, and I went right up to my apartment. No one was there, finally, so I found the most secret hiding spot I had, and I pulled out the box I’d stashed there. I needed to grab the papers the Emperor had given me on the night of his death. I never really considered it might have been his will — I never wanted to open them and find out what they were. But it seemed like now was the time.

      I opened the box.

      It was empty.

      “What the…” I started, and then I remembered I’d taken everything out to grab the Imperial favor coins for Matthew and Godfrey. I’d put the coins in my bag of holding, as well as the papers and the signet ring. All of it. In my bag of holding. Not that big of a deal, I supposed. I needed to go visit The Fayden anyway. I’d get the stuff out of the bag then.

      So I headed over to The Fayden, walking all the way down the stairs again, wishing, once again, he had an elevator. Or a glorious series of escalators. Or really any way of moving me downward without such an interminable hike in the gloom. Or maybe he could just teach me the damn door spell and I could make my way through Glaton without having to spend a fortune on cabs… my complaints ran out of steam somewhere after the seventeenth landing, and I just trudged and trudged.

      I banged on the huge door.

      The little door within the door opened up and The Fayden stared at me.

      “Didn’t we just see you?” He asked.

      “I know,” I said quickly, “but I have a question.”

      “Have you heard of letters?”

      The large door swung inward, carrying The Fayden along with it until he smushed against the far wall with an undignified squeak.

      “Come inside,” Mrs. The Fayden said, then turned toward her husband, still squished behind the door, his face bulging somewhat through the small door within a door. “We get so few visitors and you send away the only polite one.”

      “Is this a bad time, or–” I started.

      “Come in, come in.”

      I walked in with a smile.

      Mrs. The Fayden was sitting on a couch, a different couch than had been there before, something white and suede with a delicate sort of coffee table that had been converted to allow for Snickers to sleep underneath it. Which Snickers was presently doing, snoring gently, although I noticed one eye open as Snickers tracked my movement to the couch. Once I sat down, Snickers closed his eye and settled down a little deeper into his nook.

      “How can we help?” Valerie asked.

      The giant door shut, and The Fayden shook himself out.

      “There’s no we here,” The Fayden snapped. “I’m busy.”

      He stomped off.

      “He actually is quite involved in,” she paused, “well, what you brought us,”

      “That’s partially something I wanted to ask about,” I said.

      “Oh?”

      “But before that, do you know of a way to defeat a truth spell?”

      “Several. Do you know who will be casting the spell?”

      “It’s not me.”

      “Oh.”

      “It was the Imperial inquisitors.”

      “That is more difficult.”

      “How much more?”

      “I won’t say impossible, but–”

      “Functionally impossible,” The Fayden bellowed from somewhere deeper in their cavernous home.

      “Not sure I’d got that far. There is always a means to circumvent the questioning–”

      “What if there wasn’t any circumvention?” I asked. “What if the questions were answered simply, yes or no answers?”

      “More difficult.”

      “Impossible,” The Fayden called out.

      “Nothing is impossible.”

      “Functionally impossible,” The Fayden said, his voice muffled, and coming from somewhere closer. “That’s why they have that position.”

      One of the couch cushions popped off of the couch, and The Fayden climbed out, replaced the cushion, and then sat down on the arm of the couch, putting his feet up on the cushion.

      The cushion sank down, probably into the hole The Fayden had just made.

      “This is why we had to get a new couch,” Valerie said. “It’s not as an impressive entrance as you think.”

      “If you were saying accurate things,” he said, “I wouldn’t have to make an entrance at all. There is no way I know of to lie to the Imperial inquisitors. That is the entire reason for them existing, and–”

      “There’s always a way.”

      “Being silent. Refusing to answer.”

      “She did answer, though,” I said.

      “Who?”

      “The princess,” I said. “She claims that her father had a will that made her his successor.”

      “Well I doubt that’s true.”

      “No way to tell for sure, and she passed the inquisitors.”

      “So she’s on to the test?”

      “What test?”

      “The one that takes place after the vote.”

      “There hasn’t been a vote.”

      “So–”

      “There’s this duke that is on a quest and no votes can take place until he’s back.”

      “I have to admit,” Mrs. The Fayden said, sipping from a tea cup, “this is by far the most interesting election we’ve seen. And we’re only getting it from him. What if we–”

      “We are not moving back to the surface.”

      “Max, I am tired of living underground.”

      “It’s safe here.”

      “And boring.”

      “I don’t mean to interrupt,” I said, “but I forgot to ask something when I came here before.”

      “Ask now so you don’t throw the rest of my day into disarray,” The Fayden snapped.

      “The Shadow Minister would like to have lunch with you. And he also thinks you aren’t the original The Fayden.”

      “He’s an idiot then. Who does he think I am?”

      “A fake Fayden.”

      “Why does he think I’m a fake?”

      “You’d have to ask him.”

      “I don’t want to ask him.”

      “So that’s a no on lunch?”

      “Of course,” he said, hopping off the couch and walking away.

      “Darling husband,” Valerie said, “what if she truly believed in her lie?”

      The Fayden stopped.

      “Expound on that,” he said.

      “If she doesn’t know she’s lying,” Valerie said, “would that pass the Inquisitor’s spell?”

      The Fayden turned around and walked back over to the sitting area.

      “That is a good question,” he said, musing. “I suppose, if she didn’t know she was lying, if she believed whatever she was saying was actually the truth, the inquisitors wouldn’t catch it. But we know she has, at a certain point, had the conversation with her father about how she was not going to take the throne. So she—”

      “Hypnosis? Memory wipe?”

      “That is likely the only way, but there would be signs of that the Inquisitors would know to look for.”

      “Unless,” Valerie said, “there was someone who found a new way of doing it that left different signs.”

      “Or they bribed the Inquisitor,” I said.

      Both Faydens looked at me like I was insane.

      “Not functionally possible?” I asked.

      “Possible, but exceptionally unlikely,” The Fayden said. “They are chosen to be incorruptible.”

      “Seems more likely they’d be corruptible then.”

      “I suppose. It has been some time since I’ve looked in on them.”

      “You used to look in on them all the time?”

      “When I was involved in the government, yes. But since then… no. Also, the name of the Shadow Minister now?”

      “Scrogs.”

      “I am definitely not having lunch with him. Atrocious table manners. Chews with his mouth open.”

      “I’ll pass that along,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      “Perhaps make it a touch more polite,” Mrs. The Fayden said.

      “No,” The Fayden barked. “You let him know it’s because he chews with his mouth open. If he would learn to close it and not subject the world to those horrific sounds, I might be persuaded. Now, let me return to the work on that magic pebble.”

      He stomped off one more time.

      “Were you going to ask about the pebble?” Valerie asked. “Was that the second thing?”

      “No, but I’m interested in that, if you—”

      “Sadly, we have made little progress. Whomever enchanted the stone has quite the deft hand, and peeling back the layers of their working is a slow process. There have been… moments woven into the enchantments wherein the magic could be wiped out before the truth of the spell is fully known.”

      “So it’s high-level work?”

      “Yes. High-level and specialized.”

      “Which means the princess must have two casters working for her. One for enchantments and one to do the memory stuff.”

      “At a minimum.”

      “I do know she came from Kronth, and supposedly has a betrothal or something with the king there.”

      “Oh. Interesting. Kronth is not known for their magic.”

      “What are they known for?”

      “If I recall correctly, it was textiles. Though that might be different now.”

      “Should be the same,” The Fayden called out. “Quite the domestication process they developed over time. Nothing particularly notable about their magic processes though.”

      “Are you so stuck you have to eavesdrop?” Mrs. The Fayden asked.

      “It helps.”

      “Do you think I could grab something from the bag of holding I gave you?” I asked.

      Valerie’s eyebrows went up.

      “No,” she said. “Not a chance.”

      “Um,” I asked. “Why is that?”

      “Come with me,” she replied, standing up.

      I followed her across the cavern-house. She gestured at the wall, which slid away to reveal a bright blue cube of something gelatinous. Stuck in the middle was my bag.

      She gestured at the bag in the blue cube as if I would know what I was looking at.

      “What am I looking at?” I asked.

      “A stasis cube,” she replied. “Whatever you named the Awshit has been tearing at the seams of your bag, trying to weasel its way out. Given what you said, we determined it was safer to put it in there rather than give it any more of a chance to escape in any capacity.”

      “And that means whatever else in there is permanently gone?”

      “Not permanently, but it would take quite a bit of work to undo the spell because we spent the night and morning making it that way. Is something important in there?”

      “Could be the Emperor’s will, and is definitely his signet ring.”

      She stared at me, then at the bag.

      “Shit.”
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      The FaydenDoor dropped me out near the Imperial palace. I needed to get my princess investigation in gear — Valamir’s multiple pointed statements about running out of time were ringing in my pointy ears.

      As I made my way along the street alongside the palace grounds, looking in at the swaths of green grass, the clouds were gathered under the late afternoon sun. Didn’t need the best looking meteorologists on WNJU to tell me it’d be a rainy night.

      But before I could blink through the fence, there was a hand on my arm. Low, and pulling on my sleeve.

      I looked down, one hand already going to my pouch of holding.

      “Boris,” I said, “what are you doing here?”

      Boris the kobold gave me a toothy grin, then held up a letter.

      

      Hey Clyde,

      Hope you’re holding up alright in your corner of Glaton. What I’m doing out here is keepin’ my hands tied, so I did what I could from afar, being that I probably ain’t headed back to the capital in a timely fashion. That thing you dropped on me? Man, it was a tough one. Found what I could, but the pay dirt I hit, it ain’t the kind you’d like.

      You see, that person of interest ain’t lost, not in the usual sense anyway. I dug around, asked my questions, hustled my hustle. But the more stones I turned, the more it became clear – this ain’t your garden-variety missing person case.

      No, this is Empire work. Our target’s been made to disappear, wiped off the map, gone like a puff of smoke in a windstorm. This ain’t lost, this is hidden, buried under a ton of Empire secrecy.

      You don’t know me, not yet. I don’t back down from a challenge, but this here is a different beast altogether. The Empire’s played a deep game and the crumbs they left are only there to trap them fools who follow.

      Keep your head low on this, Clyde. If the Empire’s gone to these lengths, it means they’re serious about keeping this hush-hush. Know you ain’t asking for it, but my advice is to let this one go. Less this man be the one true love, findin’ him is trouble. Bad trouble.

      Stay safe, and lay low. I’ll keep my ears open, but for now, this is all I got.

      Your friend,

      Bass

      

      I looked up from the letter, expecting to be alone by the iron fence. Instead, Boris was perched on an ornate hitching post, eating fruit from a stick.

      “Is bad letter?” he asked.

      “What makes you say that?” I replied, glancing back down at the letter before folding it up and stashing it in my pouch.

      “Long letter. Long letter never good letter.”

      “Might have been a love letter.”

      “Nadya send short letter. Send notes.”

      “It’s not from Nadya.”

      “Then not love letter.”

      “You’ve got a very naïve view of love.”

      “Nah, you just simple. Love Nadya.”

      “Let’s keep that between you and me.”

      “Why? Whole everybody know.”

      “What is the whole everybody?”

      “Everybody Boris knows, knows.”

      “I guess that is technically an everybody. Whatever. It’s not a love letter, and yeah, it’s kind of bad.”

      “We go on adventure bad?”

      “No, we go visit the High Prince bad.”

      “I knows him!”

      “You do! You’ve met.”

      “Has excellent snacks. I go with?”

      “Sure. You go with.”

      Boris and I caught a cab across town and got to Valamir’s house before too long.

      We were dropped off outside. The carriage wasn’t allowed onto the estate, and we had to argue with the guards for a few minutes before one of them finally went and got Valamir. At which point, we were escorted around the house and into the garden, where it looked like Valamir was busy having a high tea all by himself in a gazebo surrounded by roses.

      He looked up from a sheaf of papers, frowning at the sight of myself and Boris.

      “What is this?” Valamir asked.

      “A kobold,” I said. “Boris.”

      “We are have met.”

      “I do seem to remember that,” Valamir said. “Is there a reason you brought him to me?”

      “He remembered you had tasty snacks,” I replied.

      “How nice a thing to be remembered by.”

      “Is snacks for me?” Boris asked, licking his lips at the stacks of cakes, sandwiches, and other finger foods laid out on the table.

      “Help yourself.”

      “Yes.” Boris nodded, and then began to eat. Mostly polite, but, well, it seemed to be the first food he’d seen in some time, which I knew wasn’t the case.

      “Is there a reason you came, besides wanting to feed your friend?”

      “I have a question to ask.”

      “You are upset about something?”

      “Something concerns me.”

      “Is this something connected to our current issues?”

      “You can talk about it front of Boris. He probably knows all about it.”

      “Boris knows about Nadya,” Boris said, his snout filled with creme puffs.

      “Not that,” I said. “We’re talking about the princess.”

      “Boris knows about Regina.”

      “But I’m here about a different thing.”

      “I really hope you are making a joke,” Valamir said. “My plate is already overfull, and–”

      “It’s about a missing friend of mine.”

      “I am not someone good at finding people.”

      “I think you know about where he might be though.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because my friend, apparently, isn’t missing so much as he’s been disappeared.”

      “Am I to presume it is an Imperial kidnapping?”

      “Is that an outlandish thought?”

      “Why would the Empire make him disappear?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what I’d like to know.”

      “Does he have a name?”

      “Dunt Pomeroy. A professor at the Enderun who may or may not have been looking at some ruins he found.”

      Valamir blinked a few times and set his cup of tea down in its saucer, moving slowly and with care.

      “I would be rather careful with how you proceed in this conversation, my young friend. There are certain things which cannot be unsaid once they are said, and there certain things that, once said, I must act upon.”

      “Okay,” I said, “I thought we were being completely honest about things with each other.”

      “We are, but I am trying to make it clear that there are certain things I might be compelled to do regardless of my views of you as a person.”

      “Any chance you can shed a little light on that?”

      “Everything I can say is already said.”

      “So this theoretical friend of mine, who may or may not have been a professor, went digging for something he shouldn’t have, and now he’s gone?”

      “There are certain things which have been decried as Imperial Secrets. I will not go into any specifics, but I would imagine your friend breached a secret.”

      “He didn’t know it was a secret.”

      “That matters not. He has that knowledge, and it cannot be removed. Therefore—”

      “He’s gone.”

      “Whatever has happened to him was not at my behest, nor is it something I can undo.”

      “Your hands are tied?”

      “My hands are tied.”

      “Is it something an Emperor could undo?”

      “It is something the Emperor could look into without being disappeared themselves. However, it is something that has been in place for a long time. If it is what I think it is, only seven people in the Empire have knowledge of what it is.”

      “Welllll….” I started.

      “What?”

      I nodded my head at Boris, currently squishing a stack of watercress sandwiches together so he could eat them in a single bite. I winced a little as he forced them into his mouth, at which point he realized both of us looking at him.

      “What?” Boris asked, shooting crumbs out.

      “How many know?” Valamir asked, his knuckles white on his teacup.

      “I think most of them,” I replied.

      “Still no talking about Nadya?” Boris asked.

      “Something else,” I said.

      “This could make it difficult for them.”

      “Then don’t tell anyone.”

      “You think I have that choice?”

      “Magical compulsion?”

      “Something like that, yes.”

      “Well, then all they know is that I’ve got a thing for Nadya.”

      “Is love,” Boris announced.

      “Could you not?” I asked.

      “That’s almost as bad,” Valamir said, although I caught just the hint of a smile on his hard face. “But I urge you to let the matter drop.”

      “I doubt I can. But maybe I can — wait and, um, is he dead?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Balls.”
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      Being that I was at a table filled with food, it seemed foolish to not take a minute to eat. I scarfed down some sandwiches and drank three full cups of tea. I was mid-way through the fourth when Nadya came strolling down from the main house.

      “Well if it isn’t the two men I wanted to see,” Nadya said.

      “Why you want see Boris?” Boris asked.

      “I clearly wanted to know your tastes in pastries.”

      “Creme Puffs excellent, eclairs only so-so. Need better chocolate.”

      “Noted.”

      Nadya smiled at me.

      “I have a plan,” she said, “that I think will give me the chance to dig into the princess while giving you the chance to get at the truth behind her confidant.”

      “Me?” Valamir asked. “I hardly think… oh. Him.”

      “Yes. Him.”

      “Me?”  I asked.

      “Yes. My cousin and I used to frequent a certain spa together, and she asked me to attend the spa with her tonight. Provided it goes the way it used to, then it’ll probably take until late at night. A few hours at least. I’m willing to bet her confidant will escort her there and then go off to do his thing.”

      “And I follow him while you and the princess get pampered?”

      “Not sure I’d put it exactly like that. I’ll still be, you know, working while being pampered.”

      “My luck, he’s going to go visit the sewers while you’re neck deep in perfumes.”

      Nadya shrugged and smiled.

      “Is there something important about this ‘confidant?’” I asked.

      “If I knew that, I wouldn’t need you to follow him,” Nadya replied.

      “Okay, but why is it even important for me to follow him?”

      “Because he’s always around her, always talking to her, shepherding her.”

      “You think there’s something about him?”

      “There has to be something about him.”

      “Why?” Valamir asked.

      “Because he isn’t staying at the palace,” Nadya replied. “He’s going somewhere when he isn’t with her. Where? Why?”

      Valamir nodded, and made a few marks in his notebook.

      “Interesting,” he said.

      “So that’s the plan?” I asked. “I follow mystery man, Nadya works the Princess?”

      Valamir looked over at Nadya, and she nodded.

      “I think that makes sense for the moment,” Valamir said.

      “What Boris do?” Boris asked, his long tongue darting out to clean a smear of creme from his nose.

      “Are you satiated with food?”

      “Yes. Mostly.”

      “Boris comes with me,” I said. “Easier to track someone if there’s two of us following. If that’s okay with you, Boris.”

      “Is good. Boris likes following people.”

      “If there is an issue,” Valamir said, “I will be here. I will make sure my people know to let you in with no questions asked–”

      “All of us,” I said, using my eyes to point to Boris. “And be open to messages coming in.”

      “Of course.”

      “Then let’s go discover things,” I said.

      “Really?” Nadya asked.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t have a good pithy statement ready.”
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      We didn’t go together, even though our destination was the same. Nadya took one of Valamir’s carriages while Boris and I caught another cab. The driver gave Boris a slight look, a bit surprised, but I was starting to think the people of Glaton were getting more used to seeing kobolds as regular residents of the city.

      Nadya’s destination was a luxury spa nestled in the middle of the Golden Square, Elysium Waters, tucked in between two large banks. I didn’t think it was the best of names — seemed a bit trite — but what do I know about spas? Or bathhouses.

      Boris and I took up positions on either side of Elysium Waters. I tucked myself into the crowd around what seemed to be the most popular food stall in the city, and Boris crouched under a wagon being loaded with barrels of ashes coming out of one of the banks.

      I politely let person after person cut ahead of me in line, although whatever was being roasted smelled ridiculously good.

      Nadya’s carriage arrived. She got out and was escorted into Elysium Waters.

      More people joined the crowd around me, and I was having a little trouble keeping my position to where I could see the spa’s doors.

      I’m not sure why I was worried, because the princess was not at all subtle with her arrival. A very large and ornate carriage rolled down the street, pulled by stark white horses with bells on. Bells that were tuned to sound out a friendly chord as they jingle jangled. There was a driver and a guard on the top of the carriage, as well as two guards riding on the back, all of whom were dressed to impress, both in an aesthetic and martial manner.

      When the carriage came to a stop, all the guards got off and stood next to the door. A young man got out, carrying a small set of stairs with him, and set the stairs on the ground. He helped the princess out of the carriage, and then stood by as a dark-haired man joined the princess. The dark haired-man walked the princess up to the door, and then had a terse conversation with the girl. He opened the door to the spa for the princess, and let her walk inside by herself.

      The princess’s guards were back on the carriage, and it rolled away, leaving the dark-haired man behind.

      That seemed planned, though, because the dark-haired man headed south down the street with purpose.

      I nodded at Boris, and saw Boris nod in reply. The chase was on.
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      As if the gods knew it’d make the tailing more noir-esque, the skies opened up, dumping rain down on Glaton.

      The target didn’t seem to mind, though, walking along with no care to the bonus shower he was getting. I pulled my tricorn hat out and shoved it tight on my head, hoping it’d keep me dry enough to keep me from being irritated.

      Unfortunately, everyone else on the street seemed to scatter, hurrying to find a way out of the rain, which made my job more difficult. About ten minutes of intense rain, and the target and I were the only two fools on the street. I had no idea where Boris was, but I felt confident that if I couldn’t see Boris, neither could our target.

      The dark-haired man, however, was focused on his destination. Not hurrying to get there, but also not distracted by anything. His path was vaguely southwest, leaving the Golden Square, crossing the Via Praetoria, and going into the Grand Markets. Almost like he was going into Old Town. But at the walls of Old Town, he went north, leaving the markets and moving into the more industrial area around the ports. It was a bit of a roundabout way to go, but maybe he was onto us, and this was his means of seeing if he had a tail.

      I realized my concept of tailing someone with two people was based on being able to communicate with the other person. There was no real way for me to tell Boris to track the dark-haired man while I slipped out of sight.

      But then the man, without any hesitation, went into a small warehouse along the left side of the road, the building up against the Old Town walls.

      I strolled on past the building, giving it the side eye as I went, but there were no windows on the front. Just the door meant for people, and a door clearly meant for wagons. No signage of any kind, except the address number, barely visible in peeling paint above the door.

      Four Hundred Fifty-Five.

      At the end of the block, I turned to the left and kept walking.

      Which would have been a good plan, except it was a dead end, leading into the Old Town wall.

      I’d been thinking I’d go around to the back of the warehouse, see if there was a secret way in, but somehow I’d forgotten about these warehouses not having backs.

      “What we do now?” Boris asked.

      I gritted my teeth to keep from jumping with surprise. The smart play would probably be going back to Valamir and letting him know what we found, have him dig through records and find who owned or leased the warehouse, follow the paper trail. But that seemed too much like sitting around and letting other people do stuff. I wanted to do stuff.

      “We find a way in,” I said.
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      Boris wanted to go underground. I wanted to go higher. So we split again: I climbed up the wall, and then traipsed across the roofs until I got to the warehouse. There was a raised area with windows all along it, skylights of a sort. Or maybe just something to allow for the hot air to escape. Some of the windows were open, which meant I could just slip inside, dropping from the windows onto a stack of crates in one corner.

      I let my eyes adjust to the gloom inside, then I saw what looked like the world’s most average warehouse. Crates were stacked all over the place, with small walkways left between them. Some were covered in canvas, others merely in dust. None of the crates had any identifying information on them, at least not where I could see.

      Flipping into mage sight, I saw some tendrils of magic here and there. Evidence, perhaps, of magic items tucked into the crates. Small traps or alarms. Nothing big, though.

      And no people.

      No dark-haired man.

      I pulled myself into the rafters and climbed along the ceiling from rafter to rafter, to get a good look at the place.

      No one.

      And no stairs, either. No upstairs or downstairs. It was a just a roof and four walls filled with crates. Which, obviously, meant that some of the crates were fake, and covered up an exit. But which crates?

      Or, maybe, I guess the bigger question might be: where did the dark-haired man go?

      Yanking a button off my shirt, I undid the thread enough to leave the button hanging down about three inches. I cast detect secret doors.

      The button went straight to a set of eight crates at the back of the room. I climbed to the ground level and moved through the little walkways until I got to the crates. Then I released the spell and started to carefully search the crates.

      Which wasn’t really necessary. A quick pull, and two of the crate-sides moved together as a door, revealing that someone had dug out a hole in the ground.

      There was a poorly built ladder in place, and I climbed down without a second thought.

      I probably should have thought a little more.

      The ladder was about twenty feet tall, and at the bottom, there was a rough hewn tunnel about seven feet tall, leading away. I wasn’t completely sure the compass direction, but my intuition told me it was to the west. I figured we were going under Old Town. There was only one way to go, which is how I went.
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      I went along the tunnel at a measured pace, hearing the faint sounds of people talking somewhere ahead. Far too quiet to make out what they were saying, but it meant I was still on the right track.

      A curve was ahead, and as I got closer, I could tell there was light around it. The sounds of talking were louder, but still not quite audible. I moved a little faster, pausing just before the curve, my back against the stone wall, so I could just peek around.

      After ten or so feet, there was a large open room, probably a hundred feet on each side. There were bedrolls at one end and a series of crude tables and benches made out of broken apart crates on the other. Quite a few men and women were in the room, mostly seated at the tables, busy eating something out of small metal bowls. The dark-haired man stood with a portly fellow near the center of the space, both of them smiling at something.

      The portly one said something to the dark-haired man, and I got a new language.
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        * * *

      

      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Classical Kronthian.
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        * * *

      

      “You need not concern yourself with that,” Dark-Hair said. “You focus on the search. The other issues will be handled by the other cells.”

      “I just feel I am ill qualified for this,” Portly replied. “I am clearly not seeing any success.”

      “If the search were easy, it would have been found. You are doing what you can, and the Harbinger knows this.”

      “Should I continue digging in the same direction?”

      “Yes, the Harbinger believes they feel the pull that way. Have you seen any evidence of what we seek?”

      “None. That’s why–”

      Dark-Hair put a hand on Portly’s shoulder.

      “Believe in the Harbinger, for the Harbinger believes in you.”

      What was the princess looking for down here? Was there some artifact hidden beneath the city that was going to help her win the throne? Maybe this was all a ruse to find a forged will?

      “You might want to interrogate the one following me,” Dark Hair said. “I would imagine he possesses knowledge of the area.”

      I managed to get my head turned back around in time to see the fist coming at my face.

      Then everything went dark.
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      My head hurt.

      A lot.

      My nose felt like it was in the wrong position, and every time the bag over my head moved across my nose, it felt like fire.

      Also, my nose was clogged up with something.

      And I think a few of my teeth were loose.

      Since I couldn’t see anyway, I closed my eyes and let my mana move throughout my body. Sort of checking things out while I burned the mana channels clear again. And then I did a little healing spell, which caused my nose to crack back into place. Which hurt like nothing I’d ever experienced for a second, and then felt immeasurably better.

      It’s also about when I figured out that my legs had been tied to a chair, while my hands were tied behind my back. Also, double trouble: no clothes. No anything. Just my bare butt on the chair. I was pretty sure I’d wind up with splinters in unmentionable places.

      The hood was yanked off, and I squinted into a bright light. It was clear there was more room on the other side of the light, but since it was so brilliant and pointed right at me, I couldn’t see a damn thing besides white light.

      “You are awake,” a gruff voice said in accented Imperial. “Good to see you did not die.”

      “How was I to know he was so weak?” A different voice on the other side of the light complained in Classical Kronthian.

      I bit back my reply. No need to let them know I spoke their language.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “Someone who has questions,” the gruff voice replied. “Hopefully, for your sake, you have a few answers.”

      “I have some answers — I just hope they’re the ones you want.”

      “We will see. Why were you following Blažej Švarc?”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Blažej Švarc?”

      “Don’t know him.”

      “You followed him here.”

      “What’s his name again?”

      “Blažej Švarc.”

      “You sure you’re pronouncing that right?”

      “You like making the jokes, eh?”

      “It’s a juvenile response to fear.”

      “It is good you are afraid. Maybe you will yet live.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Just answer the questions honestly. Why were you following Blažej Švarc?”

      “I don’t know who that is,” I said. “I’m being honest.”

      “Why you follow man you follow in here?”

      “I was just following a tunnel, looking to see where it went.”

      “We know you follow him through Glaton. You and your friend.”

      “What friend?”

      “Bring friend.”

      There was a bit of noise, and two large men brought in Boris, who was also tied to chair. They put Boris next to me.

      “Hi Boris,” I said.

      “Is good to see you,” Boris said, seemingly affable about the situation.

      “So you know this friend?” The gruff voice asked. “Yes?”

      “Yeah, that’s Boris.”

      “Is Clyde,” Boris said, at the same time.

      “I speak to him,” Gruff said.

      “Who?” I asked, then gestured at Boris with my head. “Him?”

      “Is Clyde,” Boris said. “Friend.”

      “Shut up, both of you.”

      There was some whispering on the other side of the lights.

      “You have plan?” Boris whispered.

      “Of course,” I lied.

      “Good. Boris has no plan.”

      “I got this.”

      “There are ruins,” Gruff said. “Where are the ruins?”

      “There’s ruins all over the place,” I replied. “Especially south, like—”

      “Under city. Ruins are here, but where exactly?”

      “I’m a bit turned around underground. No idea—”

      “Kobold talks now,” Gruff said. “Should know where he is, and know where ruins are.”

      “Do not be worry,” Boris said. “Boris knows to tell nothing about ruins. Will never mentioned they dig exactly wrong way.”

      “Boris,” I snapped.

      “What?” Boris asked.

      Someone clapped, and there was some very excited whispering.

      The lights were extinguished and there was the unmistakable sound of a door being shut and locked. We were left in darkness.

      Which really wasn’t much of an issue for a kobold and an elf, both of whom could see in the dark.

      “You no worry,” Boris said, slipping his hands out from the chair and quickly untying his legs, “but we need move fast.”

      “Where?” I asked. “And did you actually tell them—”

      “No. Lie, tell them where bad things are. But bad things are bad, not wanting to be around when bad things come through.”

      He was done with his bonds and had started on mine.

      Quickly, he cut the rope, and I was on my feet.

      “We can’t go yet,” I said, “I need to get my stuff back, and we need to find that guy.”

      “Blažej Švarc?”

      “That’s the one—”

      “The one is here.”

      “Where is here? Are we still underground?”

      “Same place. Different underground.”

      “What?”

      “Digging place over there.”

      “Yes and no.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “In basement. Not digging place.”

      “Where?”

      “Over some.”

      “But in the same general place?”

      “Same general place, yes.”

      “Does that mean the bad things you told them about are going to be coming into here?”

      “No. Bad things not know how to work doors.”

      “Is that the only thing keeping them out?”

      “Probably yes.”

      “I need to get my things. Clothes?”

      “Yes, know clothes. Boris also needs clothes.”

      “Do you know where our clothes are?”

      “Not yet. You have key?”

      “Key?”

      “Door locked.”

      We went over to the door, and sure enough, it was locked. It was an very coarse lock, though, big enough that I could see through to the other side, and see that the tumblers would be easy to move. If I had anything that could make them move.

      “You have a pick or a knife on you?”

      “No.”

      “How’d you undo the ropes?”

      “They forget kobold claws.”

      “Don’t suppose you can use claws as lock picks.”

      “No.”

      “Do you have a key?”

      “No.”

      “Not even a random key?”

      “Boris naked like Clyde. You have key hidden in butt?”

      “No, just—”

      “Neither do Boris.”

      “Okay, let me think.”

      “Not time for thinking, need move fast or Blažej Švarc will be gone. Scent faint.”

      “You can smell him?” I asked.

      “Not much,” Boris replied.

      I closed my eyes and ran through my spells. I didn’t really have much that just opened a lock.

      “Wait here,” I said.

      “Where Boris go from inside locked room? Wait, where you go?”

      I peered through the keyhole, and I could easily see that it was clear on the other side of the door.

      “This might work…,” I said, and cast blink.

      I appeared on the other side of the door, gritting my teeth down against the internal roiling, trying to ignore the desire to hurl.

      The hall was devoid of people, lit with candles, and lined with doors. I crept down the hall, moving quickly because I was naked and, therefore, probably not going to make a lot of noise. Also, I’d prefer to get clothed soon. Despite living in a whole new world, somehow I’d brought my stupid Puritanical hangups about nudity along for the ride.

      I checked each door, but they just led to more storage spaces. Some spots filled with dirt, some with broken rocks, and some with what I hoped was some sort of dried food for animals, but that smelled a whole lot like what I’d seen the people eating in that big room. Finally, though, I found something akin to a locker room. Minus the lockers. It was just a room to get changed in, where the diggers could leave their street clothes and change into their digging clothes. A rack on one wall was filled with digging tools, pick axes, shovels, that sort of stuff. There were stacks of clothes, neatly folded in a line along the other wall, under hooks that had been haphazardly hammered into the stone wall, which held coats and/or cloaks.

      Going through the piles quickly, I found a stack that seemed roughly my size, and then found a random set of three keys on a piece of leather hanging under a cloak. That was promptly yoinked, and I hurried down the hall, clothes under one arm, key under the other.

      I cast Zeddington’s Infinite Key, and used my new magical key to unlock the door to our cell.

      As the key disappeared into the aether, Boris leapt out baring his teeth and claws.

      “What the hell?” I snap-hissed.

      “Not know is you,” he replied, looking as contrite as I’d seen a kobold.

      “Who else would it be?”

      “People who catch Boris.”

      I stepped past him into the room and dropped the various clothes on the floor.

      “Grab whatever you want,” I said, “and let’s go find our stuff.”

      He pulled a cloak on, and then stood there waiting impatiently as I put on pants, did buttons on a shirt and shoved my feet into a pair of boots that were at least a size too big.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      He gave me a nod, and then he was in the hallway, sprinting down the tunnel.
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      Thanks to Boris’s nose, we found our stuff, which was tucked into a different locked room at the opposite end of the hall that seemed to contained valuables. There was a small lockbox that jingle-jangled when I shook it, which promptly went into my newly rescued pouch. Then a few small pouches of coins, each of which had the telltale sliced strings showing they were stolen, so I re-stole them. And finally a crate filled with what I could only surmise were ‘things of value which had been unearthed’ by the diggers. Old jewelry still caked in mud, carved stones, probably things rescued from forgotten graves. All that stuff went into my pouch as well. At some point in the far future, I’d have ten minutes to myself, and I’d go make a visit to Gideon and fill up my coffers once again.

      Boris and I got our things back on. It was nice to have my spider boots once again, but we kept the cloaks we’d pinched from the locker room, just in case we could pretend to be diggers.

      Back into the hall, I looked at Boris, and he looked at me.

      “Still smell Blažej Švarc?” I asked.

      “Yes. Eats too much garlic.”

      “No such thing,” I replied on instinct, but then realized that if you were a thief or something, it might be better to have a more neutral scent.

      Boris harrumphed at my statement, and then pointed down the hall.

      “This way.”

      We went that way, moving as fast as we thought we could while still being sneaky.

      The sounds of picks on rock echoed through the halls, likely disguising our own noise, but also making it impossible to hear anyone else.

      But then that noise changed to screams, shouts, and the rending of flesh by something with a lot of teeth.

      “Found bad things,” Boris said with a twinkle in his eye. “Now is good time to go, yes?”

      “I still want to find Blažej Švarc if we can,” I said. “I think we’re still missing something about him, about this place.”

      “If stay too long, be missing piece of self.”

      “How bad are these bad things?”

      As if to illustrate the badness, a particularly horrific shriek sounded out, followed by something chewing. Loudly.

      “Five more minutes,” I said.

      “Two is better.”

      “Three.”

      “Boris not like this, too risky.”

      “Boris can leave.”

      “Why you think Boris leave friend behind?”

      “Let’s stop talking and—”

      Boris nodded, and kept moving.

      The hallways in this place seemed like an afterthought. Like these weirdos had been digging underneath Glaton for some time, and then realized they also needed a base, so they just used their discovery tunnels and turned those into hallways. Then they dug out rooms here and there. It didn’t seem like there was much rhyme or reason to things.

      Until we got to a place that was more finished, more polished, in such a way that it was clear some other group had been responsible for the work. Older stones that had been laid in place, grouted together in a pattern. That patterned stone formed the floor of a hallway that had actual ninety degree angles at the walls. And, frankly, had actual walls.

      That actual pathway led to what looked like it had, at one point, been a city square, an open space with a plinth in the middle that had probably, at one point held a statue. Now, however, there was a scaffolding in place, probably helping hold up the ceiling. Tunnels had been dug out in various directions, but Boris was focused on a stone door mounted in a large ornate wall that had been almost completely excavated, revealing that it had, at one point, been a nice building. The roof was gone, so there was a very small space between the wall and the ceiling.

      “Other side of door,” Boris said.

      “Okay,” I replied, “Can you climb up there?”

      “Yes, you?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, already scaling the wall.

      I followed closely behind, totally letting him win.

      We both were pretty squished at the top, getting into the space between the top of the remains of the building wall and the ceiling, and once there, I could see into the building. The roof was gone for the whole place, but the diggers had cleared out the whole space. It was odd looking down through the spot where a wooden roof would have once been, seeing inside a building that had once been above ground and was now under the city.

      Whatever had been in the building had long since been destroyed, and the place had been cleaned out, likely by the diggers. Now it was a mostly empty space, with a few crates here and there, as well as a number of woven baskets stacked against one wall. Two figures walked in a vague circle. Blažej Švarc, the dark haired man, walked next to another figure who wore a very large, bulky robe, the thick folds of the fabric creating a very strange silhouette.

      “… but I told him that it was not his concern,” Blažej Švarc said. “That there are others who will handle our labor shortage.”

      “He seeks to do more,” the robed figure said, his voice coming out really strange, a discordant disharmony of somewhat chitinous clicks and eerily human vowels, sounding so close to normal that it grated on my ears.

      “He has no confidence in his abilities, he seeks to eschew them to do something else.”

      “You have no confidence in his abilities, hence why you put him in a position you think is of no consequence.”

      “It is of no consequence, Harbinger. It is a waste of our limited resources—”

      “Our resources are not as limited as you might think, Švarc. Our recruitment efforts are new, yet showing incredible promise. You would do well to revisit the importance of our mission, of our success, then you would realize why Danneth is important.”

      “You doubt Regina? She will grant us the access we need without—”

      “Your belief in her success is admirable, but that does not negate the need for a secondary plan should she find her path to the throne blocked.”

      “How will it be blocked?”

      “There are many variables in this game of thrones, Švarc. I can only sway what I can sway. We must make sure we succeed, regardless of Regina’s success.”

      “Regina will succeed.”

      “I worry your pride in your own plan clouds your judgment in this matter.”

      Švarc stopped walking, and took a knee.

      “I humbly seek forgiveness, Harbinger. But I do not—”

      The Harbinger put a hand out on Švarc’s head, and it was clear, then, that the Harbinger was not particularly human. Its hand only had three fingers, fingers that seemed triangular and covered in a hard exoskeleton that was a natty-translucent brown, almost like a cockroach.

      “You need seek no forgiveness,” the Harbinger said. “You must yet remember what we do, why we do. All who join the Family are welcome, all who join are valued.”

      “Yes, Harbinger.”

      “Has Regina had success with the Glaton girl?”

      My pulse quickened, they were talking about Nadya.

      Švarc got to his feet and pulled out a small notebook.

      “It would seem no, Harbinger,” Švarc said. “She notes that her cousin seems unwilling to heed our message. Regina requests your orders in the matter.”

      The Harbinger hummed, strolling over to one of the baskets on the wall. They opened up the basket, and pulled out something, something that squirmed in the Harbingers grasp. In a swift movement, the Harbinger put the squirming thing into the darkness of his hood. There was a crunching liquidish noise, and the sound of something clacking.

      A knock came at the stone door.

      The Harbinger made a quick gesture, and the stone door moved out of the way.

      I peered straight down on the portly man.

      “Harbinger, Švarc,” the portly man said, “there has been disaster in the digging, we have uncovered monsters, and they swarm the diggers. What do we do?”

      The Harbinger crossed the room quickly and put his gross cockroach hands on the portly man.

      “Go,” the Harbinger said, a flash of light moving from their hands into the portly man, “fight these monsters.”

      “Yes, Harbinger,” the portly man said, seeming refreshed and filled with confidence. He sprinted away.

      The Harbinger closed the stone door.

      “You send him to his death,” Švarc said.

      “Perhaps,” the Harbinger said, strolling over to the baskets. “Either the diggers vanquish the monsters and gain levels, better to help us, or they die.”

      “It will be irritating to replace them.”

      “Perhaps, then, you should go and aid them.”

      “If you wish–”

      “Your talents are useful elsewhere. Danneth will solve the issue. Tell Regina that if her cousin is not an aide to us, she is an obstacle.”

      “Yes, Harbinger.”

      “Regina is clear to dispose of the obstacle.”

      “Yes, Harbinger.”

      I blinked, not believing what I’d just heard.

      “They’re going to kill Nadya,” I whispered to Boris. “We have to save her.”

      But Boris wasn’t looking at me —  he was looking out into the hallway area.

      “Oh,” he said. “New bad thing.”

      “Bad things have to wait,” I replied. “We need to get out of here now. Where’s the exit?”

      “Other side of bad things.”

      “Dammit,” I snapped, looking out at a creature coming into the room.

      It was so big it barely fit through the tunnel, with a head shaped like a closed tulip. It had large, bulbous compound eyes, each facet a different color. A thick neck led to an abdomen covered in a shell of some sort, almost like a turtle-insect hybrid. Spindly arms ended in three claws arranged like a tripod. It had stumpy legs and a fat tail, seemingly designed purely as a counterweight to its huge head.

      “I don’t have time for this nonsense,” I said. “I don’t care about killing that thing. I need you to get me to the surface. Ready?

      Boris nodded, eyes wide, fighting down his obvious fear.

      “Ready,” he said.
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      I dropped down the twenty feet, rolling when I hit the ground.

      The monster turned its head at the noise, looking at us, I think. Kind of hard to tell with its bug eyes.

      Boris started to sprint, and I put my hand out and held him back.

      “Doesn’t seem interested in us,” I said. “Why don’t we just have a nice stroll on by the big guy?”

      I walked calmly along.

      Boris strolled next to me.

      Just another day in the park. Underground. In the remains of a ruined part of the city, in front of a bizarre monster. Whose underside was completely awash in human blood and dotted in human remains.

      “Nice and calm,” I said, keeping one eye on the creature. “Which way are we going?”

      “Way is there,” Boris said, pointing. “Boris not calm.”

      “Boris needs to find an inner calm,” I said as the monster took a step toward us.

      We were now moving away from the creature, which meant we were in the most dangerous position: with our backs to it.

      I didn’t stop moving, didn’t turn around. I tried to will myself to project the desire to–

      The air changed just enough in the room, a tiny little difference caused by a very large creature moving very fast.

      I shoved Boris left and dove right.

      The monster slammed head first into the ground, mouth splayed wide into three unequal pieces. One large ‘petal’ had the eyes on it, while the other two smaller mouth petals split apart.

      I rolled over and pushed myself up to my knees, where I felt I had the stability to unleash acid arrow. Three green arrows whipped out of my hand and zipped across the space.

      The monster’s shell-ish midsection dropped to cover its head. Or its head retracted into the shell. Hard to say which.

      Either way, the arrows hit the shell, smashing apart as they impacted, leaving a slightly smoking smear of acid, but otherwise doing little.

      I threw a quick identify spell at the thing, hoping it might tell me something the creature was allergic to, like maybe dust. I could just convince it to roll around this damn uncleaned room and it’d cough and sneeze until it expired.

      Roachtelon Guardian

      Lvl 16 Outsider
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      No known allergies. Not much beyond a name. Thanks, game world, for somehow nerfing a spell that should tell me things. Greater Identification my ass. I was going to write a strongly worded letter to the God of Magic and let him know that… I didn’t finish the thought, knowing that the God of Magic was probably watching me now that I’d named him.

      “Gonna congratulate you on this awesome spell,” I said, reaching into my arcane bag of tricks and letting loose five fire spears from my hand.

      Long spears, all aflame, shot out of my hand, each about fifteen feet long.

      And then they clattered to the ground.

      I really needed to learn what my spells did, and not while in the middle of combat.

      Before I picked up a spear, I cast flameweaving on my hand, causing it to sprout magical flames. Then I grabbed one of the spears and threw it at the roachtelon.

      The spear flew straight, right past the roachtelon and into the dark hallway behind it.

      The roachtelon followed the spear with its eyes.

      Boris was standing in a different tunnel, waving at me.

      I pointed to my eyes, and then made a big show of closing them.

      Boris closed his eyes. I closed my own.

      I cast Vaux’s Brilliance, then right after blink-ed over to Boris.

      “Run,” I said.

      “Can’t see,” he replied.

      “I told you to close your eyes,” I hissed, grabbing his hand and pulling him along.

      “Eyes are closed!”

      “Open them!”

      “Oh.”

      Behind us came the thundering steps of the roachtelon, followed by a sharp thwacking noise and a dull thud.

      I glanced back to see the roachtelon laying on the ground, likely having run full-speed into the wall right next to the tunnel.

      “We’re clear,” I said. “Get me out of here.”
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      As soon as we got to the surface, I told Boris to get to Valamir and tell the High Prince about what the princess was about to do. That Nadya could already be dead.

      Boris darted off while I blink-ed up to a rooftop.

      I didn’t bother to parkour at all, I just blink-ed again. Over and over again, ignoring the growing pain and wrenching in my stomach, not to mention the horrendous drain on my mana. It was the fastest way to travel, but I knew in my heart that I was already too late. I’d wasted time on the stupid roachtelon — I’d been stuck way underground where I couldn’t use blink to zip along the tunnels without either getting lost or leaving Boris behind. It didn’t take that long to kill someone. Nadya was probably dead.

      I was blink-ing so fast I didn’t realize I’d run out of mana until I tried to blink and just felt an empty well inside me. At which point, I also realized I was balanced on a very small spot on a very precarious roof slick with rain in the middle of a downpour.

      I lunged for the spire next to me and got my boots traction on the surface, said a quick thanks to Rose for getting me the boots, and paused my city-traversal to throw up.

      It was a pretty epic display.

      “Hey, watch it,” Gazza called out above me.

      I wiped my mouth with a wet sleeve and looked up at the gargoyle.

      “What do you care? You’re up there,” I said.

      “I was down there. Might have to switch over to that one, and–”

      “Normally I’d love the banter,” I said, “but Nadya’s in trouble.”

      “Remind me of Nadya.”

      “Girl I love.”

      “The one in your apartment? Wears too much armor?”

      “That’s Rose.”

      “Nadya?”

      “Beautiful, dark hair, royal family?”

      “Nah, doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “Can you zip over to Elysium Waters, the spa about–” I tried to figure out where I was. “Where are we?”

      “Golden Square. Temple top.”

      “Where’s Elysium Waters?”

      “Rome?”

      “It’s a spa, here.”

      He shrugged, his tiny stone wings bobbing up and down.

      “Can any of you or your bodies see it?” I asked, trying to tamp down the desperation in my voice.

      “Hold on,” Gazza said.

      His form hardened.

      “Theophany,” I called into the sky, “I know I’m standing on some other god’s temple, but I’m surrounded by gargoyles and grotesques. Little rivers and streams cover the city right now, and I need help. Please, help me.”

      My feet slipped off the roof, and the spire seemed to shake me free.

      I fell, sliding along the tiles, until I felt something grab me. But it didn’t stop me — little hands just changed my direction a little so I shot off the roof in a different direction.

      My arms wheeled in the air for a heartbeat until gymnastics training took over and I righted myself. The city passed in a vertical blur and I readied myself for possible death or extreme pain from the quick stop on the stone street.

      But I didn’t hit the street.

      I went into a hole in the street, where a manhole cover had been removed, splashing down into a torrent of water rushing along a culvert. Said culvert whipped me along, faster than I could comprehend, shuttling me from street to street, dropping me into different culverts, each a little deeper than the last, until a geyser of water shot up from under me and pushed me out of a manhole cover.

      A little stone gargoyle shoved the manhole cover back in place, and the geyser shut off instantly. I slammed down against the street, soaking wet, sore from being bumped along, choking out the gross street water I swallowed.

      I looked up. A staircase with glowing golden lettering above it: Elysium Waters.

      “Thank you, Theophany,” I whispered into the rain.

      Something heavy hit the ground, smashing into a thousand pieces.

      “Didn’t realize this was here,” the gargoyle next to me said. “Was trying to catch up to you.”

      “Still haven’t figured out the flight thing?” I asked, getting to my feet as fast as I could.

      “It’s called a dream for a reason, numbnuts. It’s hard. If everyone could do it–”

      “I’m going inside there,” I said, trudging towards the staircase. “Are you coming?”

      “Are you kidding? Look at my skin. Covered in lichen, pock marked from acid rain — pretty sure there’s petrified pigeon poop on my back. I’ve been dying to go for a spa day.”

      The tiny gargoyle marched along next to me, resolute and determined. And also too small to make it down the stairs.

      I had to carry him.
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      There was every indication that someone usually stood outside the back door to the spa. At that moment, however, someone was laying down outside. And also missing some of their uniform. And their head. It appeared to have been bitten off, or ripped off. It wasn’t a clean cut, that’s for sure.

      “Glad you picked me up,” Gazza said from my arms, looking down at the mess. “Hate to have to wade through that.”

      The door had been left open just a touch, and the rainwater-blood combo was leaking inside.

      I edged inside, trying to get a sense of what might be waiting for me on the other side.

      Nothing.

      A hallway.

      I stepped inside and closed the door behind me.

      I could hear music somewhere in front of me, but it sounded faint, distant. There wasn’t much light. It seemed very much like the part of the spa where the clients weren’t supposed to see, where the staff got ready, maybe the storage rooms. There were a lot of doors, and, in front of me, a junction with hallways leading in either direction.

      I checked the first door I came across.

      Storage.

      Barrels of various sizes, each with a label denoting what was inside. Mostly oils, but also some herbs and lotions, perfumes. All the stuff a spa might need to make rich people feel better.

      Next was more storage, this time towels and sheets. Linens. It was nice to find all this crap, especially if I’d been looking for any of it, but considering I was looking for the girl I loved and trying to save her from an insane princess, I wasn’t exactly overjoyed.

      I stomped down the hall, no longer caring that I was making noise, figuring that if I attracted some attention, it might help me get to my goal.

      It did attract attention.

      Several doors down, guards emerged from what looked like a lounge, glaring at me.

      I slipped Gazza into my pocket.

      “You supposed to be here?” one of the guards asked.

      I looked at him, not quite recognizing the man, but realizing that he had a familiar look. He didn’t wear the princess’s heraldry, but he looked like those who did.

      “Where’s the princess?” I asked in Classical Kronthian.

      The man blinked, tilted his head, and stared at me.

      “What was that?” he asked.

      “The princess,” I repeated, still in Kronthian. “I have a message from Švarc.”

      “I believe she got the message,” the man said, this time replying in Kronthian.

      “That is the wrong message. That message was intercepted and changed. We must get the new message to her.”

      “This is why I hate magic,” the man said. “Let’s go to the princess.”

      He ducked back in the room and came out with his princess tabard on, shield in one arm, a sword in the other. Seven other guards piled out of the room, and we went as a big ol’ group of nine down the hall and up a ridiculously narrow set of stairs. Stairs so narrow I was surprised none of the guards got stuck.

      Up five flights — the guards were breathing heavy at that point — and then we went through a door into what seemed like a different world. It was a wide hallway with deep purple rugs laid over exquisite wood floors. The ceilings were high, the walls were straight, there were lots of glowstone chandeliers filled with filigree and crystal, causing sparkles and rainbows to dance about.

      At the other end of the hall, a woman saw us and came rushing towards us.

      “What are you doing here?” she hissed. “Get back into the servants’–”

      “Away, wench,” the lead man said, putting his armored hand in her face as he gave her a shove.

      She stumbled into the wall, and grabbed onto a light fixture to keep herself from falling. Her eyes were wide and her mouth was open, obviously unused to such behavior.

      We, the nine of us, marched down the hall and turned a corner. Two guards stood on either side of an ornate door.

      They looked at my guide guard, then at me.

      “What’s this?” the door guard said.

      “Švarc sent him,” Guide Guard said quietly. “Problem with magic message.”

      “The princess is not to be disturbed,” Door Guard Two said.

      I put my hands up and started to walk away.

      “You explain to the Harbinger why you ruined this part of the plan,” I said.

      One of the door guards cleared his throat, and one of the escort guards grabbed me. Not hard, not in the manner of ‘am-I-being-detained.’ More like a dude-hold-on-a-sec.

      “What is the message?” Door Guard asked.

      “Did Švarc tell you the first message?” I replied. “Has Švarc ever given you a message to relay to her highness?”

      “No, just — the princess gave me orders.”

      “And I’m telling you she’s acting on the wrong message. I need to get in there and give her the correct message before everything we’ve done for—”

      “Just let him in,” Guide Guard said. “Sooner we can finish this, sooner I can go check out who’s working the Bald Condor tonight.”

      “Exactly,” I said.

      Door Guard One looked at Door Guard Two in that classic way where they were really just tired of all the crap they had to put up with, and knew that they were going to get boned in the bad way no matter if they opened up the door or kept it closed. But it ultimately seemed like they’d rather have the princess mad at them instead of Švarc, because Door Guard One opened the door.

      I stepped through before either of the guards could change their mind, and I saw a short hallway with very soft carpet that ended in another set of double doors.

      Pushing through those, I had to go through a small changing room, then another set of doors, and then I was finally in the actual treatment room.

      Where Nadya was naked.

      And hanging upside down from the ceiling. Totally a normal thing to happen in a spa, right?
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      The princess turned around and stared at me.

      I stared right back at her, keeping my eyes locked on hers.

      Because she was also naked, and I didn’t want to be rude and start ogling her.

      The princess had a wide-bladed brass dagger in one hand and an ornate golden chalice in her other. She stood next to Nadya on the exquisite rug in the middle of the room. There were two large, deep baths on one side of the room, and two stone tables on the other, with about twenty feet of open space between baths and tables.

      “What is the meaning of this interruption?” The princess asked.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I snapped in reply.

      The princess sneered at me.

      “I remember you,” she said. “You and my cousin are… what? Lovers?”

      “Something like that. You want to tell me why you got her trussed up?”

      Before the princess could answer, the ten guards burst in behind me. The first one saw the naked princess, and barked out an: “About face! Anyone who looks at the princess answers to me!”

      I didn’t turn around — I stared right at her stupidly pretty blue eyes.

      “I am doing what must be done,” the princess replied, with a smile. “And though I admire your grit to get here in time to save her, you are too late.”

      My heart sank for a moment as I stared at Nadya.

      But I could see her neck pulsing as her heart pumped. Nadya wasn’t dead.

      “She’s not dead,” I said. “Let her go or I’ll—”

      “You will do what, exactly?” Regina asked. “You have no power here, elf. You think your magic can touch me? You think me so foolish as to allow a moment of weakness here? That just because I wear no clothes I have no armor?”

      “I mean, that thought had crossed my mind.”

      “I am invulnerable. Try your most powerful spell; it will fail. Try and touch me—”

      I cast flamedart, and the blob of fire shot from my hand toward Regina’s face.

      It hit something in mid-air, the fire splashing across a shield of some sort.

      The princess smiled wider.

      “You have nothing that can hurt me,” she said.

      The princess tightened her grip on the dagger.

      I lunged forward, only to bounce off the same shield.

      “You learn slowly,” she said. “Guards, hold him so he might watch while I drain this thing of her royal blood.”

      She held the dagger up, ready to strike the blow across Nadya’s bare neck.

      The guards’ boots tromped on the wooden floor.

      I reached down and grabbed the posh carpet. I gave it the great big heave-ho, yanking it as hard as I could.

      The princess’s legs shot out from under her and she face-planted against the floor, making a fantastically satisfying ‘oof’ when she hit.

      A hand grabbed my neck.

      I twisted out of the grasp, dodging to the left before diving to the right, and came up out of a roll to face the guards coming toward me.

      They spread out.

      I kept moving around the room, in a big circle. The guards, meanwhile, spread out. They did have the numbers on me.

      I circled slowly until the princess and Nadya were between me and the guards.

      Then I stopped and tried to get a handle on the situation.

      The princess was still on the floor. Likely trying to get a handle on the situation. Blood flowed out of her nose, and her dagger had slid away from her, roughly far enough that it might be on the outside of her shield.

      “What are you playing at here?” Guide Guard said in Classical Kronthian.

      “He is not one of us,” the princess groaned from the floor. “He is her lover, her mudborn lover, and he will die today for what he has done. Kill him.”

      Guide Guard roared and charged.

      Which would probably have been really effective, if not for the princess’s shield in place.

      Guide Guard smashed into the invisible shield at full speed, knocking himself out.

      He dropped to the ground.

      The other guards looked confused. They stayed put, seeming a bit lost.

      I flipped into magesight for a hot second, hoping to get a better look at the shield around the princess.

      What I saw didn’t give me a whole lot of hope. It was an incredibly intricate web that swirled out of a very small ring spinning in the air. A lot like the ring that Nadya had to make a cone of silence, except, obviously, this one was a lot more powerful. Downside: I didn’t know how to undo an enchanted item.

      I made a mental note to ask The Fayden for a disenchant spell.

      Slowly the princess got all the way to her feet, her hand going to her nose, still bleeding. Seeing her hand covered in blood, Regina’s eyes went wide, her face screwing up in rage.

      “Hey,” I said, “royal blood right there. You can use yourself!”

      “Kill him!” The princess screeched. “He is nothing but a mage! Slaughter him!”

      “A mage isn’t nothing,” I replied, indignant and, you know, foolish. Because why? Why bother with the pith right now?

      No one else did.

      The guards weren’t making snarky statements, they were charging around the room, avoiding the middle so they could avoid the fate of their unconscious leader.

      I had maybe a second to figure out what my plan was, and I didn’t have a lot of options. I had a basic iron dagger and less than a third of my usual mana. Not enough to really throw down against the guards — I couldn’t just rip bones out of them.

      They didn’t know that, though, so I could—

      I darted out of the way of a lunge, the sword passing by my stomach painfully close.

      The guards moved faster than I expected.

      A quick cast of hold humanoid, and I made a guard freeze. He was still in his lunge position, so I stepped from his knee to his head and jumped across the room, really hoping the princess’s shield was a dome and not a cylinder.

      Dome.

      I landed on the invisible shield, standing on what looked like nothing. The guards all spread out around me.

      One of them threw his sword at me.

      Poorly.

      The other guards were trying to figure out the limits of the dome or moving furniture over to climb on the dome themselves.

      I was about to whip a fireball at the group, but I realized we were all standing on wood, in a building with wooden internals. If I set the place on fire, I’d doom us all to a death in a de facto oven.

      The rope holding Nadya quivered.

      I looked down to see the princess had recovered enough to grab her dagger, unfortunately not on the other side of the shield, and was getting ready to cut through nadya’s neck again.

      I yanked the rope, and Nadya moved out of the way.

      The princess yelled and shook the knife at me.

      I flipped her off, and hauled the rope, and Nadya, up.

      One of the guards, bolstered by his guard buddies, leapt onto the dome and swung a punch at me.

      I was forced to release the rope, which dropped Nadya right into Princess Regina’s face, making a hollow ‘thoonk’, and probably buying me another thirty seconds before Regina tried to kill Nadya again.

      The guard didn’t have magic boots. I know this because it looked like he was on ice, trying to stay on the dome. I kicked him, aiming for his face, landing on his shoulder, but still unbalancing him enough that he fell off.

      Another guard leapt with his sword, trying to chop my head off.

      He missed, got one foot on the dome, and then slid off.

      I whipped an acid arrow his way, and got three green arrows in his butt. He shouted, and then started screaming once the acid burned through his pants and started the extreme exfoliation.

      Half of the guards were in front of me, waving swords and yelling threats. The others were moving together, clearly working on something.

      There was a painful grunt, then a loud thud. I glanced over my shoulder to see one of the stone tables tipped over.

      “Heavier than you thought, huh?” I asked.

      Something hit my stomach, hard, but without any real pain.

      I looked down to see a sword sliding off the dome.

      “Stop throwing stuff,” I snapped. “It doesn’t work, and it’s annoying.”

      The princess was groaning, starting to get herself back together after the head konking.

      I yanked up on the rope again, hauling Nayda toward me.

      The princess slowly got to her feet.

      Guards continued throwing things at me, but I just took the hits, hauling up all hundred and thirty pounds of girlfriend, hopefully not literal dead weight.

      Her feet came through the shield, then her knees, then her—

      My feet went through the shield, then my knees, and the rest of me as I crashed to the ground.

      “Ha-ha!” The princess yelled, holding out the shield ring.

      I needed to make sure I didn’t get stuck in another shield dome with the princess.

      “Now you—” she started, but I stopped her.

      I jumped to my feet, snatching the ring from the princess with one hand, slapping her in the face with the other.

      Then I cast ten copies of snowball storm.

      The room filled with snowballs flying every which way.

      I got my iron dagger out, cut through the rope holding Nadya up, and got her onto my shoulder. Then I charged where I figured the door was, and promptly felt the floor disappear underneath me as I went into one of the bath tubs.

      Operating on instinct, I used the rest of my mana to cast a juiced up minor water, pushing me, and Nadya, up and out of the pool and toward the door.

      I stumbled forward, water streaming around me and all across the wooden floor.

      I smashed through the door and whirled around to see guards charging. The princess was lost in the snowballs somewhere.

      I slammed the door shut and tipped a heavy-looking wardrobe across the door.

      Then I sprinted.
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      I dashed across the thick carpet, zooming down the hall as the sounds of wood splintering came behind me. People were popping out of the doors like a gopher convention, staring at the weird looking wet dude in all black carrying a naked woman whose ankles were still tied together.

      “Stop him!” One of the guards yelled.

      Oddly enough, none of the wealthy spa customers decided to get involved beyond being voyeurs.

      At the stairs, I ran as fast as I could, one hand on the railing, the other arm holding tight to Nadya. Down three flights, with the guards still chasing me, still throwing things and missing. I nearly ate it when I stumbled over a thrown vase, but I managed to get to the lobby.

      Two spa attendants blocked the doors.

      “Coming through!” I shouted, and lowered my shoulder.

      One of them decided they didn’t get paid enough for this nonsense, and stepped out of the way. Which meant I just ran past the other, throwing the door open and charging down the stairs into the street.

      Which was mostly empty.

      The princess’s carriage was waiting there, with more guards.

      “The princess is in danger,” I said in Classical Kronthian, stumbling down the stairs. “Help her!”

      One of the guards caught me, helping me down the last step, and the other three charged up the stairs, pulling their swords as they did.

      I pushed off the man, still holding tight to Nadya, and headed north.

      “Could say thanks,” the man snapped at me.

      “Thanks!” I shouted over my shoulder.

      My stamina was bottoming out, my lungs burned horribly, and I was completely devoid of magic.

      Naturally, that’s when Blažej Švarc stepped out of the shadows.

      I slid to a stop, grabbing onto an iron fence to keep myself from falling over.

      “You vex me, elf,” Blažej Švarc said. “Who are you?”

      “Just your friendly neighborhood spider Clyde,” I replied, immediately regretting it.

      “You are a spider?”

      “No—”

      “It matters little. Though vexed, I am impressed. So I will give you the chance to join us. The girl must die, but you may yet live in service to the Harbinger.”

      Exhausted, I shook my head. “Can’t do it,” I replied.

      “You will die, then.”

      “We all die,” I said. “I think.”

      “We all will die, yes, but would not you prefer it be in service to something greater?”

      “Like the bug guy you’re kicking it with?”

      “Bug guy?” He asked, really hitting those g sounds.

      “The Harbinger?”

      Blažej Švarc smiled. “No. The Harbinger is in service as well.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. The guards had figured out my oh-so clever deception of speaking their language.

      But behind Blažej Švarc came salvation in the form of a carriage. A blue carriage marked with a familiar crest. Valamir was on top, sitting next to the driver, shouting and urging him to move faster.

      Švarc followed my gaze and then looked back at me.

      “Time is up,” he said. “I know you are out of mana. You hold no weapons. You have nothing which might—”

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out Gazza the gargoyle.

      “— hurt me. Choose, die for nothing or die for something.”

      “I choose to let my friend live a dream!”

      I threw Gazza as hard as I could.

      “I’m flying!” Gazza shouted, extending his stupid little wings. His tiny arms, legs, and a tiny tail streamed out behind a bulbous body.

      The little gargoyle went much faster than I should have been able to throw him, crossing the fifteen feet between us in a blur before smashing into Blažej Švarc’s stupid face.

      “Baugh!” He shouted.

      “Attack!” Gazza shouted.

      I have no idea what he was doing. Valamir’s carriage was still a little way off, so I put Nadya on the road, took off my cloak to cover her, and charged the princess’s guards.

      Now, that’s not quite the sacrifice it seems, because there’s one thing about the Golden Square: it’s full of banks and temples. That means it’s full of money. And because it’s full of money, the City Guards had not abandoned the place in the same way they had, say, most every other neighborhoodin the city.

      So while there was a group of guards loyal to the princess who were trying to kill me, there were also plenty of City Guards who really just wished there wasn’t a fight about to happen.

      They charged as well.

      Lots of them. All the guards from the banks were out, and charging too.

      Everyone was charging.

      And I maybe didn’t charge quite as fast as I could, but my charging at the Princess’s guards meant that the city guards had to engage. As I raised my fist to strike down the Princess’s guards, the city guards inserted themselves into the equation.

      A bunch of different hands grabbed me at the same time, shoving me down to the ground until I had to turn my face to the side to avoid my nose breaking on the cobblestones.

      “Arrest that man,” yelled the princess, out of nowhere. Could’ve been from a window in the spa for all I knew. I could only see boots and stone. “Arrest him for striking the royal person.”

      “Done now,” one of the guards said, as I heard the manacles clank. “Death sentence that is.”
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      It might be a while. But hopefully not!

      

      2 Lies, 2 Thrones - July 16, 2024

      

      Bad to the Throne - April 25, 2024

      

      Want more updates?

      Sign Up Here for my email list!

      Or click HERE to join my discord!
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      July 17, 2023

      

      A good day to you all!

      

      I’m sitting at a dining table in a condo in Vermont, technically on vacation, but, instead, finishing up this book. The sun is shining for once this month; there’s been some really biblical rain happening here. There’s a groundhog that lives under the porch, and he’s been my relatively constant companion. My dog has been busy making sure the bed doesn’t float away, and so far, so good. That means me and the groundhog hang out. Which means he stares at me while I talk about book ideas, and then he eats grass. If I talk too fast or move too quick, he runs away and I’m back to being on my own. At least until my family gets back from all the summer fun time stuff. It’s really kinda idyllic. All I’m missing is a hammock.

      

      This has been a tough first half of the year, really struggling to get things done, and to get them done on time. I worry I’m edging towards burnout, but I’m hoping that working on a whole new world will give my brain a little reprieve, something that lets me recharge and get ready to continue on in this ever-growing saga.

      

      Apologies, again, for the delays. I appreciate you sticking with me. I’ve got some new strategies in place that I think will help me write. Also, I’m finally going to have my own office, and I’m positive that will be clutch in helping me focus.

      

      Okay, happy summer everyone. I hope y’all are having a good time, no matter where you are. I hope you are feeling loved (you are), and that you know I’m so grateful to each one of you. I get to live my dream with my awesome little family — thank you.

      

      Smooches,

      Eric
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