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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
     Welcome to the Chimney 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emily stood on the bow of the Aeolus as it passed over the plains of Eryona. A barren land of lifeless trees and dried-up rivers, it stretched all the way to the horizon and beyond. Brushing a strand of silver hair from her eyes, she watched as the ship’s shadow moved silently along the ground. It climbed the steep hills and descended into the deep crevices of the cracked earth, only to rise again on the other side. It was the only thing moving across the landscape. Everything else was dead. Jagged remains of stone foundations, half-buried in the earth, were all that remained of the once-sprawling civilization. Tombstones of a people long since forgotten. 
 
    How many years had it been, or was it decades? Centuries? Nobody knew for certain. It wasn’t always this way. There was a time when the lands were fertile and the forests were green. When the rivers ran pure and the animals roamed the planes; but that time had come to an end. Even her father, who she always considered the wisest of men, couldn’t tell her how or when it happened. The historians had their thoughts. They spoke of war. They spoke of magic. They even spoke of dragons. They spoke of many things, but they couldn’t agree on anything, except what to call it—the Dusting. It drove the people from their homelands, forced them behind the walls of great cities. Races that had once been enemies were now unwilling allies in a never-ending struggle to survive. The world was dying, and nobody seemed to care. 
 
    Emily gripped the metal rail of the Aeolus as it slowly banked right. The ship was following the old roads, or what was left of them. It wasn’t the only way to cross the plains, but it was the fastest. Traveling along the ground would take too long and was far too dangerous; although, traveling by air wasn’t exactly safe either. Old wooden ships, which should have been left in the water, were now soaring among the clouds. They were defying the laws of nature with something called Mana-Tech, or at least that was the name written on the outer hulls of the mechanisms that kept them aloft. 
 
    “You traveling alone?” 
 
    A young man stood behind her and wore the uniform of a steward. Olive-skinned. Dark eyes. Short black hair brushed back and to one side. She knew he was there. He had been hovering around since they passed over the greater chasm nearly an hour ago. It would appear he’d finally worked up the courage to approach her. She wished he hadn’t. It wasn’t that she disliked him—she didn’t know him. She simply wasn’t in the mood and wanted to be alone. 
 
    “You traveling—” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Sorry.” He took a step back. “I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I shouldn’t have snapped. It’s only…” She fell silent and looked out toward the horizon. “There’s nothing out there.” 
 
    The young man leaned on the rail beside her. “I know what you mean,” he said. “You kind of feel small when you look out there. Like you’re insignificant.” Suddenly, he stood up straight. “Not to say that you’re insignificant. I… I didn’t mean that…” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    Her smile seemed to temporarily bolster his courage, and he extended his hand. 
 
    “The name’s Brian. Brian Macias.” 
 
    “Doyle. Emily Doyle.” 
 
    “So, Emily, where are you from?” 
 
    “East.” 
 
    “Really?” He twitched. “Where about in the—” 
 
    “Just east.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. So, why are you going to the Chimney?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “The Chimney. You know, New Doral.” 
 
    The use of her first name. Questions about where she came from and where she was going. Was she being too suspicious? 
 
    “I have my reasons,” she answered. 
 
    “Yeah. I… I suppose everyone wants to see the Chimney at least once, you know.” 
 
    He was uneasy. He wasn’t making eye contact. Was he hiding something, or was he yet another shy young man she was making nervous? There was a moment of awkward silence before he spoke again. 
 
    “So, you’ve never been to New Doral before?” 
 
    More questions. 
 
    “No. This is my first time.” 
 
    “It’s an incredible place,” he said. “We should be seeing it on the horizon shortly. It’s a good time too, you know, with the sun setting behind it. It’s the largest city in the Eryona region. I don’t know if you knew that. They say there’s over a million people living there, although I don’t think anyone’s ever counted them, but they’re all there too. I mean the races. You can find vir, dowers, howne, orcs, goblins, even elves, so I’ve heard. They all come to the Chimney. Then again, I guess there’re not too many other places to go.” 
 
    “It sounds… pleasant.” 
 
    “Oh, it is. It’s like a utopia of sorts. I mean, they have their problems, but for the most part, it’s a great city.” 
 
    “Problems?” 
 
    “It’s nothing major. Nothing to be concerned with. There are like these clans, you know, and they all want to be important, but the Mercs keep the peace, so there’s nothing to worry about unless you’re planning on causing trouble.” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    There was another moment of awkward silence. The only sound was the wind whistling through the ropes overhead and the creak of the wood boards beneath her feet. The ship swayed gently. Brian started tapping his fingers on the rail, probably trying to think of something witty to say, something that would get the conversation rolling again. After a while, he pointed to the horizon. 
 
    “There it is,” he shouted. 
 
    At first, Emily couldn’t see anything, or at least nothing that looked like a city. The sun was sinking beyond the mountains and she was forced to squint against the light. Only after searching the horizon did she finally spot what Brian was pointing at. It was a golden orb in the distance, hovering right above the ground. It looked as if it was on fire as it reflected the colors of the sunset. It was another ten minutes before she could make out the structure beneath it. 
 
    “That’s it?” she asked. “That’s New Doral?” 
 
    It was underwhelming, to say the least, but it would make her task easier. 
 
    “No.” Brian laughed. “That’s only the top of the Imperial Tower. Just you wait. You’ll see.” 
 
    As the Aeolus got closer, the tower grew taller and the base spread across the ground like a mass of roots from an enormous tree. It seemed to go on for miles in every direction. Emily was spellbound as the details of the city slowly came into view. The mass started to break up into individual shapes, each shape forming another building. She could now make out the streets, which cut through them, giving scale to the city. It was huge, there was no mistaking that, but she wasn’t sure if it was the largest city in the Eryona region. 
 
    Leaning over the rail, Emily watched as the city slowly passed under the airship. She had to admit, it was an amazing sight as more details became visible. It was an architectural wonder with wide stone streets and tall buildings that seemed to glow in the light of the setting sun. She could even make out the inhabitants now. Not exactly millions, but there were quite a few people. 
 
    In the center of the city stood the Imperial Tower, a tall, thin, spire that rose above the rest of the structures. The large golden orb, which she had first seen from a distance, was perfectly round and balanced precariously on the point. It looked as if a strong wind could easily send it crashing onto the streets below. As the Aeolus passed alongside it, she moved to the other rail to get a better look. There was nothing like this back home, and in fact, if she had been told of such a place, she would have thought it a myth. 
 
    They were getting closer to the outer edge of the city, and the ship still made no attempt to descend. Instead, it continued in a straight line to where the land ended and a wide stone beach gave way to a sheer cliff. It was only then that Emily fully understood why New Doral was called the Chimney. It wasn’t merely a city, but a series of cities, one stacked above the other. Thick stone slabs supported each level, and like rungs on a ladder, it descended down the side of the mountain and into the depths of the earth. A city on top of a city on top of a city, it truly was the largest in the Eryona region, or anywhere else for that matter. 
 
    “It’s incredible, isn’t it?” Brian said. He was now standing behind her. “I never get tired of seeing it.” 
 
    “How many…?” 
 
    “How many tiers? Twenty. Although I’m not sure how many more there are when you reach the abyss.” 
 
    “The abyss?” 
 
    “Yeah, everything below tier twenty is known as the abyss. That’s where they mine the mana crystals that keep the city running.” 
 
    “Mana crystals?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know much about them. All I can tell you is they have something to do with harnessed energies or some such nonsense. That’s what we use to power the Aeolus.” Brian pointed to the large windmill-like blades that kept the airship aloft. 
 
    Although Emily wondered how the ship moved, his explanation didn’t satisfy her curiosity. If anything, it only left her more confused. There was no way she could think of that crystals, from beneath the ground, could keep a ship in the air. 
 
    Brian moved closer. 
 
    “We’ll be docking in about thirty minutes,” he said. “Do you have someone waiting for you? Is someone going to meet you?” 
 
    “No. There’s no one.” 
 
    For a brief moment, the young man’s face lit up, but he seemed to regain control of it quickly. 
 
    “Well, if you’re not too busy, I can show you around the city. The Aeolus is going in for refitting, so I’ll have some free time.” 
 
    “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary. I have someplace I have to be.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” He frowned. “Where’s that?” 
 
     Reaching into her pocket, Emily pulled out a piece of paper and unfolded it. 
 
    “It’s a place called Robin’s Square, on tier six.” 
 
    At least now the address made sense. 
 
    “Robin’s Square?” The young man repeated the destination a few times, then shook his head. “May I see that?” 
 
    She handed him the paper 
 
    “Oh, now I see the problem,” he said. “This often happens. When you said Robin’s Square, you had me confused because there’s no Robin’s Square on tier six. You have your numbers reversed. You see, you have it written down as being on tier six, district eleven. It should be tier eleven, district six. It’s a common mistake.” 
 
    “No. I’m sure I’m right. They told me tier six.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just it. It depends on where you come from. In New Doral, it’s common to list the district before the tier number. So, while your numbers are technically in the right order, your address is still wrong.” 
 
    Emily took the paper back and slipped it into her pocket. 
 
    “Thank you. I will definitely take your expertise into consideration.” 
 
    “Hey, if you want to go there, that’s fine. But I’m telling you, there’s no Robin’s Square on tier six. The only thing you’re going to find there is a tailor by the name of Greeves. So, unless you’re in the market for a new suit, I don’t think you’re going to find what you’re looking for. I can take you right to Robin’s Square if you’d like.” 
 
    From being overly nervous, to being aggressively helpful. 
 
    “You’ve been there before?” she asked. 
 
    He laughed. “Been there? I used to live in district six. I was born like three streets over from Robin’s Square.” 
 
    Emily looked toward the city. It was getting larger the closer they got—a testimony to the resilience of the people of the Eryona region. Her search was going to take much longer than she originally thought. She could probably use a little help. 
 
    “If it is no problem,” she said. 
 
    “It’s no problem. I even know this little restaurant that’s not too far—” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to put you out. If you can take me to Robin’s Square that would be enough.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s fine, if that’s all you need. Wait for me on the docks and we can head right over there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emily held tightly to the rail of the Aeolus as it approached New Doral. Like the hand of a sleeping giant, wooden platforms, supported by a network of timber, stretched out from the city. The blades of the airship stopped moving and the Aeolus maneuvered its way between the wooden fingers. The crew was more active now, more so than during the trip. They raced around in their choreographed dance as they pulled on ropes and fastened off lines. The Aeolus bumped twice as it brushed up against the docks before coming to a rest. The gate was opened, the plank lowered, and Emily had reached New Doral at last. Unfortunately it was only the beginning of her journey. 
 
    Picking up the small leather satchel, which rested against the rail, she slung it over her shoulder and followed a group of passengers off the ship. Once on the docks, she looked everywhere for Brian, but there was no sign of him. Did the steward have other duties to perform before he was free from his responsibilities? She never thought to ask, but he did tell her to wait for him. 
 
    Between the passengers disembarking and the crew tying down the ship, the wooden platform she was standing on seemed inadequate for the number of people it supported. Even if it had withstood the test of time, she would feel better with something more solid under her feet. She decided to follow the mob into the Chimney. 
 
    There was a cold dampness in the air in spite of the arid winds that blew across the Eryona region. It didn’t feel so much like a city as it did a cave. High overhead were countless tons of rock. She was leaving the sky behind. Tall buildings, sixty stories or more, merged with the ceiling and looked more like artificially made stalactites. Wide paths of interlocking stone covered the ground and streetlamps provided the only light. This was a dismal place, not quite the utopia she was led to believe. 
 
    “Emily, over here.” Brian waved to her from the crowd. 
 
    She didn’t see him at first. He wasn’t wearing his white uniform. Instead, he was dressed in a pair of dark brown slacks and an ill-fitted gray shirt. 
 
    “Sorry I made you wait,” he said. “I had to change.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    “So, what do you think of New Doral? It’s incredible, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Incredible is one word.” 
 
    “Come on, we’ll have to catch a jitney to the nearest transit station.” 
 
    Emily stood motionless. “I’m sorry. That made no sense whatsoever,” she said. 
 
    Brian laughed. “Yeah, I guess it wouldn’t for an outsider. Let’s see now. A jitney is one of the public vehicles. As for a transit station, well, that’s the fastest way to move between tiers, either up or down.” 
 
    “We’re going up a tier?” 
 
    Maybe she wasn’t leaving the sky behind after all. 
 
    “I’m afraid not. We’re on tier nine right now, and you want to get to eleven. So that means we’ll have to take the tube down.” 
 
    “Down?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s not as bad as it sounds and you’ll get used to it.” 
 
    Emily looked up at the stone sky. Somehow, she didn’t think she’d ever get used to it. Hopefully she wouldn’t be around long enough to worry about it. While she was preoccupied with the city above, Brian grabbed the leather satchel she was holding and slung it over his shoulder. Her first thought was to grab it back, maybe break his arm so he wouldn’t do something as foolish as that again, but she refrained; he didn’t know any better. He was young and was probably trying to impress her. What was it her Domatta taught her? Did this fall under the lessons for respect, or self-control? The rules always got a little blurry when she had to apply them to real life. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go.” He was already moving away from her, pushing his way through the crowd. 
 
    “I can carry my own pack.” 
 
    “Nonsense. What kind of a man would I be if a let a girl carry her own luggage?” 
 
    This was definitely venturing into lessons of self-control, an area of her studies she didn’t excel in. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and quietly recited the first tenet: “I will abstain from causing harm.” 
 
    “Come on, slowpoke, what’s taking you?” 
 
    For some reason, she always found the first tenet the hardest to keep. 
 
    As she followed Brian into the city, she was amazed by the sheer volume of people. Maybe not millions, but definitely hundreds. The sidewalks were overflowing. Some people were moving toward the docks, others moving away from them, but more were simply moving. They seemed to be hovering around the many stores that lined the streets. Everything from milliners to cobblers. There was also a fair number of taverns, all competing for the attention of the public. When she finally caught up with Brian, he was speaking to a thin man seated in a carriage, although it was unlike any carriage she had ever seen. About the only similarity to the ones rolling around the village back home was that it had four wheels. Beyond that, it was a strange-looking vehicle: pale yellow and trimmed in black with a long nose and a sloping back. 
 
    She watched as Brian handed the man a few pieces of silver paper before tossing her leather satchel onto the back seat. 
 
    “This will take us to the transit station,” he said, holding the jitney’s door open for her. “It’ll be faster than walking.” 
 
    Emily had her doubts about how fast it would be, seeing as there was nothing pulling it. She walked around the outside of the vehicle, examining it from all sides. If she could figure out how it worked, she might be more inclined to trust it. The driver gave her a curious look and followed her around the vehicle. He was probably afraid she would damage it in some way, not that it didn’t look damaged already. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Brian asked impatiently. “Come on. You still want to get to Robin’s Square, don’t you?” 
 
    Reluctantly, she climbed into the back of the jitney. 
 
    The interior was covered in a light brown cloth while the seats were wrapped in leather. Mounted in front of her was a small picture of a sour-faced man. It bore a striking resemblance to the driver. Under the picture was the name David Ward, followed by a long number. Brian slid in beside her and pulled the door closed. They waited as the driver counted the strange pieces of paper. When he was satisfied, he dropped the sum into a small box, then stowed it under the front seat. 
 
    “Hold on back there,” he said in a gruff voice before pulling one of the levers. 
 
    Closing her eyes, Emily braced herself—but there was no reason to. The jitney slowly pulled away from the curb and moved quietly down the street. If it wasn’t for the gentle rocking, she wouldn’t even know they were moving. Releasing her grip on the seat, she slowly opened her eyes. 
 
    Brian was watching her. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” he asked. 
 
    “How does this thing move?” 
 
    Her questions seemed to take him by surprise, and he started to laugh. She felt foolish. 
 
    “Don’t you have any mana technology where you come from?” 
 
    She had never even heard the word mana before coming to New Doral. 
 
    “Nothing like this,” she answered. 
 
    “Seriously?” He was no longer laughing. “Where exactly do you come from?” 
 
    “I’m from—no place special.” 
 
    “You don’t like talking about yourself, do you?” 
 
    “There isn’t much to say.” 
 
    “Oh, I doubt that. I think you have a lot to say. You’re just not very trusting.” 
 
    “Beware the naked man who offers you his shirt.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “It’s something my father used to tell me.” 
 
    “Wise man, your father?” 
 
    “Wise enough.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the jitney bounced its way through the streets of New Doral, Emily was fascinated by every sight and sound. It was like the first time she entered the temple, back when she was a wide-eyed young child. She wanted to learn everything she could in the shortest amount of time. She wanted to see it all, and wherever she looked there was something new to see. Tall buildings rose up on either side. Lights in every window. People crowded the sidewalks. Men in black uniforms stood on the corners. Mana-driven carriages passed them in the streets. This wasn’t so much a city as a living, breathing entity. 
 
    “Here we are,” the driver announced as the jitney pulled up to the curb. 
 
    Brian pushed open the door and climbed out onto the sidewalk. “Come on,” he said, pointing across the street. “The transit station will take us to tier eleven.” 
 
    It wasn’t difficult to figure out which building he was pointing at. It was hard to miss, seeing as the words “Transit station eight” were written across the front in large bold letters. The entrance was flanked by two stone columns in the shapes of giant men. In their hands were glowing blue orbs, which they held over their heads. The building itself was unremarkable. Although it was tall enough to touch the underside of the plate above, there were no windows. It looked like a large stone monolith. 
 
    They waited until the traffic cleared before crossing the street. Emily had never seen so many vehicles, mana driven or otherwise, in one place before. They weren’t all as crude-looking as the jitney she’d arrived in. Some were quite elegant with their barrel-shaped tops and golden-trimmed exteriors. The only thing they all had in common was mana technology. None were being pulled by any team of animals; they were simply zipping along on their own power. 
 
    When it was safe to cross, Brian took the lead. He bounded up the three steps to the entrance of the transit station, where he held open the door and waited for her to catch up. 
 
    “This way, milady,” he said with a mocking tone and sweeping bow. 
 
    He was really pushing his luck. 
 
    The inside was a little more ornate than the exterior. Thick columns of white marble held up an arched ceiling. Suspended overhead were brass chandeliers, surrounded with shimmering crystals, the light from which sparked on the tile floor, creating a sense of depth and movement. There was even a large mural painted on the back wall—an image of what the Eryona region must have of looked like before the Dusting. It showed rolling green hills beneath a deep blue sky with purple mountains in the background. The painting may have been simplistic, but it added a sense of warmth to an otherwise cold environment. 
 
    Emily stayed close to Brian as they made their way through the crowd. She had no idea where they were supposed to go or what they were supposed to do. Most of the people were standing in lines, waiting to pass through large iron gates. At the front of each line, short men in gray uniforms collected some type of currency. 
 
    “This is the one we want,” Brian said before taking his place at the end of one of the lines. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how he knew which one to stand in. They all looked the same. The only difference she could see was the number fourteen skillfully crafted in the wrought iron scrollwork just above the gate. It was a good thing she took him up on his offer to take her to Robin’s Square; otherwise, she might have stepped into the wrong line. Then again, she would have asked for directions, but she would have also been on her way to tier six by now. 
 
    When they started moving, she noticed one of the short men in the gray uniforms standing at the front of their line. She tugged on the sleeve of Brian’s shirt. 
 
    “How much will this cost?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Cost. How much is this going to cost? I’m afraid I don’t have much money on me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t cost anything.” 
 
    She looked around the lobby at the other gates. “But those people over there. They appear to be paying.” 
 
    “Oh, that,” Brian said. “You don’t have to worry about that. It doesn’t cost anything to go down, only up.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    He laughed, and she had a feeling his laughter was more mocking than good-natured. He was the sophisticated city dweller, while she was the naive outsider. 
 
    “Look, it’s like this,” he said. “The top two tiers belong to the imperial family, while the next seven are mostly for the wealthy or the well-to-do. Together, they make up what we call the upper nine. If you want to go up there, you need the proper permits, and anytime you want to go up a level on the tube, you need a ticket. Going down is always free. Nobody cares how far you go down the Chimney. They only care how far you go up.” 
 
    It didn’t seem fair, and it didn’t make sense, but she wasn’t going to press the matter. She had a feeling her questions were starting to annoy Brian. As they moved closer to the gate, she glanced over at the man in the gray uniform. He may have been short, shorter than she was, but he looked intimidating. Wide shoulders. Broad chest. Thick arms and a face that looked as hard as the rest of the stone in the city. These were not people to trifle with. 
 
    She smiled at him. “Good evening.” 
 
    The man turned and gave her a strange look. She couldn’t tell if he was angry or confused. 
 
    “Evening,” he answered in a gravelly voice. 
 
    Brian grabbed her by the arm and pulled her through the gate. Emily quickly broke free. First tenet, she reminded herself. She still needed him to show her the way to Robin’s Square. After that, he could go his own way and she’d be more than happy to go hers. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why are you talking to him?” 
 
    “Why not? It doesn’t hurt to wish someone a good evening.” 
 
    Brain shook his head in disgust. “But that’s a dower.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A dower. Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of dowers.” 
 
    Emily looked back at the short man in the gray uniform as if she would suddenly recognize him now that she knew what he was—but she didn’t. 
 
    “So, what’s wrong with the dower?” 
 
    “Well… you know,” Brian stammered. 
 
    “No. I don’t know. If I did, I wouldn’t be asking.” 
 
    “Dowers are… laborers. They work in the tunnels and maintain the city structures.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a good thing?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess, but still, they’re dowers.” 
 
    “I still don’t see the problem of wishing him a good evening.” 
 
    “Look, I don’t have anything against them. It’s just that there’s a certain hierarchy in the Chimney, and for everything to work smoothly, certain… races have to know their place.” 
 
    Emily suddenly saw the slight flaw hidden within the utopia. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” she said. “And us being vir, we’re naturally on the top.” 
 
    “Now you get it. Stick with our kind and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    After passing through the gate, they followed the line down a dimly lit corridor until it opened into a larger chamber. In the center was a long metal tube nearly forty feet long and ten feet in diameter. The word Mana-Tech was printed along the side in large blue letters followed by what appeared to be the image of a crystal surrounded by lightning bolts. The whole thing was suspended from a single rail that ran from a hole in one wall into a hole in the other. The ends of the tube were open and people were queuing up to get inside. Once inside, it was simply a matter of finding a place to sit down. There were two rows of seats that ran the length of the tube. A network of vertical poles divided them into sections. 
 
    Emily took the seat next to Brian. Across from her, a man in a brown suit sat down and hid his face behind a newspaper. She could just make out the headlines. The article on the front page had something to do with someone named Rakgu, but she couldn’t read the rest of the story. The print was too small and she was too far away. On the wall, above the man’s head, was a large picture of a bird smoking a pipe. It seemed to be advertising tobacco—but why would a bird be smoking? She was beginning to think nothing in this city made sense. 
 
    As more people boarded and found their seats, the noise in the tube grew louder. The small space, the metal walls, the close proximity of the other passengers all contributed to the din. With everyone talking at the same time, the combined voices sounded like a dull hum. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and tried to shut out the noise, but when all the voices suddenly stopped, she opened them again. 
 
    It didn’t take long to figure out what caused the silence. 
 
    There was an orc standing in the aisle. 
 
    He was tall and sinewy, with ash-gray skin and a long narrow face. Crooked nose, wide mouth, and small yellow eyes. He was dressed in gray coveralls and appeared to be some type of maintenance worker. Personally, she had no experience with orcs, but she had heard about them, although most of what she heard was not all that pleasant. They were supposed to be a savage race of warlike creatures. Cruel and vicious. In other words, the embodiment of evil. However, this one appeared to be more nervous than anything else. It wasn’t difficult to see why. All she had to do was look at the other passengers. Some were uneasy by his presence, others seemed afraid, but most looked at him with disgust. It would appear orcs were further down the hierarchy of New Doral than the dower. 
 
    Emily slid over and motioned for him to sit down. It was clear he wasn’t going to get any other offers. Reluctantly, he took the seat beside her. Clasping his hands in his lap, he looked down at his feet. 
 
    “Thank you,” he mumbled. 
 
    “No problem,” she said. “The name is Emily. Emily Doyle.” 
 
    He hesitated before looking up and seemed unsure of how to respond. 
 
    “Gujjab.” 
 
    “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Gujjab.” 
 
    The orc quickly glanced at the other passengers then down at his feet again. 
 
    “You’d be the only one,” he answered. 
 
    Brian elbowed her in the side. When she turned to look at him, he leaned in closer. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” he whispered. “Why are you talking to that? Didn’t you hear anything that I said?” Although he was trying to keep his voice down, he was loud enough for Gujjab to hear. 
 
    “What is your problem now?” Emily asked. “Clearly he is not a dower.” 
 
    “I know that, but he’s a sl… an orc.” 
 
    “I hadn’t noticed,” she replied sarcastically. 
 
    “Look, I don’t have anything—” 
 
    “I know, I know, you don’t have anything against orcs.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t. But if other people see you talking to it—I mean him, it might give them the wrong idea.” 
 
    She glanced over at the other passengers. Sure enough, they were all staring at her with the same amount of disgust as they had shown the orc. Clearly she was now guilty by association, although she wasn’t sure what she was guilty of. 
 
    Brian was about to say something more when the dower from the gate appeared. He stood in the opening, on the very edge of the tube, and waited for everyone to settle down. When all movement stopped, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small silver flute. Grabbing one of the vertical rods, the dower held the flute up to his lips and blew three long notes followed by three short ones. No sooner did the last note leave the flute, the transit tube lurched forward. Emily realized too late what the vertical rods were for and fell on Gujjab. The orc barely managed to catch her before she landed on the floor. Grabbing the vertical post, she pulled herself up. 
 
    “Thanks.” She laughed nervously. “My first time on one of these things.” 
 
    The orc never looked up and continued to stare down at his feet. 
 
    “No problem,” he mumbled. 
 
    She wanted to speak with him further in spite of the nasty looks she was getting. She’d never had the opportunity to speak to an orc before; but as the transit tube entered the tunnel, everything went black. 
 
    For a while, they sat in total darkness until a light flared up at the opening of the tube. The dower held a lantern aloft in one hand while holding firm to a vertical post with the other. As the transit tube bumped its way along the rail and the passengers were jostled back and forth, the dower remained motionless. With the heels of his feet at the very edge of the opening, a single unexpected bump could hurl him back into the darkness, and yet he showed no sign of concern. His face remained stoic. 
 
    All through the ride, Emily watched as the dower performed his assignment without complaint or emotion. She was amazed at the commitment he had toward this simple task and felt humbled in his presence. 
 
    Without warning, the dower extinguished the lantern and the darkness returned, but it wasn’t for long. The tube was filled with the light from the transit station as they exited the tunnel and entered a chamber, not unlike the one they left. When they came to a stop, the dower jumped off the back. Emily was on her feet and quickly followed. 
 
    “Wait, where are you going?” Brian shouted. 
 
    She ignored him and followed the dower as he started up the corridor. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” she called out. 
 
    He stopped and turned around. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” he asked. 
 
    He looked surprised, probably because vir don’t speak to dowers, or at least that’s the impression she was getting. 
 
    Emily hesitated. Here was someone who clearly walked the path, something she had spent her life trying to follow. What was she supposed to say to him? Clasping her hands together, she closed her eyes and bowed. 
 
    “Atta, I am lost.” 
 
    The dower looked at her for a moment and smiled. 
 
    “Natamora and greetings, child. What is your name?” 
 
    “Emily. Emily Doyle.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. 
 
    “Only when you stop searching, will you find the path you seek.” 
 
    “But how will I know if it is the right path, Atta?” 
 
    “The Way that can be spoken of is not the true Way.” 
 
    He was definitely a walker of the path since he sounded exactly like her father. He never made any sense either. She also knew that was the best answer she was going to get from him. 
 
    “I… I think I understand.” 
 
    “Do not fear, child. You will know when you find your Way.” 
 
    He turned to leave, but she called out to him again. 
 
    “May I know your name, Atta?” 
 
    “I am Matue of the Lurfic dower clan.” 
 
    Emily stood and watched as the dower continued up the corridor. She did not expect to find followers of the Way in New Doral. 
 
    “Where were you running off to?” Brian asked when he finally caught up to her. 
 
    She was going to tell him, but remembering his earlier attitude toward the dower, she didn’t think he would understand. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Let’s get to Robin’s Square.” 
 
    They proceeded up the corridor with the rest of the passengers. Emily looked around for Gujjab, but she didn’t see the orc anywhere. It wouldn’t surprise her if he waited behind until everyone else was gone. It was clear orcs were not welcome in New Doral. 
 
    The lobby of the transit station looked exactly like the one she’d left behind, right down to the mural painted on the wall. Did the tube really descend down through the levels, or did it complete one large circle and take them back to where they started? She was almost ready to believe that was the case until she stepped out onto the city streets. 
 
    It was hard to believe it was the same city. 
 
    It was like stepping into a whole new world. For starters, there were hardly any people. The city seemed deserted, but Emily knew that wasn’t true. She sensed eyes watching her from behind every darkened window. There was a feeling of dread in the air; it was so strong it was almost palpable. 
 
    “This way,” Brian said. “We’ll walk the rest of the way. It’s not far.” 
 
    It wasn’t as if they had much of a choice. She didn’t think they were going to find a jitney to take them where they needed to go. Not in this part of the city. 
 
     Brian walked three steps ahead of her and appeared in a hurry to get to their destination. Almost as if he wanted to get rid of her sooner than later. He was no longer the shy young man on the airship trying to impress her. His attitude toward her had changed. Was it because she had the audacity to speak to an orc? She couldn’t believe he was that close-minded. Maybe it was because he couldn’t see any desirable outcome from her company. 
 
    As they continued in silence, She sensed they were navigating a labyrinth with no exit. The deeper they went, the darker it seemed to get. Not even the streetlamps could chase away the shadows. There were secrets hidden in this part of the Chimney. 
 
    Brian stopped and pointed down a dark alley. “We’ll cut through here.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is the right way?” 
 
    “Positive. Robin’s Square is just on the other side.” 
 
    Although she was starting to doubt he knew where he was going, Emily had no other choice but to follow him at this point. Her only other option was to find her own way, and given the size of the city, that could take a while. 
 
    The alley didn’t cut through as Brian said it would, but instead ended in an old rundown courtyard. At one time, it might have been a pleasant place, but that time was long gone. Now they stood among the burned-out ruins of abandoned buildings. The fires may have long been extinguished, but the damage remained. 
 
    “I thought you said we could get through here.” 
 
    “Well, it’s been a few years.” Brian shrugged. He didn’t seem as concerned as he should be “Maybe they—” 
 
    “What? Moved the buildings?” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry. I must have gotten my streets wrong.” 
 
    “I think we should go back to the transit station and ask for directions.” 
 
    “What do you have here?” 
 
    The voice came from behind them. 
 
    A man stepped out of the shadows, blocking their only exit. He was dressed all in black with a hood over his head. All they could see of his face was a large toothy grin. In his right hand, he held a heavy wooden club, which he casually slapped into the open palm of the other. He slowly walked toward them. 
 
    “You two seemed to have wandered into the wrong place.” 
 
    “We don’t want any trouble,” Brian said. He was already holding his hands up. “We’re just looking for Robin’s Square.” 
 
    “Robin’s Square?” the hooded man repeated. “Never heard of the place. How about you, Nok? You know of a Robin’s Square?” 
 
    From an alcove in one of the burned-out buildings, a second man appeared. He was taller than his hooded friend, and thinner too. Pallor skin, bald-headed, with about five days of scruff growing on his face. 
 
    “There ain’t no Robin’s Square around here,” he answered. 
 
    Brian laughed nervously “Of course there is. You know. Robin’s Square, right next to Galbassi Lane.” 
 
    The dark-hooded man stopped walking; his large toothy grin faltered. “Galbassi Lane, you say?” 
 
    There was a knowing edge to his voice. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right. Galbassi Lane,” Brian enunciated the name slowly. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say that in the first place?” 
 
    The hooded man lowered his weapon and gave a nod to his taller friend. It was so slight, it almost went unnoticed, but Emily saw it. 
 
    Nok lunged forward, wrapping his arms around her from behind, but she was ready for him. Dropping down, she pulled him off balance, then snapped her head back to break his nose. There was a satisfying crack as Nok fell backward, pulling Emily down with him. When they hit the ground, she jabbed her elbow into his ribs and rolled to her feet. The hooded man was already moving. She ran toward him, closing the gap. He swung the wooden club at her head, but she was already inside his attack. Palm to the jaw. Knee to the groin. Isolate the arm and twist. Extract the weapon and break the kneecap. The hooded man went down screaming. 
 
    “Brian, get back to the street,” she shouted, waving him toward the exit. 
 
    Tightening her grip on the wooden club, she slowly backed away from the two men. They may not wish to continue the fight, but there was no telling how many more were hiding in the shadows of the old buildings. She managed to take two more steps before the world started spinning. First clockwise, then counterclockwise, then straight over her head. That’s when everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Fluffy Pink Rabbit 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emily’s head was pounding, the world was spinning, and all she could do was lie there staring at the carpet, with its strange assortment of blues and grays. It smelled as if it hadn’t be cleaned in the last century. The room where they kept her wasn’t huge, or at least it didn’t feel that way, but it was cold. Her shirt had been torn and there was a lingering taste of acid in her mouth. People stood in the back of the room, out of her line of sight. Based on the number of voices she could hear, there were three of them, although she couldn’t make out what they were saying. Their words were muffled and distant, as if she was listening to them from underwater. She had to concentrate on each syllable before the voices began to make any sense. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “See for yourself.” 
 
    “You think it’s a slave mark?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Get the boss. See what he thinks.” 
 
    One of the voices left the room. He ran off to the left, and the sound of heavy boots faded into the distance. Emily tried to move but couldn’t. She had no feeling in her arms or legs. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like any slave mark I’ve ever seen,” one of the remaining voices said. He was moving behind her now, pacing back and forth. “It’s too big. See how it takes up most of her back?” 
 
    “This could get dicey.” The other voice laughed. “Nobody’s going to want a slave that’s already branded.” 
 
    “We can always try skinning it off, though I doubt if she’d survive.” 
 
    “Don’t let her size fool ya. Ya heard what she did to Tyrer and Nok. Took the two of them out quicker than spit. Not to mention they had to give her a second dose of the poison. She started to wake up in the lorry.” 
 
    “Those two fools, they probably knocked each other out.” 
 
    Heavy Boots returned, followed by a softer pair of shoes. 
 
    “What’s the holdup?” a man asked—and was it a man? His voice was squeaky and sounded more like that of a child. 
 
    “See for yourself, boss. She’s the new pickup, fresh off the boat today.” 
 
    Somebody knelt down beside her; she felt a small hand on her bare back. 
 
    “Remarkable,” the voice squeaked. “I’ve never seen a slave mark this large or this intricate before.” 
 
    “So it is a slave mark.” 
 
    “It has to be.” 
 
    “Then she’s no good to us. It’s like I said: who’s going to want a slave that’s already been marked?” 
 
    “The original owner, of course,” Squeaky Voice answered. “I’m sure he’ll pay handsomely for her return.” 
 
    Heavy Boots walked across the floor, passing in front of her. He stood off to one side. Emily tried to get a look at his face, but she didn’t want to risk moving her head—not that she could move it very far. At the moment, they thought she was unconscious and she needed them to believe that, at least for the time being. All she managed to see of the man was his black iron-shod boots. 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” he asked. 
 
    “Look at her,” Squeaky Voice answered. “She’s obviously been taken care of. No sign of rikers, no dragon tracks. Anyone who is willing to put their slave through that much pain in order to brand her is going to want her back.” 
 
    “But, whose brand is it?” 
 
    “No idea. Most brands are simplistic, a few lines to tell them apart, but this… this is a work of art. It has to be from one of the outer regions. No way it’s local.” 
 
    “I can’t place her species,” Heavy Boots added. “She’s obviously a vir, but the desert skin and silver hair. Could be one of the tribes, but I can’t recall ever seeing anything like her.” 
 
    “The Lotha region… possibly?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking. I have a few contacts out that way. Maybe one of them will know more. Where did she say she came from?” 
 
    “She didn’t,” one of the earlier voices answered. “We have nothing on her.” 
 
     There was another long pause. 
 
    “Keep her locked up for now,” Squeaky Voice said. “When she comes to, I will speak with her. Until then, she is not to be harmed. Do you understand? If any harm comes to her, you’ll all find yourselves in the abyss.” 
 
    That must have been the end of the debates as everyone started moving. Two of the men left the room. One of them was Heavy Boots, and the other was, more than likely, Squeaky Voice. 
 
    “We’ll put her in the back room. She’ll be safe there for now.” 
 
    Somebody grabbed her around the waist and threw her over his shoulder with ease. She didn’t see his face, but she could tell he was an orc. The ash-gray skin was a dead giveaway. As he carried her down the hall, the sensation in her limbs started to return. The world was still spinning but not as fast as it was before. 
 
    “I have a feeling she’s gonna be a problem when she comes to.” 
 
    That voice came from somewhere off to her right. Emily wanted to look at the man, but again, she didn’t want them to know she was awake. 
 
    “Nah, the poison will last a little while longer,” the orc, who was carrying her, replied. 
 
    “Still. I think we should bind her hands and feet. Just to be on the safe side. Wouldn’t want anything nasty to happen to her—if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Whatever,” the orc answered. 
 
    There was the jingle of keys and the sound of a lock being turned, followed closely by the squeaking of an opening door. 
 
    “Keep an eye on her until I can find some rope.” 
 
    “I’m telling ya, man. She ain’t going nowhere,” the orc said with a huff. 
 
    The room was small and smelled musty. No lights. No windows. No way out but the way they came in. She couldn’t let them lock her in. 
 
    When the orc threw her down on the bed, she knew it was her best chance to escape. Kicking out with both feet, she caught the side of his left knee. He howled in pain as his leg went out from under him. Jumping to her feet, Emily sprinted for the open door and ran into the wall. Staggering back, she wiped the blood from her face before making another attempt at freedom. She hadn’t fully recovered from the effects of the poison and the room was starting to spin again. It seemed the more she moved, the faster the poison returned. Stumbling into the hall, she ran into the second man, who had found his length of rope. Her vision was still too blurry to get any details, but she was positive he had a head and possibly a nose. She must have caught him by surprise since he stood motionless in the middle of the hall. For one brief moment, they simply stared at each other, before the orc came barreling out of the room screaming profanities and wielding something heavy in his right hand. He swung at her. She ducked. The man with the rope didn’t. The bone-jarring impact slammed him up against the wall and out of her way. She didn’t wait around to see the aftermath. Quickly skirting the fallen man, she made her way back down the hall to the room where she first woke up. 
 
    She was grateful to find it empty. 
 
    There were only two ways out. 
 
    Heavy Boots and Squeaky Voice took the door on the left, so Emily chose the one on the right. Grabbing a strange-looking lantern from off a table, as well as the tattered remains of the tablecloth, she stumbled out the door. Although every instinct within her told her to stand and fight, she knew it would be a mistake. She was no match for them, not in her condition. She had to put as much distance between them as possible. Sometimes it is necessary to take two steps back before you can take one step forward, but she had no idea where those steps would take her. 
 
    The corridors were narrow and dark. Pipes of various thicknesses lined the walls and the smell of sewage filled the air. She couldn’t risk using the light; it would be too easy to follow. Instead, she wrapped the tablecloth around her shoulders and stumbled blindly into the darkness. Dragging her hand along one of the walls, she hoped it would lead her to safety 
 
    She took two lefts and a right before she collapsed. With every step, it felt as if the poison in her system was getting stronger. It was becoming harder to maintain balance, but she had to keep moving. The orc, and the vir with his rope, would be looking for her. Now that they knew she was conscious, they wouldn’t be so careless a second go-round. 
 
    Getting to her feet, she took a few more steps before vomiting. Her stomach was doing somersaults and she was getting weaker by the minute. If she wanted to survive this, she needed to find a safe place to regain her strength and let the poison run its course; but she wasn’t going any farther in the dark. She needed light. Fumbling with the lantern, it took her a few tries to get it working. A strange cylindrical device, it gave off light without heat or the need for fuel. Another product of Mana-Tech no doubt. 
 
    Emily slowly scanned the area ahead of her, as well as behind her—there was little difference. It was all one long, dark corridor with no end in sight. She started forward again at a slower pace but stopped when she heard footsteps in the distance. 
 
    The light betrayed her. 
 
    It was difficult to tell where the sounds were coming from. They echoed through the darkness off the stone walls, multiplying the footsteps until it sounded like a mob was coming at her from both directions. She needed to find a place to hide. Up ahead, a row of pipes turned down and disappeared into the wall. When she got closer she found a narrow opening cut into the base of the stone. It was wide enough for her to fit through but too deep for the lantern to tell her how far back it went. 
 
    Squeezing into the hole, Emily pulled herself along the pipes until she was sure she was far enough in; then she turned the lantern off and waited in the dark. 
 
    She didn’t have to wait for long. 
 
    Through the hole, she watched as the corridor lit up. There were multiple sources of light now coming from multiple directions. As they grew brighter, she spotted the first of the shadows and heard the voices of her pursuers. 
 
    “I saw it. It was somewhere over here.” 
 
    It was the orc, and he didn’t sound too pleased. 
 
    There was a lot of noise up and down the corridor, a lot of feet passing the opening of the hole, but nobody thought to look down. When they found the puddle she’d left behind, there was more noise. So much for a clean getaway. 
 
    “She couldn’t have gone far. The poison’s still in her system.” 
 
    For a moment, the search seemed to be moving off. She breathed a sigh of relief until her hiding place suddenly lit up. 
 
    “She’s in here.” 
 
    An ash-gray arm reached into the hole and tried to grab her foot, but she was too far in, and they were too big to come in after her. She was safe for the time being. Since returning to the corridor was out of the question, her only option was to see where the tunnel led. She pulled herself deeper into the hole. 
 
    The space was small and there was barely enough room for the pipes. What void they left was jagged and uneven and she could feel every sharp rock as she dragged herself over them. It wasn’t even a straight channel. It twisted and turned over one pipe and under the next. There was no telling how far she came, or how far she still had to go, or if there was even an end. In a few places, the path was so narrow, she wondered if she’d be able to squeeze through. The thought of being stuck, with no chance of rescue, was the only incentive she needed to keep going. 
 
    Eventually her cramped little world opened into a large, vertical shaft. Emily pulled herself free and fell into a cistern filled with about three feet of dirty water. A faint gray light shone down from above. She paused to catch her breath, but the stench of the water made it difficult. 
 
    Of the three pipes she followed, one went left, one went right, and one went straight up. There was no use following either the left or the right pipe; the holes they passed through were now too small even for her. That left the pipe going up. Grabbing hold, she started to climb. It wasn’t nearly as difficult as she thought it would be. The sections of the pipe made for good finger grips. It was simply a matter of going slow and maintaining consciousness. She was still feeling the effects of the poison. Whatever they used, it was pretty potent. 
 
    After nearly twenty minutes, she pulled herself up onto level ground. Blue crystals, in metal cages mounted on the ceiling, provided light. Smaller pipes as well as thick cables ran the length of the walls. It appeared to be some type of maintenance tunnel. Emily lay down on the cold stone and, once again, tried to catch her breath. 
 
    As before, her options were limited. She could go left or she could go right. It was impossible to tell which direction would lead her to safety, and she had to believe her captors were still looking for her. Getting to her feet, she pulled the tattered tablecloth tighter about her shoulders and started walking. There was no reason for the direction she chose, only that she had to keep moving. Progress was slow. Sometimes she stumbled, sometimes she crawled, but most of the time, she leaned against the wall and dragged herself down the endless corridor. She wasn’t even sure she was moving since the corridor didn’t seem to change—until she found the door. 
 
    Grasping the handle, and using the last of her strength, she pulled on the door. The old hinges squealed in protest as cool air rushed through the breach. She managed to get the door open wide enough to squeeze through and found herself back on the streets of New Doral, but they appeared to be deserted. Bracing herself against a streetlamp, Emily forced herself to move from one object to the next, all while trying to remain vertical. The world was spinning faster now and she knew it would only be a matter of time before she gave in to the poison. She needed to keep moving before she did. 
 
    From that moment on, everything was a blur. She wasn’t sure how long she walked or how she managed to make it as far as she did. The silence gave way to the sounds of vehicles rolling down the streets and the voices of people walking past. 
 
    She reached out to them, but they avoided her. 
 
    Falling to her knees, she leaned up against the wall. This was as far as she was going. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Emily looked up and the last thing she saw, before she blacked out, was a mop of curly brown hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sidewalk was surprisingly soft. 
 
    Emily slowly opened her eyes and found herself lying in bed, under a thick, fluffy blanket, with a stuffed pink rabbit staring at her. Setting the rabbit aside, she forced herself to sit up and was grateful to see the world remained steady, although her head still throbbed. 
 
    Obviously, she wasn’t in the sewers anymore. For starters, there was a sweet smell of lavender in the air, and the room had a more innocent quality to it than the one her captives wanted to lock her in. The floor was covered with a deep red carpet and the walls were painted a pale pink. There was even a set of lace curtains on the windows. 
 
    The stuffed pink rabbit was clearly at home in this environment. 
 
    A glass of water was left on the table beside the bed. Emily reached for it and noticed the bandages on her arms. Someone had tended her wounds. It wasn’t a professional job and looked a little hastily done, but at least her savior had tried. Picking up the glass, she held it with both hands so as not to spill it. She was still weak but managed to raise it to her lips. The cold water helped wash away the foul taste in her mouth. 
 
    “Oh! You’re awake.” 
 
    A woman stood in the doorway holding a pile of clothes. She was young, maybe in her early twenties, with a round, friendly face framed by a mop of curly brown hair. She seemed a little nervous and her smile seemed forced. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” she asked. 
 
    Emily tried to answer, but the words refused to come. She took another long drink of water before trying again. 
 
    “Fine. Thank you.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. Carefully, she set the glass down on the table. “Who are you and where am I?” 
 
    “I’m Sarah, Sarah Cotton and this is my home,” the woman answered. 
 
    “How did I get here?” 
 
    “We brought you here.” 
 
    “We? Whose we?” 
 
    “Trent and I. We were on our way back from dinner when we saw you lying in the streets. At first, I thought you were dead. You were hardly breathing. Trent carried you all the way here. I cleaned you up the best I could and bandaged your wounds.” 
 
    Sarah set the clothes down on the chair beside the door and cautiously approached. Squinting, she leaned in closer and stared at Emily as if trying to study her. After a while, she relaxed and seemed relieved by what she saw. 
 
    Emily touched the side of her face. Aside from a bandage on her left cheek, everything seemed to be in the right place. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” she asked. 
 
    “Sorry,” Sarah apologized and looked down at her hands, seemingly embarrassed. Still, at least she was a little more at ease. “I didn’t mean to stare, I was just checking your eyes.” 
 
    “My eyes?” 
 
    “I… I was looking for dragon tracks.” 
 
    “Dragon tracks?” 
 
    The young woman drew circles around her right eye with her finger. “You know.” She said. “Dragon tracks.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Seriously. You’ve never heard of dragon tracks?” 
 
    Didn’t Squeaky Voice say something about dragon tracks? Emily wasn’t sure. He said a couple of things that didn’t make sense. She’d put it down to the poisoning. 
 
    “I think I might have heard of them, but I don’t know what they are.” 
 
    “Well, to tell you the truth, I’ve never seen them myself,” Sarah said. “Although Beth, she’s the woman who works in the Bird’s kitchen, she said her sister’s husband’s cousin’s brother… or was that her sister’s brother’s husband’s cousin… No. That’s not right. He drives a jitney up on Bermington. Come to think of it, her sister’s husband’s cousin’s brother is a mail processor down at the Bureau, so it’s probably not him either…” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m not following you.” 
 
    “It comes from using Terra dust.” 
 
    “What comes from using Terra dust?” 
 
    “Dragon tracks, of course.” 
 
    Closing her eyes, Emily took a deep breath. She wasn’t up for this type of conversation. “And what are dragon tracks again?” 
 
    “Oh. You know. They’re the thin blue lines you get in your eyes.” 
 
    “From using Terra dust?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “What is Terra dust?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, you have to know what Terra dust is.” 
 
    Emily shook her head. Sarah looked surprised. 
 
    “Terra dust? Earth dust? Dust fiends? The Crystal curse? Blue heaven?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You’re not from New Doral, are you?” 
 
    “No. I arrived here yesterday… I think. I don’t even know what day it is.” 
 
    The woman sat down at the end of the bed and gently took Emily’s hand. 
 
    “Well, if you’re not a dust fiend,” she said, “then you should probably lay off the spirits. It’s no way to get through life. You’re young, you’re pretty, and you have a lot to live for. Of course, that’s just some friendly advice, mind you. I suppose you can live any way you want to live. It’s only that you were kind of messed up when we found you.” 
 
    “But I don’t drink.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “It goes against the fifth tenet.” 
 
    Sarah quickly dropped Emily’s hand and jumped up from the bed. “Oh,” she said. “You’re one of those.” 
 
    “One of who?” 
 
    “It’s all right. It makes no difference to me, hon. I’ve met them all. They all come around the Bird eventually. The COC, the Followers of Mother Earth, the Church of Solas. We don’t discriminate.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m still not following you.” 
 
    “Aren’t you one of those religious people?” 
 
    “No,” Emily answered slowly. 
 
    “So if you’re not a member of one of those cults, and you don’t drink, and you’re not a dust fiend, then if you don’t mind me asking, how did you get so messed up?” 
 
    “I was poisoned.” 
 
    “No kidding? Who poisoned you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Emily said. “We were attacked in an alley and the next thing I know, I’m waking up in this room surrounded by men talking about slave marks.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes widened. “You were taken by slavers?” 
 
    “Slavers? You know something about the men who took me?” 
 
    “Me? No. Only what I’ve read in the papers and what people down at the Bird say.” 
 
    “What are they saying?” 
 
    “There’ve been rumors of people going missing, especially newcomers straight off the airships. They say they’re being smuggled to the outer regions and sold as slaves.” 
 
    “But… isn’t slavery illegal?” 
 
    “Yeah. Sort of. I mean…” Sarah shrugged. “People go missing all the time, and those who don’t have any connections to the city, well, nobody goes looking for them.” 
 
    “That’s horrible.” 
 
    “That’s New Doral.” 
 
    Somehow the city was becoming less a utopia with every passing moment. 
 
    “So, nobody cares?” Emily asked. 
 
    “It’s not that nobody cares, it’s just… nobody’s looking into it, at least I don’t think so.” 
 
    “How is that possible? I mean, don’t you have some kind of city guard, a bailiff, someone who enforces the laws? I saw men in black uniforms standing on the street corners. Who were they?” 
 
    “What tier were you on?” 
 
    “What difference should that make?” 
 
    “It makes a lot of difference.” 
 
    Emily tried to remember if anybody ever told her what tier she arrived on. She was sure Brian mentioned it, but she couldn’t recall what he said. It felt so long ago. All he was concerned with was getting to tier eleven. 
 
    “You said you arrived yesterday. Was it on an airship?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Yeah, the Aeolus.” 
 
    “The Aeolus? But that docked three days ago.” 
 
    “Three days? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, Keith stopped in the Bird yesterday.” 
 
    “Keith?” 
 
    “He’s the Aeolus’s boatswain. He always comes into the Bird when they dock. Most of the airshipmen do. Tom gives them a discount on drinks.” 
 
    “But three days…” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry too much about it. I mean, you’ve been asleep here for nearly a day. Anyway, that means you were on tier nine since that’s where the docks are, so… yeah, what you saw was a Black Jack, the New Doral City Watch.” 
 
    “So, I should report it to them? Tell them what I know?” 
 
    Sarah laughed. “That won’t do you any good,” she said. “They only work the upper nine.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Black Jacks don’t come down here, and they definitely won’t go down to eleven. No, if you want to report it to someone, you’ll have to go to one of the Mercs Companies.” 
 
    “The Mercs?” 
 
    “Yeah, the Bureau authorizes them to patrol the levels the guards won’t, at least down to the edge of the abyss. Nobody goes into the abyss.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’ll report it to one of the Mercs.” 
 
    “Don’t waste your time, hon. It won’t do you any good.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Mercs won’t help you.” 
 
    “But you said—” 
 
    “I said the Bureau has authorized them to patrol the levels the Black Jacks won’t. That doesn’t mean they work for free. Unless you can come up with the money to cover their fee, they’re not going to help you.” 
 
    “So you’re saying I have to pay them to investigate?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s how it works here.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. Does the—who did you say the Merc Companies work for?” 
 
    “The Bureau.” 
 
    “Does the Bureau know the Mercs are charging citizens?” 
 
    “Of course they do. That’s how the Mercs stay in business. They don’t actually work for the Bureau. They pay the Bureau for the right to work. The more money they give the Bureau, the more freedom the Bureau gives them.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Emily moaned. “So, where can I find these Mercs?” 
 
    “If I were you, I’d drop it. Right now, you’re safe. You don’t want to bring any more attention to yourself.” 
 
    “I still have to try. Brian’s missing and those slavers took something from me, something that I need to get back.” 
 
    Sarah thought for a moment and shrugged. 
 
    “If you think reporting it is going to help, then I guess the Red Wolves are the ones you want to see.” 
 
    “Red Wolves?” 
 
    “Yeah, all the Merc groups used animal names from the ancient index along with a color. You have the Red Wolves, the Black Eagles, The Blue Tigers, The White Hawks, the Green Thrax and that’s just around here. The Red Wolves patrol this area, so those are the ones you’re going to want to see. But I’m telling you, it’s not going to do you any good.” 
 
    “Well, I have to try,” Emily said. She moved to the edge of the bed, but Sarah stopped her. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked. “You’re in no condition to go wandering around.” 
 
    “But I have to go see these Red Wolves.” 
 
    “At this hour?” 
 
    Emily had no idea what time it was. Even looking out the window didn’t help. Without a sun to gauge time by, it could be midnight as easily as it could be noon. 
 
    “A little more rest wouldn’t hurt. You can go see the Mercs in the morning, for what good it will do.” Sarah lay her back on the bed and covered her with the thick, fluffy blanket. She then placed the stuffed pink rabbit beside her. “I’ve left some clothes on the chair by the door as well as some shoes, and if you get cold in the night, there’re a few extra blankets in the chest. The clothes may be a little big on you, but they’re better than what you were wearing.” 
 
    As much as Emily hated to admit it, Sarah was right. She needed the rest. She had to regain her strength if she was going to face the Red Wolves tomorrow. Lying back on the pillow, she closed her eyes. “Thank you,” she said. “I don’t know how I can ever repay you for your kindness.” 
 
    Sarah smiled. “Think nothing of it. Get some rest. We’ll talk more in the morning.” 
 
    When the young woman left the room, she closed the door behind her. Emily waited a few minutes before setting the stuffed pink rabbit aside and sliding out from under the thick, fluffy blanket. Climbing out of bed, she stood for a moment on wobbly legs. She hadn’t fully recovered yet. Carefully making her way to the chest, she opened it and found a heavy woolen blanket. Pulling it tightly around her, she lay down on the floor beneath the window. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Here There Be Blue Tigers 
 
      
 
    Emily woke to the sound of arguing. It was coming from the room next door and although it was muffled, it was still quite loud. Her first thought was that maybe whoever Sarah lived with did not appreciate uninvited guests. She hated to think her presence in the house was causing problems. 
 
    Folding the blanket, she placed it back in the chest and sorted through the clothes Sarah left for her. Most of what she found was inappropriate, at least according to her teachings. She settled on a modest drab-green dress and a pair of purple slacks. As for the shoes, none of them would do. Not only were they too big for her, they were a little too fancy. She opted to go barefoot. 
 
    Opening the bedroom door slowly, she stuck her head out to take a look around. The last thing she wanted was to make a bad situation worse by barging into a private conversation, even if that conversation was loud enough for the whole street to hear. What she saw was Sarah, sitting at a table, drinking a cup of coffee while reading the morning paper. There was no one else in the room. 
 
    “You’re up,” Sarah said, setting the paper aside. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Better now. Thank you.” 
 
    “Would you like something to eat or drink?” 
 
    “Water would be fine.” 
 
    Sarah’s home wasn’t very big. Beyond the main room were two bedrooms, a lavatory, and a small kitchen area. There was no sign of anyone else living there. The décor was pretty much the same as the bedroom. Large overstuffed couches, plenty of pillows, lacy curtains, and brightly colored paintings. Sarah was someone who liked to surround herself with comfortable things even if they didn’t match. 
 
    Emily sat at the table as Sarah placed a glass of water down in front of her. 
 
     “Sorry about the noise,” she said. “My neighbors are at it again. These walls are too thin, but it’s only temporary.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “The apartment,” Sarah answered. “After I get married, I’m moving up to one of the better tiers. Maybe all the way to tier four. Wouldn’t that be nice? Have you ever been there?” 
 
    “No, I can’t say I have.” 
 
    “They have real houses up there, with real lawns. You know, like with actual grass, and they’re surrounded with white picket fences. I want to plant flowers and watch my children play outside without having to worry about the crime. I want to live in a house where I don’t hear the neighbors breathing. Did you know they reflect the sun in so you have both a night and a day?” 
 
    “That sounds… nice.” 
 
    “Oh, it will be.” 
 
    “So… when are you getting married?” 
 
    Sarah shrugged. “As soon as I find a husband, I guess.” 
 
    “Oh. I just thought Trent—” 
 
    “Trent? Holy badger, I’d never marry Trent. He stocks shelves at the Green Lemon. Don’t get me wrong, he’s a nice enough guy, but… no. I can’t see myself marrying him.” 
 
    “It’s only that when you said you were getting married, I—” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, I’m getting a little ahead of myself. It’s a silly dream, but maybe someday, I’ll find the right guy. We’ll fall in love and get married and he’ll take me away from all this.” She laughed. 
 
    “You’re not happy here?” 
 
    “What’s there to be happy about? The crime, the violence, the taxes. We sort of exist here, but I guess it’s like they say: it’s better than down.” 
 
    “So why stay?” 
 
    “Where else can I go?” 
 
     “Up. Isn’t that what you want? To move to one of those upper tiers.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I have to get married first and then—” 
 
    “Why? Why do you need someone else to make your dreams come true?” 
 
    “I can’t simply move to the upper nine. It’s not that easy. For starters, it’s too expensive, and where would I live? It’s not like I can buy a house up there.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Sarah looked at her strangely. “Because women aren’t allowed to own property.” 
 
    “Who says?” 
 
    “It’s the law. Besides, I wouldn’t know the first thing about buying a house or even how to move up. It was hard enough getting to this level.” 
 
    “But you did it, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Well… yeah, sort of. I mean, it was my brother who managed to get us this far. We came all the way from tier fourteen—that’s like slag territory. After our parents died, he sold everything we had to acquire the proper license to move up. We could only afford to get as high as ten. We always talked about going higher and we were saving up for it too, but, well, he died…” 
 
    Sarah fell silent and looked down at her coffee. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Emily said. “How did it happen?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Back then, I couldn’t afford to pay the Mercs to investigate. All I know is he was found in one of the abandoned buildings in Dante’s Corners, not too far from where we used to live. I don’t even know why he went back down there. But, it doesn’t’ matter.” Sarah forced a smile. “That was five years ago and in the Chimney, you have to keep moving.” 
 
    As much as she tried to hide it, it was clear the events surrounding her brother’s death still troubled her. Emily was far too familiar with the feeling. 
 
    “The not knowing must be hard,” she said. 
 
    Sarah shrugged. “I still think about him from time to time, but what can I do?” Getting up from the table, she took her cup to the sink, then turned and leaned against the counter. The fake smile was replaced by a mischievous grin. “Please tell me you are not planning on wearing that out in public.” 
 
    It was a skillful subject change. 
 
    Emily looked down at her outfit. “Why? What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” 
 
    “A green dress over a pair of purple slakes? I give you a variety of clothes to choose from and that’s what you pick?” 
 
    “No offense, but your clothing is not my style.” 
 
    “When I found you, you were wearing the tattered remains of a tablecloth.” 
 
    “That was out of necessity.” 
 
    “Well, you won’t get very far with the Mercs dressed like that. If you want to get their attention, you’re going to have to show them a little something.” 
 
    “Show them what? I don’t have any evidence…” 
 
    “No.” Sarah laughed. “Not that. I mean you have to show them a little something, you know, something of yourself.” 
 
    “Myself? I don’t think I understand.” 
 
    “Clearly you don’t. Mercs are like any other men. If you want to get their attention, you have to give them something to notice. You go in dressed like a harlequin, they’re not going to take you seriously.” 
 
    “It’s not what I’m wearing that’s important. It’s what I have to say.” 
 
    “That may be, but if they’re not paying attention to you, then it doesn’t matter what you say because they’re not going to listen.” Sarah sighed and pushed herself away from the counter. “I have some time before work. Let me help you find something a little more revealing.” 
 
    “Revealing?” 
 
    “Yeah. You know, something that shows a little leg, a little shoulder, a little cleavage—” 
 
    Emily jumped to her feet “Absolutely not,” she shouted. “That definitely violates the tenets.” 
 
    Sarah looked at her sideways. “You know, for someone who claims they’re not part of a religious group, you sure sound like you are.” 
 
    “It is not a religion, it is a series of beliefs, a code of conduct.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a religion.” 
 
    “No, it is simply a path I must follow.” 
 
    “And this path of yours, does it also say you must sleep on the floor?” 
 
    “How did you—?” 
 
    “I checked in on you this morning. Imagine my surprise when I find you sleeping on the floor when there’s a perfectly good bed going unused.” 
 
    Emily looked down at the floor. “I am sorry. I meant no disrespect,” she said. “We are taught to live a modest life.” 
 
    “Seriously? So you’re saying one of your tenets prevents you from sleeping on a bed?” 
 
    “The seventh tenet states ‘thou shall abstain from luxuries.’” 
 
    “How does sleeping on the floor help you on this path?” 
 
    “Luxuries distract us from the Way, and it’s important I stay on the path, especially now.” 
 
    Sarah studied her for a moment, and Emily was afraid that she may have lost the woman’s trust. She would have liked to tell her everything, starting with the reason she came to New Doral—but she couldn’t. She had to walk that part of her path alone. 
 
    “Okay,” Sarah smiled. “You can keep your secrets—for now. We’ll have to find you something more modest to wear, but you have to promise to tell me more about this path you follow when I get home tonight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    After spending nearly an hour searching through Sarah’s clothes, Emily found something more suitable. Her new outfit consisted of a pair of gray slacks and a matching tunic. The slacks were a little too tight and the tunic was a little too big. For shoes, she opted for a pair of boots, the only footwear that fit. Along with the outfit, Sarah gave her the directions to the offices of the Red Wolf Mercs. Fortunately, it was only a forty-minute walk from the apartment. Sarah did offer to pay for a jitney, but Emily declined and told her the walk would do her good. It would give her time to collect her thoughts and reflect on everything that had happened since her arrival in New Doral. What she didn’t tell Sarah was that accepting money went against her teachings, which were proving more difficult to follow, especially outside the confines of the monastery. In the real world, the ideas were more abstract than they were when she was learning them. As a child, everything was simple. There was only right and wrong, good and bad, black and white. Now she was faced with more subtle areas of gray. 
 
    Growing up, there were two paths to follow. One she seemed destined to walk because of who she was; the other she needed to walk because of who they wanted her to be. For the longest time, they ran side by side, sharing a common belief. Back then, she didn’t have to decide on which path to take—she could walk both at the same time. Now it wasn’t so easy. The paths were diverging. Eventually she would have to commit herself to one or the other. But which one? She knew which one her sister took, and that was half the problem. Did she want to follow in her sister’s footsteps, or did she want to follow her own path? Fortunately, she didn’t have to make that decision yet. 
 
    Emily stopped to read the street sign. 
 
    With every corner she took, and every block she walked, New Doral never ceased to fascinate her. The noises of the city were near deafening. Carriages filled the streets and people filled the sidewalks. Back home, if she passed three people on her way to the monastery, it was considered a busy day. 
 
    Stepping into the doorway of a bakery, so as not to get trampled, she reread the map Sarah drew her. If she understood the scribblings correctly, she should be near her destination. Unfortunately, nothing looked like a Merc headquarters, although she didn’t know what a Merc headquarters should look like. She had an idea, but this city had a way of taking those ideas and turning them inside out. Nothing was what it seemed. On the surface New Doral was a bustling metropolis filled with people and promises, but that was only on this level. From what Sarah told her, the farther down you went, the worse it got. 
 
    Following the directions on the map, Emily took the next left and walked for another two blocks before stopping outside a barbershop. She glanced down at the scrap of paper. Supposedly this was her destination, but again, there was no sign of a Merc headquarters, unless they were fronted by the barbershop. 
 
    She was so busy looking for the elusive building, she never noticed the man behind her and only realized he was there when he leaned over her shoulder to see what she was reading. Emily quickly shoved the map into her pocket before she turned around. The man jumped back laughing. 
 
    “Easy there, sweetheart.” He held his hands out to stop her. He was young, fair-skinned, and wearing a dirty brown uniform. A mass of shiny black hair sat awkwardly on his head. “You look lost. Maybe I can help,” he added with an unsettling grin. 
 
    For some reason, it seemed he didn’t so much as want to help her as he wanted to help himself. Still, she needed some information. 
 
    “I am looking for the Red Wolf Mercs,” she said. “Would you happen to know where I can find them?” 
 
    “The Mercs? What do you want with them when you can have me?” The unsettling grin grew wider. “I can do so much more for you, babe.” 
 
    Wonderful, Emily thought, just what she needed. “I don’t think so. Thank you anyway.” 
 
    She turned and walked away. 
 
    He followed her. “Hey, Come on, babe, don’t walk so fast. Where’re you going?” 
 
    Emily recited the first tenet under her breath. 
 
    “Come on, girl. Don’t be like that. Give us a smile.” 
 
    A smile wasn’t exactly what she wanted to give him. How easy it would be to drop the man in the middle of the sidewalk with one well-placed strike. She stopped walking and turned around. The man stumbled back still laughing. 
 
    “Whoa. Easy, babe. Let’s you and I—” 
 
    He never finished his proposal. He wasn’t even looking at her anymore. He was staring at something behind her. The lecherous grin on his face was replaced by a look of fear. 
 
    A large shadow descended over Emily. 
 
    “I don’t think the lady is interested,” came a booming voice from behind her. 
 
    “Look. I… I don’t want any trouble,” the young man stammered. “I was only having a little fun.” 
 
    “Do you think she looks amused? I don’t see anyone here laughing.” 
 
    “Hey, look. I didn’t mean anything by it. I—” 
 
    “Why don’t you just run along?” 
 
    He didn’t need to be told twice. The young man was two blocks away before the booming voice behind her finished his suggestion. 
 
    Emily slowly turned around to face the man who cast the shadow: the only person on the busy street who saw fit to come to her aid, not that she needed it. She could have handled the situation herself, but this way, she didn’t have to violate the first tenet—again. 
 
    It was easy to see why the young man was so quick to run away—her savior was huge. A large, powerfully built vir who easily towered over Emily by more than two feet. He stood with his massive arms crossed over his chest and looked down at her with a menacing stare. He would have been a frightening figure if it wasn’t for his boyish face. 
 
    “Sorry about that, miss,” he said. “We get those types of people around here far too often.” 
 
    For some reason, the boom had left his voice and it no longer fit with his imposing stature. 
 
    “It’s quite all right,” Emily said. “Thank you for your help.” 
 
    “We try to do our best.” 
 
    When he lowered his arms, she saw he wore a thick leather breastplate with the insignia of a wolf’s head painted on it in red. 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to be one of the Red Wolf Mercs, would you?” she asked. 
 
    His boyish face lit up. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, yes I am. The name’s Berkeley Morris, but most people just call me Berk.” 
 
    Seriously? Berk the Merc. She hid her smile. 
 
    “Emily, Emily Doyle.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Miss Doyle.” 
 
    “So, can you help me?” 
 
    “Help you, miss?” For some reason, he seemed a little nervous. “I’m not sure. What do you need?” 
 
    “I’d like to report a crime.” 
 
    “Well… um. I don’t… that is to say, I’m not really—you should probably talk to my captain.” 
 
    “Your captain? Where can I find him?” 
 
    Berk looked around the street, almost as if he forgot where he was. 
 
    “It’s right this way. I’ll show you.” 
 
    He led her back to the barbershop and took her across the street. It was no wonder she couldn’t find the Red Wolf headquarters. It was set back from the road, hidden between a diner and a tinsmith. On the left side of the front door was the image of a wolf’s head, the same one the large man wore on his breastplate. 
 
    Berk quickly stepped ahead of her and held open the door. 
 
    “This way, Miss Doyle,” he said, waving her in. 
 
    The office was quite simple and not what she expected. Hardwood floors and white plastered walls made up the space. A framed painting of a wolf hung in the sitting area. Off to one side, in a larger space, several men were talking among themselves. They looked up when Berk entered but soon returned to their conversation. Even with the Red Wolf insignia beside the door, the place could have been mistaken for a conference hall. 
 
    Berk pointed to a row of chairs. “If you can wait here, please, I’ll let the captain know you’re here.” 
 
    Emily took a seat beneath the painting and watched as the large man headed to the door at the far end of the room. This seemed to draw some attention from the other Mercs. Berk hesitated for a moment, almost as if he was trying to work up the courage to knock. He turned and gave Emily a nervous smile, then gently rapped on the door. 
 
    “What is it?” a voice called out from the other side. 
 
    Berk cautiously opened the door and stuck his head into the room. 
 
    “Captain Petrova, sir. There’s someone here to see you?” 
 
    “Who is it, Morris?” 
 
    “She says her name is Emily Doyle, and she wants to report a crime.” 
 
    There was a long pause before the voice replied, “Does she now? Send her in.” 
 
    He didn’t sound very enthusiastic. Berk quickly stepped away from the door and motioned for her to enter. “The captain will see you, Miss Doyle.” 
 
    As Emily crossed the room, she sensed the other Mercs watching her, almost as if they were studying her. They would turn their heads or look away when she turned around. She couldn’t help thinking this was all some kind of joke at her expense. 
 
    Stepping into the captain’s office, the first thing she noticed was the smell. It was a combination of tobacco and sweat. The air was thick with it. Petrova sat behind a large oak desk and didn’t look up when she entered. He was deep in a stack of paperwork. Behind him, the wall was covered with photos and newspaper clippings about the Red Wolf Mercs. It appeared they were quite an effective group if the headlines could be believed. 
 
    Emily sat down and waited. After a few more signatures, Petrova shoved the entire stack of papers off to one side. 
 
    “The reports are what take up most of my time,” he said when he finally looked up. 
 
    He was an older man. Balding, with a long black beard that was showing signs of gray. His face was harsh and leathery with a scar just above his right eye. 
 
    “What can the Red Wolves do for you, Miss Doyle?”  
 
    It was obvious from the tone of his voice he had no interest in her answer and was only going through the motions. 
 
    “I’d like to report an abduction,” she answered. 
 
    “I see.” Leaning back in his chair, Petrova pulled open the desk drawer and rifled through a few sheets of paper. He removed one of the forms and placed it on the blotter in front of him. Selecting a pen from the cup on his desk, he held it over the paper. “And who was abducted?” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    He set the pen down. “Funny,” he said. “You don’t look abducted.” 
 
    “That’s because I managed to escape.” 
 
    “I see, and do you know who abducted you?” 
 
    “No. I’m afraid I don’t. But I believe they were slavers.” 
 
    “Slavers? How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “For starters, they talked about slave marks.” 
 
    “Slave marks? Is that all?” 
 
    “Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    Petrova gave a half shrug. “Just because they talked about slave marks doesn’t necessarily make them slavers.” 
 
    “Then why else would they want to abduct me?” 
 
    “Any number of reasons. Are you from a wealthy family or have any associates who would be willing to pay a ransom?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, Petrova folded his hands behind his head. Emily couldn’t help but notice he wasn’t writing anything down. 
 
    “I don’t really see how the Red Wolves can help you,” he said. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “There’s not enough to go on.” 
 
    “How would you know? You haven’t even asked me anything.” 
 
    “Very well.” He sighed. “You say you don’t know who they were. Can you describe them?” 
 
    “No. I didn’t see their faces. I know one was an orc and one had a… squeaky voice. Oh, and one wore iron-shod boots.” 
 
    “A squeaky voice? Iron-shod boots?” 
 
    “Does that help?” 
 
    “Not really. Do you happen to know where they took you?” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry. I don’t.” 
 
    “You said you escaped?” 
 
    “I did, but I wasn’t in my right mind. They used some kind of poison and—” 
 
    “Poison?” 
 
    “That’s right. I was out of it for most of the—” 
 
    “So you don’t remember anything that happened. Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “Well, no. I mean, sort of. Brian and—” 
 
    “Who’s Brian?” 
 
    “He’s a steward on the Aeolus. He was showing me around the city and—” 
 
    “I see. And this Brian, where is he now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He wasn’t captured—at least I don’t think so. I didn’t see him. He could have escaped or…” 
 
    “Or?” 
 
    “He could have been involved with it from the very beginning. He was the one who took me to the alley. That’s the place I would start looking if I were you.” 
 
    Petrova got up from his chair and walked around to the front of his desk. He pointed to a billboard hanging on the wall behind her. It was covered with so many photos there wasn’t an empty space big enough to pin another one. 
 
    “Do you know how many people actually go missing in the Chimney, Miss Doyle?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid I don’t.” 
 
    “Too many, and we don’t have the manpower to pursue every case. You haven’t given me much to go on and quite frankly, I don’t think you can afford our fee.” 
 
    “But these are slavers. They must have done this before. Don’t you think some of those faces on your board are there because of these people? If you don’t stop them, more will go missing.” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “You don’t believe me?” 
 
    “Look, Miss Doyle. This seems more like a case of an attractive young girl going off with some young man she hardly knew and getting in over her head.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do yourself a favor.” Petrova moved back behind his desk and dropped into his chair “Go home and forget about it.” 
 
    “You want me to just forget about it?” 
 
    “You’re alive, aren’t you?” 
 
    “But they have something of mine that I need back.” 
 
    For the first time in the conversation, Petrova seemed interested. His eyes lit up. “Does it have monetary value?” 
 
    “Monetary value? Well, no. Not really. But it’s important to me.” 
 
    The old man frowned. So much for his interest. 
 
    “I’m sorry. The Red Wolves can’t help you.” 
 
    His answer shouldn’t have come as a surprise. His attitude alone spoke volumes. He’d made up his mind long before she started talking. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll have to take my problem to another Merc group,” Emily said. 
 
    Petrova shrugged. “You can try, but I doubt if you’re going to get a different answer. The bottom line is your problem isn’t important enough.” 
 
    “Is that so? Then maybe I’ll have to look into it myself.” 
 
    That got his attention. He started laughing. 
 
    “You? Look, Miss Doyle, this isn’t some game we’re playing here. It can get dangerous, too dangerous for a pretty little thing like you. This is a task for men. Besides, without a Merc license, there’s not much you can do.” 
 
    “Merc license?” 
 
    “Issued by the Bureau.” He pointed to a framed document hanging on the wall over his left shoulder. “The only way you can investigate a crime in New Doral is if you have a license or you work for someone who is licensed.” 
 
    “Like you?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Like you. I can work for you.” 
 
    “Sorry. I already have a secretary.” 
 
    “I mean as a Merc.” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment and started laughing again. “You,” he said. “A Merc. You’re not exactly qualified, and besides, if I put a skirt out on the streets as a Merc, you know what will happen to my reputation? No. Nobody, in their right mind, is going to hire a woman as a Merc.” 
 
    “Is that so? Well, then I’ll have to get my own license.” 
 
    “And nobody in the Bureau is going to give a license to a woman. It’s not going to happen, Miss Doyle.” 
 
    “Then I guess we have nothing more to discuss.” 
 
    Petrova didn’t reply. He simply waved his hand toward the exit and returned to his paperwork. Emily stormed out of the office, slamming the door behind her. She heard the room snicker as the Mercs quickly looked away. Berk was standing off to one side. He looked apologetic, almost as if he knew she was wasting her time. 
 
    “Sorry,” the big man said. “Thin walls.” 
 
    “So it would seem.” Emily headed for the front door but stopped. Turning, she addressed Berk. “What is the fastest way to get to tier eleven?” 
 
    “Tier eleven? Why would you want to go there?” 
 
    “No reason.” 
 
    “Well, you can always take one of the transit tubes, but if you only want to go down one level, I guess the fastest way would be the lifts.” 
 
    “Lifts?” 
 
    “Yeah, there’s a public lift station about six blocks from here, down on Hobs street.” 
 
    “Six blocks. Thank you, Berk.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The public lift station, on Hobs street, was easier to find. It was another tall building with no windows, much like the transit station. However, the interior was quite different—circular and with no ceiling, or at least none Emily could see. It was like looking up a massive chimney with no end in sight. 
 
    People were lined up in front of two enormous metal enclosures that hung side by side, not unlike a pair of birdcages. Each lift was twenty feet in diameter and suspended over an opening in the floor by a long, thick chain. The chains came from somewhere high above, passed through the cages, and continued down through the floor below. Standing in front of them, letting people on, were a pair of dowers in their standard gray uniforms. 
 
    Emily watched as the line of people started to fill each of the metal enclosures. When they reached their capacity, which was about fifteen or twenty people, the dowers closed the gates and locked them in. After that, everyone stood motionless and waited. It was only a few minutes before a familiar signal was heard. Three long whistles followed by three short ones; that’s when everything started moving. 
 
    First, there was a high-pitched metallic screech followed by a couple of clangs. It sounded like a blacksmith beating on his anvil. Slowly, the birdcage on the left descended into the floor, while the birdcage on the right was being pulled up the Chimney. The movement was surprisingly smooth despite the wretched noise. 
 
    It appeared the entire system consisted of several lifts along each of the chains. As Emily watched one going up, another was being lowered. The two lifts would pass each other midway up the shaft and as the one got closer to the ground, another one came up out of the floor. When the two enclosures were side by side, the whole system came to a screeching halt and everything went silent. Nobody moved. 
 
    This time, it was three short whistles followed by three long ones. 
 
    The dowers unlocked the cages. 
 
    Most of the people got out, but a few remained to continue their journey up or down another level. Emily quickly got into the line going down and waited her turn. It seemed like most of the passengers were going up, as the line for that cage was considerably longer. When it came her time to board, she greeted the dower before stepping onto the lift. 
 
    It took time for the other side to fill up and even longer before they heard the signal. She braced herself against the bars and waited for the metallic screech. The chains trembled and each clang vibrated the floor beneath her feet. The descent wasn’t as smooth as it looked from the outside, but nobody in the cage seemed to take much notice of the noise or the motion. Emily watched as the floor rose up around them. She couldn’t see anything after that. The hole in the floor was only ten feet wider than the cage and they were soon surrounded by solid stone. It was like descending into a dark well, but it didn’t last long. When they passed through the stone slab, the room opened up again. 
 
    Sticking her head through the bars, she looked to see how far they had to go. It was a long way down; needless to say it was going to take some time. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much to do inside the enclosure other than sit and wait. Most of the passengers were doing just that. They read their papers, talked among themselves, and some were even having lunch. That was something Emily hadn’t considered. All she had to eat that morning was a muffin Sarah had baked the night before. At least she thought it was a muffin. It was black and tasted like charcoal. Clearly Sarah wasn’t much of a baker. 
 
    Turning her attention outside the lift, Emily examined the walls of the shaft. There wasn’t much light to see by other than the one suspended from the center of the cage, but she was sure she could see something engraved on the surface. It appeared to be a picture, or maybe even a mural, but who would go through all the trouble of putting it where nobody could see it? She wondered if the other passengers even knew it existed. They didn’t seem to take much notice of it, but then this probably wasn’t their first trip. 
 
    When the second lift passed them on its way up, she knew they had reached the halfway point. She watched as it rose higher up the shaft. The passengers on that lift seemed as disinterested in the experience as the passengers on her lift. With nothing else to do until they reached the bottom, Emily found a place away from the other riders and sat with her back against the bars. Closing her eyes and taking a deep breath, she tried to rationalize her latest decision. 
 
    She hadn’t thought this all the way through. What did her father always say? Look before you leap. Well, once again, she leaped first. When Petrova told her there was nothing she could do and dismissed her as if she were an insignificant annoyance, she took it as a personal challenge. She was going to prove him wrong, but didn’t her father also warn her about rash actions? To take offense at a slight provocation is a sign of being short-tempered and is seen as a weakness. He even went on to say that true patience means bearing the unbearable. She could learn a thing or two from that dower down in the transit station. Some saw Matue’s job of standing on the edge of the tube, holding up a lantern as demeaning, but he saw it as his duty, and he did it without complaining. He was bearing the unbearable. 
 
    She wasn’t only ignoring her lessons, she was also ignoring the tenets. The eleventh tenet says that when someone does you harm, do not seek revenge but forgive them. Sometimes the eleventh tenet was harder to follow than the first. 
 
    So, if both her father and the tenets warned about rash actions, why was she doing what she was doing? 
 
    She didn’t have an answer. 
 
    It would have to wait till later. 
 
    The lift came to a stop. 
 
    Slowly getting to her feet, Emily stood with the rest of the passengers. They waited for the signal. 
 
    Three short notes followed by three long ones. 
 
    A dower approached the gate and unlocked it. He stepped aside, letting everyone out. A few remained. They were going down even farther. Emily silently followed the crowd and crossed the lobby floor, out of the lift station and into the streets of New Doral. 
 
    Nothing had changed, even though she was now a whole city lower. 
 
    There wasn’t much of a difference between the two tiers. There were fewer people, but it appeared to be the same city. She’d almost expect to walk six blocks up and find the Red Wolf headquarters again, but in reality, she would be standing beneath it. It was a hard concept to grasp, having an entire city suspended over your head, but then she remembered it wouldn’t be just one city, but ten of them. She had to wonder what it was like on the upper levels. Did they have real lawns with white picket fences as Sarah wanted to believe, or was it simply more of the same? For some reason, Emily doubted it was all flowers and sunshine. She couldn’t think of anything that would grow in this environment. 
 
    Standing on the sidewalk, with no direction in mind, she decided to head north. Once again, she had no idea where she was going, so any direction was better than no direction. She told Petrova if she was to investigate her abduction, she would check out the alley where it happened. It seemed like the most logical place to start, except she didn’t know where it was. All she knew was that it was within walking distance of the transit station, but she had no idea where the transit station was. She stopped for a moment to watch a few of the mana-powered vehicles go by. It seemed like the faster means of traveling in the city. If only she had a few coins on her; she could hire a jitney to take her where she needed to go. Unfortunately, what little money she had was taken by Squeaky Voice and his gang. Begging for a ride was an option, but then that might go against her teachings. Of course, there was nothing in the tenets against asking for directions. 
 
     The first person she saw was a tall, thin man wearing a dark blue overcoat. He had a rolled-up newspaper tucked under his arm and seemed to be in a hurry. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir. Can you tell me where to find the transit—” 
 
    “No. I have no idea where it is,” he said and walked past without even giving her a second glance. 
 
    The second person she stopped wasn’t much of a help either. She was an older woman in a frumpy brown jacket, but at least she apologized before dismissing her. A simple “Sorry,” was all she got. As for the third individual, he just harrumphed in her general direction. 
 
    So much for the hospitality of the citizens of New Doral. At that moment, she spotted the jitney parked across the street. It was a large black vehicle with a rounded back and the words “Royal Passage” written across the door in bold white letters. The driver was an orc who watched her from the front seat. Emily started toward him but then noticed two goblins heading in her direction. 
 
    Like orcs, she had heard of goblins, but she had never seen one. Diminutive, sinewy creatures with moss-colored skin, their faces were long and narrow with sharp chins and large beak-like noses. Long pointed ears protruded from mops of black hair. They were both dressed in what could only be described as rags. One carried a box, and although it was large and appeared heavy, it didn’t seem to be much of a burden for him. 
 
    It was strange to see them walking openly amount the vir, and although some gave them sour looks, most of the people ignored them. When they passed her on the sidewalk, she called out to them. 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    They stopped and exchanged a nervous look. The one holding the box said something to his companion, but Emily couldn’t understand what he said. The language was guttural. There were even a few sounds she would have found nearly impossible to make. The second goblin reluctantly stepped forward. He wouldn’t make eye contact with her and instead kept his gaze diverted to the ground. 
 
    “What do you want, mistress?” he asked in a meek voice. 
 
    “I was wondering, if you knew where the transit station was.” 
 
    The question seemed to set him at ease, almost as if he was expecting something worse. Slowly he pointed back the way they came. 
 
    “Far,” he said. “Many crossings.” 
 
    Clearly he was not accustomed to speaking with vir and Emily decided not to prolong his discomfort. It was enough he was willing to give her directions. If she understood them correctly, the station was still several blocks away, but at least she was heading in the right direction. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    They stared at her in wide-eyed amazement as they continued their course down the sidewalk. They were still staring at her when the one carrying the large box, bumped into three vir exiting one of the buildings. The box toppled over, spilling its contents of apples into the street. 
 
    “Look where you’re going, you damn slag,” one of the vir yelled. He was a tall, slim man with pale blond hair. He stared down at the goblins in disgust as if their sheer proximity was enough to make him ill. 
 
    What was it Brian said? There was a hierarchy in the city. It appeared goblins were even lower on the list than the dowers or even the orcs. 
 
    The goblin, who was carrying the box, started picking up the apples while his companion tried to apologize, but none of the men seemed to care what he had to say. Without warning, one of the vir, a man with a mass of shocking-red hair and a beard to match, placed his boot on the goblin’s chest and kicked him over. The goblin stumbled backward, falling into the street. Red Beard laughed and proceeded to stomp on the few apples within reach. 
 
    “What are rock vermin doing up here anyway?” the blond asked. 
 
    “Looks like they’re stealing fruit.” Red Beard answered. 
 
    The goblin he’d kicked in the street got back on his feet. He bowed his head and spoke softly. “No, good sirs. We no steal. We buy.” His voice was frail. 
 
    “Where would pit garbage like you get money to buy fruit?” the third vir, who had remained silent up to this point, asked. He was slightly shorter than the other two but much stockier. He also sported a long ponytail that hung down his back, which Emily couldn’t help but mentally compare to the tail of a jackass. 
 
    “We buy. Money,” the goblin stammered. 
 
    “Probably stole the money too,” Stocky said. 
 
    The goblin, who had been picking up the apples, slowly got to his feet. Turning, he faced his accuser. It would appear goblins didn’t like to be called thieves any more than vir did. His companion tried to hold him back. 
 
    “Well, look what we got here,” Red Beard said. “Looks like someone has to be shown their place.” 
 
    The blond vir suddenly pulled out a metal rod, seemingly from nowhere, and struck the standing goblin upside the head. There was no hesitation in his action. It was as natural to him as swatting a fly. The goblin fell to the sidewalk. His companion moved to help him but was restrained by Stocky. 
 
    “Get them off the streets,” the blond vir said. “We have to teach these slags a lesson.” 
 
    Red Beard grabbed the fallen goblin by the hair and dragged him into the alley while Stocky carried the other one. The blond stayed behind, just long enough to make sure they weren’t seen. He looked directly at Emily but didn’t seem to notice or care she was standing there. When he was sure they were in the clear, he followed his friends. 
 
    Emily watched the whole scene in disbelief. She had never seen such brutality with no justification. The three men didn’t even care she witnessed it. What did that say about her place in the hierarchy of New Doral, she wondered? 
 
    There was no gray area here. At least none she could see. She didn’t need the tenets to tell her what to do this time, although if she did, it would have been number ten. When you see someone unfortunate, you help them. Maybe that wasn’t the true meaning of the tenet, but she grabbed a few of the apples off the street and ran into the alley. By the time she reached them, Stocky had one of the goblins in a headlock while his two friends worked over the other one. 
 
    “Stop it,” she shouted. “Leave him alone.” 
 
    To her amazement, they did stop, but only for a moment. The blond vir looked up. He brushed the hair out of his eyes and grinned. 
 
    “Get out of here, little girl. This has nothing to do with you,” he said. 
 
    “But you’re hurting him.” 
 
    “These slags have got to learn who their betters are,” Red Beard added. 
 
    “But you’re going to kill him.” 
 
    “So what. What’s one less?” 
 
    So much for reasoning with them, but she had to try. First tenet and all. Next step, assess the situation. Three targets, but they were too close together. Rush them and she’d probably end up taking the place of the goblin being beaten. Best course of action—separate them as quickly as possible and give the goblins time to escape. 
 
    Weighing one of the apples in her hand, Emily hurled it at the vir with the red beard. It struck the side of his head, dazing him for a moment, but it was enough to get him away from his victim. The attack startled Stocky who quickly turned to see where the apple had come from, but in doing so, he lost control of his captive. Breaking free, the once docile goblin rushed the blond vir. Stocky reached behind his back, and with a flick of his wrist, pulled out a two-foot-long metal rod. Collapsible weapons—that’s why they seemed to come out of nowhere. He swung at the goblin, but Emily was already there. 
 
    Catch the arm. Kick out the knee. Pull him down. Bend the arm over your shoulder. Break the grip. Disarm the threat. Swing the rod and break the nose. 
 
    Stocky was down. 
 
    The short man with the jackass ponytail was rolling around the alley, his hands covering his face trying to stem the flow of blood. 
 
    The goblin was now on the blond vir’s back, his long, thin fingers wrapped around the man’s throat, which left only Red Beard. He had already recovered from the apple upside the head and was running toward her. A similar-looking metal rod was in his right hand poised to strike. She quickly closed the distance between them. Sliding under his swing, she grabbed the back of his belt and pulled him off balance; his momentum did the rest. He went down hard, unable to brace himself. The rod flew out of his hand. Rolling to his knees, he quickly grabbed for his lost weapon, but Emily struck his outstretched arm. The bone cracked. Red Beard quickly scrambled back, clutching his broken wrist. Emily retrieved the second metal rod. 
 
    The vir with the red beard stared at her with hatred, a hatred that was slowly replaced by a fiendish grin. That grin was replaced by a look of surprise, which was followed by… the sound of splintering wood. Something flew past Emily’s left ear and struck the side of the building, leaving a small, smoking hole. When she turned around, she found the jitney driver standing over the stocky vir. The orc had a broken piece of wood in his hand. The vir was sprawled out on the ground. A strange metal cylindrical device lay beside his outstretched hand. 
 
    “Watch out.” The orc pointed behind her. 
 
    Emily turned just as Red Beard lunged at her. He wasn’t ready to surrender yet as he came at her with a small knife in his left hand. It was a clumsy attack. Clearly the vir wasn’t ambidextrous. She easily avoided the blade, striking the man in the head with the metal rod. It wasn’t a hard blow, but it was enough to render him unconscious. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s get out of here,” the orc said. 
 
    The goblin was already helping his companion out of the alley. He left the blond vir a bloody mess against the wall. Emily made a mental note: don’t piss off the goblins. She stopped beside Stocky to get a better look at the strange device the man was holding, but she had no idea what it was. It looked like a short metal tube with a thin trail of blue smoke rising out of one end. She didn’t dare touch it. Leaving the three vir behind, she exited the alley where the two goblins and their box of apples were nowhere in sight. The jitney was still across the street and the driver was waving frantically to her. 
 
    “Come on, get in,” he shouted. 
 
    Emily didn’t hesitate. She ran across the street and quickly climbed into the front seat. The orc slammed the vehicle into gear and pulled away from the curb. He took a left at the first intersection and cursed. 
 
    “Char! Didn’t think they’d get the signal that quick,” he said. “Ya better get down.” 
 
    Emily crouched down in the front seat as the driver slowed the jitney. She heard three vehicles rush past them. The orc took another corner and kept looking up at the mirror. He drove a few more blocks before he relaxed and started to laugh. 
 
    “That was too close,” he said. “Ya can get up now.” 
 
    Slowly, Emily returned to her seat. She was still holding the two metal rods. The orc looked over at her and shook his head. 
 
    “Ya not from around here—are ya?” 
 
    “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    “Well. Yeah. I mean, nobody in their right mind goes out of their way ta help a couple of goblins, especially against Mercs.” 
 
    “Mercs?” She looked back over her shoulder. “Those were Mercs?” 
 
    “Blue Tigers. District seven’s finest. What were ya thinkin’, anyhow?” 
 
    “They were going to kill that goblin.” 
 
    “Yeah, they probably would have.” 
 
    “And you’re okay with that?” 
 
    “Of course not, but I kind of got used ta breathin’.” 
 
    “But if they were Mercs, aren’t they supposed to protect the citizens?” 
 
    The orc slowly turned his head and looked at her in disbelief. 
 
    “Char, ma,” he said. “Ya really aren’t from around here. The only race Mercs care about are the vir. They couldn’t care less about goblins or even us orcs for that matter.” 
 
    “But that’s not right.” 
 
    “Depends on who ya ask. There’s an unwritten hierarchy in the Chimney.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Then ya know, goblins are on the very bottom. Ya can’t get much lower than goblins. Ya see, it goes like this. On the top ya got ya vir. Beneath that ya got ya dowers, ya elves, maybe even ya howne and ya gnoma, assuming they don’t cause no trouble. After that, I guess that’s where we come in, the orcs that is. Beneath us, there’s the ogres, then the trolls, and finally the goblins.” 
 
    “I guess I’m really out of my element. Where I grew up, there wasn’t this much hatred.” 
 
    “Ya lived with orcs, did ya?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then how do ya know?” 
 
    The simple question caught her off guard. How did her people feel about orcs? She would like to believe they would have been treated as equals back home, but then she wasn’t so sure. When she saw Gujjab on the tube, her first thought was that he was a savage, warlike creature, because that’s what she was taught. How many other lessons did she learn that were clouded by prejudices? 
 
    “Hey. It’s all right ya know. It doesn’t matter,” the orc said, clearly seeing her distress. “I know the old history. My kind and yer kind, we never really got along. It’s the nature of the beast I guess. Now we all stuck in this here city, we just gotta deal with it, ya know? Me. I keep my head down, try not to make too many waves, especially with the Blue Tigers. Ya don’t want ta be messing with the Tigers.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, people, they have a habit of disappearing around the Mercs. Ya know? Ya saw that funny device fatty had in his hand. That’s one of Mana-Tech’s little toys.” 
 
    “Mana-Tech? You mean the company that makes the transit tubes?” 
 
    “That’s where they started, yeah, but Mana-Tech is expanding. They made this here jitney and now they’re getting into weapons. Blue Tigers have an in with the company for as long as I can remember. Those there sticks ya got, those tyngs, that’s some of their work.” 
 
    Emily looked down at the two metal rods. They seemed unremarkable. She thought they were collapsible, but they each appeared to be made from a single piece of metal. 
 
    “I’d get rid of them if I was ya,” the orc said. “It’ll only get ya into more trouble. I’ve seen what some of those Mana-Tech weapons can do, and it ain’t pretty.” 
 
    She looked back over her shoulder. 
 
    “Do you think those two goblins are all right? Maybe we should go back and find them.” 
 
    The orc laughed. 
 
    “I ain’t going back there until the heat dies down, that’s for one thing. As for those goblins, they’re resilient. They ain’t called rock vermin for nothin’. Those two will be patched up and ready for work by tomorrow mornin’. I’d bet my jitney on it.” 
 
    “Heat? What heat?” 
 
    “Heat. You know, the Mercs. Fatty must have sent a signal back ta quarters, that’s where those hot-tops were coming from. We got out just in time. I don’t think they got a gander at me, but you should probably keep it scarce. For your sake as well as theirs. Never saw anyone take on three Mercs and walk away unscathed.” 
 
    Emily looked down at the rods again. 
 
    “It was the right thing to do,” she said, although she wasn’t sure if she was trying to convince the orc or herself. She did, however, manage to break the first tenet—again. Abstain from causing harm. How hard could it be to honor that simple idea? But how could she have helped those goblins otherwise? 
 
    “Right or wrong, ya showed them. Clearly you can take care of ya self. What’s ya name, anyhow?” 
 
    “Emily. Emily Doyle.” 
 
    “Well, it’s good ta meet ya, Emily. The names Targhed, but most people just call me Tar. So, Emily, where can I drop ya?” 
 
    Drop her? That’s right. She was in a jitney. 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t have any money on me.” 
 
    Tar shrugged. “No problems. It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    “Well then, can you take me to the transit station?” 
 
    “Sure thing. Which one?” 
 
    “I’m not really sure.” 
 
    “Well then, that can be a problem. There a four transit stations in this district alone, another two in the next district, and three more in district six.” 
 
    Emily tried to remember the large bold letters written across the front of the building. Transit station number… 
 
    “Eight,” she shouted. “It was transit station number eight.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence before Tar shook his head. 
 
    “There’s no transit station number eight, at least not on this level.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I didn’t look to see what it was when I got off.” 
 
    “Well, what level did ya start on?” 
 
    “Nine.” 
 
    “Nine, huh?” Tar thought for a moment, then took the next left. “You’ll be wanting station twenty-six.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course, I’m sure. I’ve been drivin’ these streets longer than ya be breathin’ air. There ain’t a side street or an alley I haven’t been on.” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of Galbassi Lane?” 
 
    “Galbassi Lane?” His mouth twisted. “Can’t say I have.” 
 
    “It’s supposed to be near Robin’s Square.” 
 
    “Robin’s Square? Ain’t no Robin’s Square around here.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of.” 
 
    “I’m not followin’.” 
 
    “I got careless.” 
 
    “You? Careless?” He laughed. 
 
    “It’s not like that,” Emily said. She leaned back and stared up at the roof of the jitney. “Somebody led me into a trap, and I walked into it blindly.” 
 
    “What happened, if ya don’t mind me askin’?” 
 
    She told him about how Brian, a person she didn’t know, managed to convince her she was going to the wrong place and set her up to be kidnapped. She even went on to tell him about her harrowing escape from the slavers and how the Mercs wouldn’t lift a finger to help her. Tar listened to the whole story without interrupting. He seemed genuinely interested in what she had to say. It wasn’t until she finished did she realize they had stopped moving. 
 
     Emily looked out the jitney’s window at the large building with “Transit station twenty-six” written across the front of it. 
 
    “Ya not taking the next airship out, are ya?” Tar asked. 
 
    She smiled. “I have some unfinished business.” 
 
    “That’s kinda what I figured. So where are ya headin’?” 
 
    “The alley where I was ambushed. It’s a couple of blocks up.” 
 
    “Why didn’t ya say so?” Tar pulled away from the curb and proceeded slowly up the street. “Call out when ya see it.” 
 
    It was only about four blocks and Emily recognized the narrow entrance. 
 
    “That’s it, right there,” she said. 
 
    The jitney rolled to a stop and Tar leaned over the steering wheel to study the area. His face darkened. 
 
    “Figures,” he said. “Couldn’t pick a better place. Alley leads ta a courtyard. Only one way out. Place is completely closed in. The surrounding buildings were burned down and boarded up in thirty-eight when a fire tore through here. Killed over a hundred and fifty orcs. Merc says it was an accident, but we knew better.” 
 
    “You know a lot about the history of New Doral.” 
 
    Tar snorted. “Not all of it. I know what I know and nothin’ more than that.” 
 
    “You know about this place.” 
 
    “Should. Lived here for a spell.” 
 
    He got out of the jitney and followed Emily into the alley. She stopped right before entering the courtyard. This time she had a good look around, studying all the shadows to make sure none of them were moving. Only when she was sure they were alone, did she proceed farther but stopped when she noticed Tar was no longer following her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “I used to live right there.” He pointed to a window on the fourth floor. The glass was shattered and the opening was surrounded by thick black smoke stains. “I haven’t been back here in ages.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Tar shook his head. “What always happens—they drove us out.” 
 
    “Who did?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” He kicked a small can across the courtyard, then looked around the alley. “So, why are we here?” 
 
    Emily knew a subject change when she heard one and decided not to press the issue. Instead, she centered herself in the middle of the courtyard. “This was where I was attacked,” she explained. “One man blocked our exit. Another stood in the shadows.” 
 
    While relaying the story to Tar, she mentally marked the location of each attacker. There was only the two of them, at least that’s what she thought at the time: the man in the hoodie, who she now believed was named Tyrer, and of course Nok. She carefully played out the events in her mind. Where they were standing, where she was standing, and of course, most importantly, where Brian was standing. That was her mistake. She was naive and turned her back on the steward. Where she thought she was protecting him, she was only giving him an opening. 
 
    Emily searched the ground around where she fell. She hoped to find something that might give her an idea of who she was dealing with. She found a small thin piece of metal. Although it could have been pretty much anything, it looked like the end of a needle. She carefully picked it up. There was no telling how long it had been there or if it had anything to do with Brian and her abductors, but it was clearly out of place among the debris. Checking her pockets, she pulled out one of the handkerchiefs Sarah insisted she take with her. For some reason, Sarah believed that it was an essential piece of equipment for women. She wrapped it around the small piece of metal before slipping it back into her pocket. 
 
    “Find what ya lookin’ for?” Tar asked 
 
    “I don’t know,” Emily answered. “It’s probably nothing, or it could be how the poison was delivered.” 
 
    “Well then, if ya finished, let’s get ya back ta the lift station. The quicker you’re out of Blue Tiger territory, the happier I’ll be.” 
 
    Tar seemed more interested in getting out of the courtyard than anything else. He was already in the jitney waiting for her by the time she reached the streets. Emily climbed into the front seat as he pulled away from the curb. They drove a little way in silence, and she could see the visit to his old haunts had bothered him. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked. 
 
    Tar shrugged. “Nothin’ to talk about.” 
 
    “You said you knew who set the fire.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. It happen’ ages ago. Nothin’ anyone can do about it now.” 
 
    “You listened to my story. The least I can do is listen to yours.” 
 
    He laughed. “Fine. The people who started the fire, they called themselves the Tukarona.” 
 
    “The Tukarona?” 
 
    “It’s an old orcish myth. Something parents tell their kids ta keep them in line. Behave or the Tukarona will get you.” 
 
    “Are you saying orcs set the fire?” 
 
    “No. They weren’t orcs. They were vir. The name was a joke. They steal our language and our culture and then they use it ta oppress us.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. No offense, but ya hardly an orc.” 
 
    “So then tell me. What happened?” 
 
    “It’s as I said. It happened ages ago. I was young about maybe five or six. We used ta live down on level sixteen, my family that is. It was my father, my mother, my gram, my three brothers, and my two sisters.” 
 
    “Large family,” Emily remarked. 
 
    “You could say that. Smaller than most, though. My gram was the one who sat me down and told me the story when I was old enough to understand. Ya see, it’s difficult to move up, especially if you’re an orc. Orcs aren’t welcome near the upper nine. There were several attempts but no success. Hardest part was covering the cost. That’s why a group of orcs from different clans got together. Each of the families contributed ta a single fund. The chiefs hired a vir lawyer to file the papers for the permits ta purchase the land. He took his fair share of the savings but managed to get those buildings you saw. Nobody was the wiser until we moved in. That’s when the trouble started. They protested our arrival. Demanded we move out. They didn’t want our kind in their neighborhood. But we were determined to stay. 
 
    “We had apartment 407. By yod, it was small—two bedrooms, one bath, but it was the highest any orc had reached in the Chimney. My father wanted ta move us ta a bigger place, so he started working nights as well as days. During the days he drove this here jitney. At night, a janitor in one of the warehouses. All we had ta do was stick it out for ten years, then we could legally live wherever we wanted on this level. That was the law. Until then, we were stuck in that small apartment. 
 
    “Then came the night of the fire. I remember my gram coming into the room, waking us up. I was the youngest and so she just grabbed me out of bed and carried me out into the hall. The place was filled with smoke. We tried ta get to the first floor, but the ones coming up told us the doors were locked. Some broke the windows ta get out, but the Tukarona were waiting for them. They would drag them into the courtyard, beat them with clubs, then throw them back into the fire ta watch them burn. It didn’t take long before the fire spread. With nowhere else to go, we tried to get above the flames. We were running back up the stairs to the third floor. Gram and I were in front, when my brother, Kodigar, pushed us. She fell forward as the stairs collapsed. I still remember the look on my brother’s face when he fell into the fire. If he hadn’t pushed us, we would have died too.” 
 
    “How did you manage to get out?” Emily asked. 
 
    “My gram,” Tar answered. “With nowhere else to go, she held me tight and jumped out of a third-story window. She never walked again after that. If it wasn’t for her and Kodigar, I wouldn’t be here boring you with this story.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “As I said, it happened ages ago.” 
 
    “So, only you and your grandmother survived?” 
 
    “And my father. He was working in the warehouse at the time. We moved down to level thirteen where one of the clans took us in. A few of the survivors hired the Blue Tigers to investigate, but of course, they didn’t find nothin’. Labeled it an accident. So my father and a few of the other orcs got together and… well… sought a little orcish justice, but there is no justice for orcs in the Chimney. They were arrested… and executed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tar. I know what it’s like to lose a family.” 
 
    “We survive. That’s the only thing we can do. If we give up, we dishonor their memories.” Tar slowed the jitney. “You better get down again. We’re about ta pass your crime scene.” 
 
    The street was a little more active now, what with three Merc vehicles parked on the sidewalk. Vir in light blue padded armor, which bore the insignia of blue tigers, were standing outside the alley. Emily ducked down as Tar drove past. She stayed there until he pulled up to the lift station. 
 
    “Thanks for everything, Tar,” Emily said as she climbed out of the jitney. 
 
    “Ya may wanna stay out of district seven for a couple of days. Just until things cool down a bit.” 
 
    “I’ll take that into consideration.” 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Emily.” 
 
    “You too, Tar.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Emily arrived back at the apartment, Sarah was already home. She was cooking something on the stove and was pleasantly surprised when Emily walked in through the front door. She came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. 
 
    “Wasn’t sure you were coming back,” she said. “I hope you’re hungry.” 
 
    Since the only thing she had to eat all day, aside from the charcoal muffin that morning, were a couple of apples on the lift, she was starving. As Emily walked into the main room, she noticed the table was already set for two. Sarah may not have been sure she was coming back, but it was clear she was hoping. 
 
    “How did it go with the Mercs?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Not too well,” Emily answered. “They won’t do anything.” 
 
    “I hate to say I told you so, but I told you so.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand it. I thought you said they were appointed by the Bureau to help the citizens of New Doral, but the more I see, the more it looks as if they’re in it for themselves.” 
 
    Sarah removed two bowls from the cupboard and began to ladle out some type of stew. 
 
    “The only thing you need to understand about New Doral,” she said, “is fyn.” 
 
    “Who’s fyn?” 
 
    “Fyn is not a who, fyn is a what. It’s the local currency. If you have it, then you’re somebody. If you don’t, then you’re nobody.” 
 
    Emily sat down at the table as Sarah placed the bowl of stew in front of her. It smelled better than the charcoal muffins. 
 
    “I’m afraid that makes me less than nobody,” she said. “I don’t have any… fyn. I don’t even know how I can repay you for your kindness.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about that. It’s kind of nice having someone to talk to for a change. I swear, the last date I was on, the man must have been half ogre, a real dull conversationalist. He couldn’t put two words together without drooling. I don’t know. Is it too much to ask for a respectable man who looks decent and has a lot of money?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Emily answered. 
 
    Sarah laughed. “Don’t tell me your tenets forbid that as well.” 
 
    “Actually…” She looked down at her bowl. 
 
    Sarah’s eyes widened. “You’re kidding?” 
 
    “It’s the third tenet.” 
 
    “Char. How do you do it?” 
 
    “It takes a lot of discipline to walk the path.” 
 
    “But still…” 
 
    “We must avoid distractions.” 
 
    “But, hon, being distracted is half the fun.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never really… been interested.” 
 
    “Then you’re not doing it right.” 
 
    The thought of falling in love had entered her mind, but it never stayed for long. She knew she wasn’t cut out for it. She had a hard time opening up to people. Trust was difficult to come by. While she often wondered what it would be like to have someone in her life who she could share special moments with, she was too much of an outsider. The third tenet was just an excuse for being alone. 
 
    Emily let the conversation die as she concentrated on the stew. It wasn’t as bad as she thought it would be, although it was a bit overseasoned. 
 
    “So, what happens now?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, where do you go from here?” 
 
    There it was. She had overstayed her welcome. The reality of her situation was finally hitting home. She had no money, no clothes, no place to stay. She was stranded in a strange city with a culture she hardly understood. Worst of all, she had lost the gríma and without it, she couldn’t fulfill her oath. 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” she answered in defeat. 
 
    “It’s only that you seemed so determined to find the people who abducted you, I thought—” 
 
    “Oh, that.” 
 
    “Yeah, what did you think I was talking about?” 
 
    “I… nothing… I mean, yeah. I knew what you meant. You caught me off guard.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes narrowed. “Then you’re still going after them?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but there’re still a few things I have to take care of first.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Emily shrugged. “Lodging, for starters.” 
 
    “You can always… you know… stay here. If you want.” Sarah looked down at her bowl and slowly stirred the contents. 
 
    “I don’t want to put you out,” Emily said. 
 
    “It’s no trouble. There’s a spare room in the back. It’s not very big and there’s no bed, so… you should be right at home. Tenet number six, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Seventh actually and thank you.” 
 
    Sarah smiled. “As I said, it’s kind of nice having someone around to talk to.” 
 
    “I want to contribute something, although, at the moment, I don’t have much.” 
 
    “If you need a place to work, there’s always the Bird.” 
 
    “The Bird?” 
 
    “The Bird and Bay. It’s a tavern over on Thirty-Sixth Street. Tom’s always looking for help. I can put a word in for you,” she said, and quickly added, “If you want.” 
 
    Working at a tavern wouldn’t have been her first choice, but at least it was a start. Emily saw too many expenses in her near future. 
 
    “I don’t want to cause you any problems. I mean, no more than I already have.” 
 
    “It’s no problem. Besides, it might be fun.” 
 
    While Emily finished her supper, Sarah filled her in on the history of the Bird and Bay. She learned it was an old establishment, but nobody knew how old it was. It’d been in Tom’s family for six generations. Tom inherited it from his father, Oric, nearly twenty years ago. It catered to a wide variety of clientele and for the most part, it was quite tame, but it could get a little rough at times. Beth worked the back. Tom worked the bar and Sarah worked the floor along with the other waitresses. Most of the time, it was either Gayle, Kate, Lisa or Deborah. It sounded like a nice place until Sarah let it slip that Tom wasn’t fond of what he referred to as the lesser races. While he tolerated the dowers, he refused to serve just about anyone else, which included orcs, goblins, and, surprisingly, the howne. Sarah didn’t seem at all bothered by this fact, and it almost sounded like she approved of it. Not wanting to start trouble, especially since the woman had given her a place to sleep, Emily let it slide. 
 
    When Sarah got up to clear the table, Emily removed the handkerchief from her pocket. Carefully unfolding it, she laid it out with the unidentified metal piece sitting in the center. She still had no idea what it was but didn’t wish to handle it any more than she had to. It was small, thin, and appeared to be hollow. There was a residue of some kind coating one end. Some of it had soaked into the handkerchief and left a dark green stain. 
 
    “What’s that?” Sarah asked when she returned from the kitchen. 
 
    “I found it in the alley where I was abducted,” Emily said. 
 
    “You went back there?” 
 
    “I wanted to see if I could find anything that might give me an idea of where to start looking.” 
 
    “So, what is it?” 
 
    “Not a clue. But I have a feeling if I can figure out what that liquid is, it might lead me to the men who tried to abduct me.” 
 
    Sarah sat down across from Emily and took a closer look at the small bit of metal. “You know,” she said. “I might know someone who can help you.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “There’s this woman who comes to the Bird and Bay every so often. I think she’s an elf. They say she’s really knowledgeable about all this stuff, you know, like old magic and potions and things. She owns a bookstore not far from the Bird. It’s called the Occu something. Maybe she can take a look at it and tell you what it is. It couldn’t hurt to ask.” 
 
    Quickly folding the handkerchief, Emily jumped to her feet. “Great. Let’s go.” 
 
    “We can’t go now. It’s late. We can go tomorrow. After work.” 
 
    “Work. Right.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The Bird and Bay 
 
      
 
      
 
    The room Sarah gave her was indeed small. There wasn’t much space for a bed, even if Emily had one, but she didn’t mind. It was simple, it was quiet, and it felt safe. A single blanket on the floor was all she required. According to her teachings, luxury was a distraction, and she couldn’t afford to be distracted. Sarah, on the other hand, seemed to relish distractions. Her apartment was filled with useless luxuries, from her overstuffed couches to her soft fluffy blankets. Even her food was overseasoned. It was difficult to live a simple life when everything around you was designed for pleasure. 
 
    Emily sat in the center of her room, deep in meditation. It had been several days since she’d had the chance to realign herself with her path. It was something she used to do every morning back at the monastery, but here, in New Doral, she was finding it difficult to focus. It was too easy to get distracted or go astray… to forget about her teachings and embrace the chaos around her. Part of her meditation required her to reflect on everything she had done wrong the day before, to revisit those tenets she had broken or outright ignored. Since coming to the Chimney, that list had gotten longer, but it wasn’t only her sins she had to consider. She had to remember the reason she came to the city in the first place. 
 
    Right now, her only concern should be the recovery of the gríma, but to do that, she had to understand this new world and the people in it. There were rules and there were secrets; every place had them. This led her back to her conversation with Petrova. According to the Red Wolf, if she wanted to investigate her own abduction, she had to be licensed. It seemed ridiculous, but it was the law. That meant it would be in her best interest to take it seriously. Now, all she had to do was find out how one could obtain a Merc license. She could return to the Red Wolf Mercs and ask Petrova, but she doubted he would offer any practical suggestions. He made his thoughts quite clear on women becoming Mercs. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Sarah said. 
 
    Her voice yanked Emily back to reality. Pulling the blanket over her shoulders, she turned around and saw Sarah standing in the doorway. The young woman seemed uneasy. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you.” 
 
    “It’s all right. I was just meditating.” 
 
    “It’s only that I have to be at work in an hour and well…” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Work.” Pulling the blanket tighter around her, Emily got to her feet. “I’ll only be a moment,” she said. 
 
    Sarah pulled the door closed. 
 
    Closing her eyes, Emily took a deep breath. She knew where their next conversation was heading. Tossing the blanket aside, she sorted through the pile of clothes. They had picked out an outfit the night before for her first meeting with Tom Adams, the proprietor of the Bird and Bay. It might not have been as modest as the one she wore yesterday, but Sarah’s taste in clothing didn’t lean in that direction. Clothes shopping was definitely an expense Emily was going to have to deal with much sooner than she expected. 
 
    The outfit consisted of a long-sleeved, white blouse—with frills. The neckline was lower than she would have liked, but Sarah believed it would help her get the job. The slacks were made of a soft tan material and she opted for the same pair of boots she’d worn the day before—they were the only shoes that fit her. After getting dressed, she slipped into the lavatory to wash her face and brush her hair before proceeding into the main room. Breakfast was already on the table: one of Sarah’s infamous charcoal muffins along with a glass of water. At least she was keeping it simple. 
 
    Sarah glanced up from the paper she was reading when Emily entered the room. She looked as if she wanted to say something but suddenly thought better of it. 
 
    Sitting down at the table, Emily cut her muffin in half. “It’s not a slave mark,” she said before taking a bite. The taste hadn’t improved. She tried washing it down with a mouthful of water. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “The mark on my back. It’s not a slave mark. I know you’ve been wanting to ask me about it.” 
 
    The look on Sarah’s face was somewhere between embarrassment and relief. 
 
    “I didn’t want to pry. I’ve never seen a slave mark before. I’ve heard of them, but I’ve never seen one.” 
 
    “You still haven’t because it’s not one.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Sarah laid the paper aside. “I didn’t mean to imply anything.” 
 
    “I understand. You don’t know me and I haven’t been very forthcoming with you. The truth is I don’t know much about the mark myself. I’ve had it all my life. I know it has something to do with my past and my people.” 
 
    “Your people?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know much about them—only that they’re all gone.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was very young when Master Konoe found us and took us in, my sister and me that is. I think we’re the only ones who survived whatever happened.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It must be hard not knowing where you came from.” 
 
    “Sometimes it is.” 
 
    “Is that why you came to New Doral? To learn something about your past?” 
 
    Emily fell silent and studied the remaining half of the muffin on her plate before pushing it aside. “Something like that,” she said. “I never thought much about it. It’s hard to miss what you’ve never known, and Master Konoe has been like a father to me, so I never needed to know.” 
 
    “I guess things change when we get older.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “I’ll clean up and then we can leave when you’re ready.” Sarah grabbed the plates and headed into the kitchen. Emily dropped her head on the table. So much for meditating on her sins. It wasn’t even noon and she’d already violated the fourth tenet. Abstain from false, hateful, or deceiving speech. She didn’t want to lie to Sarah, but she couldn’t tell her the real reason she came to New Doral because she didn’t understand it herself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is our stop,” Sarah said before jumping off the tram. 
 
    Not wanting to continue the ride alone, Emily jumped off with her. She watched as the tram continued on its uninterrupted journey down the street. Another strange means of transportation in New Doral. The trams were bright red wagons that kept circling the blocks. They moved slowly enough for people to jump on and off when they needed to get somewhere but didn’t want to walk. Another product of Mana-Tech, no doubt. Emily watched it until it reached the intersection. Two more people got on before it disappeared around the corner. 
 
    “How does it know where it’s going?” she asked, but Sarah had already walked away. Emily ran to catch up to her. “Those tram things. How do they know where they’re going?” 
 
    Sarah shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “But there was nobody driving it.” 
 
    “It just knows, I guess.” 
 
    It amazed her, Sarah’s lack of curiosity. The woman lived her entire life in New Doral and didn’t seem to know or care how the city worked. Maybe growing up around such technology, she simply took it for granted. Streetlamps, driverless trams, mana-powered vehicles, there was nothing like this back home. 
 
    It was another two blocks before Sarah stopped in front of an otherwise nondescript building. The only things that set it apart from the rest of the street were the blue and white awnings fastened over the windows. It seemed odd having awnings since there was sunlight to shade the windows. A wooden sign that read “-ird-n-ba-” swung from a set of rusty chains over the door. Behind the lettering was a splotch of blue, but Emily couldn’t tell if it was supposed to be a picture of a bird or a bay. Where the paint hadn’t peeled away, it had faded. Sarah did say the tavern had been passed down from generation to generation. It would appear nobody thought to update the sign. 
 
    The tavern itself was rather spacious. Several round tables stood in the center of the main room with booths along each side. The back was dominated by a large stone fireplace, which gave the place a rustic feel. The other side of the room was home to a long wooden bar. Behind it was a wall of bottles in all shapes, sizes, and colors. The rest of the place was decorated with a series of old weapons, including swords, shields, and the odd ax, although none of them looked battle ready. They were probably only for show. A collection of cheap props. 
 
    It wasn’t busy. In fact, there were only two people in the place. One was sitting at the bar while the other was standing behind it. Emily might not have recognized the vir sitting at the bar, but she knew the uniform: a thick leather breastplate with the image of a wolf’s head painted on the back in a deep red color. The Merc glanced up when they entered, looked them over once, and returned to his breakfast. 
 
    The vir behind the bar was a heavyset man with a thick gray mustache and hair to match. He wore a long green apron, which he was using to wipe the counter. 
 
    “You’re late,” he said without looking up. 
 
    “Sorry, Tom. I missed the tram cycle.” 
 
    He didn’t seem too concerned by Sarah’s tardiness and continued to wipe the counter. When he finished, he straightened out his apron and nodded toward Emily. 
 
    “Who’s this then?” he asked. 
 
    “This is a friend of mine,” Sarah said, pushing Emily forward. “Her name is Emily Doyle and she’s looking for a job.” 
 
    “Is she now?” Tom crossed his arms on the bar and leaned forward. He looked directly at Emily this time. His eyes narrowed as if studying her. “Ya ever wait tables before, love?” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “Tables. Have you ever waited on a table before?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But she’s willing to learn,” Sarah quickly added. 
 
    Tom sighed. “I don’t know. Turn around for us, love.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Turn, turn,” Tom said, twirling his finger. “Let’s see what you’re offering.” 
 
    “I will do no such—” 
 
    Sarah quickly spun Emily around. 
 
    “She’s got nothing back there either, Tommy.” The Merc laughed. 
 
    “She is a bit on the thin side, isn’t she?” Tom said. 
 
    “And what about that hair?” the Merc asked. “She looks more like a boy with hair that short.” 
 
    “She’ll grow it out,” Sarah said. 
 
    “What? In a day?” 
 
    “He’s got a point there, girl.” 
 
    “Come on, Tom,” Sarah begged. “You keep saying you need more help on the floor.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…” Tom gave a heavy sigh. “If it wasn’t for the fact Deborah quit last night, I wouldn’t even consider it.” 
 
    “Debby quit? Why?” 
 
     “Says she found herself a bloke.” 
 
    “Well, good for her.” 
 
    The Merc started laughing. “I guess there really is someone for everyone.” 
 
    Sarah shot him a dirty look, but if he noticed, he didn’t react. She turned her attention back to Tom. “With Debby gone, that means you’re going to be shorthanded.” 
 
    The man ran a hand through his mop of gray hair. “I don’t know,” he said. “It doesn’t look like she can handle herself.” 
 
    “If she gets into trouble, I’ll be there.” 
 
    “It only pays a fyn an hour, but any tips you make are yours.” 
 
    “In that case, she’ll probably starve,” the Merc mumbled. 
 
    Tom twisted his face as if the decision to hire her was a difficult one to make. He let out another great sigh and looked to the ceiling, almost as if he was praying. “All right,” he said. “The job’s yours if you want it. Get changed in the back. Your shift starts in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tom.” Sarah grabbed Emily by the hand and pulled her behind the bar. “You won’t regret this,” she shouted over her shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Tom mumbled. 
 
    Emily said nothing as she followed Sarah into the back room. From there they entered what could only be described as a broom closet. They had to squeeze past a stack of boxes marked “Cleaning supplies” to get to the changing area. It was a small dark space with a single bench and a full-length mirror that looked as if it hadn’t seen a dustrag in years. Several uniforms were hanging on the wall. 
 
    “You can wear Lisa’s old uniform,” Sarah said, pointing to one of the hooks. “She was about your height, although we might have to take it in.” 
 
    “Won’t Lisa mind?” 
 
    “Lisa stopped working here two weeks ago.” Sarah paused for a moment, as if that fact should mean something. “Now that I think about it, it was rather sudden.” 
 
    “Somehow, I’m not surprised,” Emily mumbled. She removed the uniform from the peg and held it up to get a better look at it. There wasn’t much there to put on. “Don’t you find this a little embarrassing?” 
 
    “Yeah, I probably should have warned you about Tom’s interviews.” 
 
    “I wasn’t actually talking about that, but now that you bring it up…” 
 
    “Oh, don’t let it get to you. We all had to go through it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we needed the job.” 
 
    “That’s not really an excuse, is it?” 
 
    “The Bird and Bay might not be much to look at, but at least Tom’s honest. You heard him—you can keep your tips. I’ve worked in places where that wasn’t an option.” 
 
    “Maybe. But what about that Merc? Who’s he?” 
 
    “Phil? He’s harmless most of the time. Unless he gets a few drinks in him. Then he can be a little handsy. He’s always here for breakfast before we’re even open. Tom thinks having Mercs in the place is good for business.” 
 
    Sarah was already getting undressed and didn’t seem to mind there was no door to their little broom closet. If it wasn’t for the wall of boxes, they might as well be undressing in the hall. Tying on her apron, she looked at herself in the mirror. 
 
    “Do you get a lot of Mercs in here?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Oh yeah, quite a few actually. We’re kind of in the middle of three territories. There’s the Red Wolves, the Yellow Snakes, and the White Hawks.” 
 
    “No Blue Tigers?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. Why?” 
 
    “No reason.” She didn’t need to run into them again after what happened yesterday. “You wouldn’t happen to know how someone becomes a Merc, would you?” 
 
    “They’d have to be hired by one of the companies,” Sarah said. 
 
    “But what if they didn’t want to work for an established group? What if they wanted to go off on their own?” 
 
    “Then I guess they’d have to get a Merc license. At least, that’s what I’ve heard.” 
 
    “And how would someone go about getting something like that?” 
 
    “That’s easy—they’d have to go to the Annex.” 
 
    “The Annex?” 
 
    “That’s where all that stuff is done. Licenses and things.” 
 
    “And where’s that?” 
 
    “At the center of the city. The Bureau building is the tallest building in New Doral. It goes straight up through the Chimney. Some say it goes all the way to the top, and it’s actually a part of the Imperial Palace, but I don’t know about that. Anyway, there’s an Annex on each level that handles all Bureau business for that tier…” Sarah suddenly stopped and looked at Emily. “You’re not thinking of getting a Merc license, are you?” 
 
    “It did cross my mind. If I’m going to find the people who tried to abduct me, it might be easier to do it as a Merc.” 
 
    She laughed. “That’s never going to happen.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because you’re a woman. Women don’t become Mercs.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “They just don’t. I don’t think they’re allowed. Anyway, it’s men’s work,” Sarah said as if the answer was obvious. 
 
    “Men’s work?” 
 
    “Yeah. Of course. Can you imagine a woman chasing down a criminal and stopping a fight? Let’s face it, we’re better in the kitchen and they’re better out there.” 
 
    “You can’t honestly believe that.” 
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
    “But you work.” 
 
    “Only until I get married. Now, come on. Get changed, so I can introduce you to Beth before our shift starts.” 
 
    Sarah left Emily alone in the broom closet, holding her newly acquired uniform. This was not what she had in mind when she came to New Doral. Her father had warned her that the path one follows is not always straight. It winds and forks and sometimes sends you on journeys you hadn’t planned on, but if you follow its course, you’ll reach your destination; it just might not be from the direction you anticipated. This was definitely not the direction Emily had anticipated. 
 
    Stripping off her clothes, she put on the uniform, then stared at herself in the dusty mirror. Now she was in violation of the sixth tenet—again. The skirt was way too short and the top was way too low. She checked the other uniforms, hoping to find something with a little more material. When that proved futile, she tried looking at herself in the mirror again. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as she thought. No such luck. She could simply change back into the regular clothes, but that wouldn’t be fair to Sarah. The woman vouched for her, so, in a way, Emily was honor bound to see it through, if only for a day. Squeezing past the cleaning supplies, she stepped back out into the hall and followed the voices into the kitchen. 
 
    “There you are,” Sarah said. “I thought you might have run away. Come and meet Beth.” 
 
    Beth was a short, plump woman with a large nose and an even larger smile. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun and the wrinkles around her eyes only made her seem twice as jovial. 
 
    “So this is the new recruit.” She laughed. 
 
    “Emily, this is Beth Howell. She runs the kitchen and well… pretty much all of the Bird and Bay.” 
 
    Emily bowed to the woman. “It’s nice to meet you, ma’am.” 
 
    Beth frowned. “Ma’am? Do I look like a ma’am?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.” 
 
    Sarah laughed. “You have to forgive Emily. She’s not from New Doral.” 
 
    “I’m only teasing you, child,” Beth said. “But I wouldn’t be tossing around the title of ma’am too often in the Chimney. It may not have the same meaning as it once did.” 
 
    “I’ll have to remember that.” 
 
    “So, Sarah tells me you’re not from around here. Where do you hail from?” 
 
    “East. Not as big a place as this. So you run the kitchen?” 
 
    Beth fell silent for a moment but never lost her smile. “That’s right. I run the kitchen. Have you ever worked in a tavern before?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “Well. It’s not that difficult. Just ask the people what they want. Write it down and bring it back here. You can write, can’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, I… I mean, Beth.” 
 
    “Give it time, child. You’ll catch on.” 
 
    Sarah grabbed Emily’s hand. “Come on,” she said. “They’re going to be coming in soon. You handle the booths for now and I’ll take care of the tables. Kate and Dot should be in later.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
    Emily picked up the money left on the table and brought it to the bar. Pulling the coffer out, she started tallying up the bill. New Doral had a strange currency system, but she was finally getting the hang of it. Unfortunately, it didn’t mean her tips were improving. Deducting the price of the meal and the ale, the vir only left her with a quarter fyn, hardly enough to get excited over. She shoved the rest of the money into the coffer and slipped it back under the bar. 
 
    The pace of the morning started out slow, what with only a few people coming in for breakfast, but it quickly picked up during the lunchtime hours. Fortunately, that’s when Kate and Dot showed up. 
 
    Kate was a fireball with a bob cut. A bronze-skinned, leggy young woman of average height, she was all over the place. Running back and forth from the kitchen to the main room, she must have served over a dozen dishes in the time it took Emily to serve one. She was also very friendly with the customers… maybe a little too friendly. 
 
    Dot, on the other hand, was more reserved. A full-figured woman with shoulder-length honey-brown hair, she had a round, friendly face and a kind disposition, the type of person complete strangers felt compelled to tell all their troubles and secrets to. She might have spent longer at each table, conversing with the customers, but it showed in the number of tips she was pulling in. 
 
    As for the customers, they were all vir and all male, which was pretty much what Emily expected from how Sarah described Tom’s views of the other races. He wasn’t a very tolerant man, but it didn’t seem to affect his business. There were quite a few Mercs, several jitney drivers, an entire construction crew, not to mention a few suits, although she couldn’t figure out why the suits wanted to dine in a tavern such as the Bird and Bay. It catered more to the working class, and they seemed a little out of place. But they ate, they paid, and they left, and that was all that Tom required. 
 
    Most of the patrons chose to sit at the tables, so Emily only had to deal with a handful of customers in her section, but it still kept her on her toes. As she ran back and forth between the kitchen and the main floor, she was now sure she knew why Lisa quit. The work itself wasn’t difficult, but the environment left much to be desired. The comments, the stares, the proposals—with every order she took, she had to remind herself of the first tenet. There was more than one time a customer nearly received the back side of her tray. It didn’t help with Tom telling her to smile each time she passed the bar on her way to, or from, the kitchen. He even suggested she show a little more skin, but how was that possible given how revealing the uniforms were to begin with? 
 
    Sarah, on the other hand, made the job look all too easy. If she was having any problems with any of the customers, she wasn’t letting it show. She conversed with each table, took their orders, and delivered their food without dropping her smile. She was definitely more suited to dealing with the public than Emily could ever be. 
 
    Sitting at the bar, Emily watched as her last two booths were finishing their meals. One was a salesman or possibly a deliveryman. He came in with a large bag that he kept close to his side. He wasn’t the friendliest vir and seemed to take offense when he ordered his usual, and she didn’t know what it was. Little chance of a decent tip there. The second booth was occupied by two Mercs from the White Hawk company. They were a bit too friendly. She thought about dumping them on Kate but was afraid of what the results might be. 
 
    Now that the place was beginning to empty, Emily could afford to take a breather. Even Sarah’s customers were thinning out. She only had three tables occupied—make that two as she picked up the pay from a group of departing jitney drivers. 
 
    “Come again,” Sarah said in that cheerful voice that was starting to get on Emily’s nerves. Stepping behind the bar, she pulled out the coffer and tallied up the bill. After setting aside five fyn, she placed the rest of the money in the old wooden box and returned it to its home under the bar. 
 
     “You can always count on jitney drivers to leave a decent tip.” She folded the five fyn and slipped them into her apron pocket. “What did Old Willy give you?” 
 
    “Willy?” Emily asked. “Who’s Willy?” 
 
    “Willy. You know, the old man with the long beard who was in booth three. He’s a bit of a regular. What did he give you?” 
 
    “Does a dirty look count?” 
 
    Sarah’s jaw dropped. “Are you saying he didn’t leave you a tip? He’s usually a pretty good tipper.” 
 
    “I don’t think he appreciated my answer to his proposal.” 
 
    “Yeah, sometimes he can be a little crude.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement.” 
 
    “You can’t take what they say seriously,” Kate said on her way back from the kitchen. She was carrying a tray loaded with food in one hand and three tankers of ale in the other. It was a wonder it didn’t wind up on the floor with how quickly she moved around the bar. “You know what they say, boys will be boys. It’s all in good fun. You just have to play along.” 
 
    Emily gave her a bitter laugh. “I don’t think so,” she said. “I’m not sure I’m cut out for this kind of work.” 
 
    “It’s only your first day. You’ll get the hang of it.” 
 
    “Do you really think—” 
 
    “Yo! Sweet-cheeks! How about some more ale over here?” 
 
    Slowly Emily turned to the table where one of the White Hawks was holding up an empty bottle. Reaching behind the bar, she grabbed another ale, and weighted it in her hand. 
 
    “You want me to take care of it?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “No, it’s all right. I think I can hit him from here.” 
 
    “Emily?” 
 
    “I was only joking.” 
 
    “No, I mean, look.” 
 
    She turned to where Sarah was pointing. A woman stood in the doorway of the tavern. That alone was out of the ordinary. It was the first female customer Emily had seen all day. There was an air of mystery around her that didn’t quite fit into the otherwise mundane surroundings. Tall and willowy with delicate features, her pale face seemed all the more ghostly framed by her long raven-black hair. She walked with difficulty and relied heavily upon her companion, a small individual wrapped in a full-length brown cloak, the hood of which was pulled up over her head. The room fell silent as the customers watched her cross the floor. They seemed almost frightened by her presence. Even Tom appeared nervous as he kept wiping his hands on his dirty apron. 
 
    “That’s her,” Sarah whispered. “That’s Mira.” 
 
    Mira took the table in the corner of the room, beside the fireplace. Well away from everyone else. Sarah quickly got up off her stool and ran over to take her order. 
 
    “Yo! Where’s my ale?” the White Hawk shouted. 
 
    Grabbing the bottle off the bar, Emily marched across the floor and slammed it down on the table in front of the man. He jumped back but quickly regained his composure. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” he mumbled. 
 
    “My apologies, I was a bit busy.” 
 
    “So I see.” He glanced over to where Mira was sitting. “Damned Elves. Don’t know why they’re even allowed in the Chimney. Thought they all hated tech.” 
 
    “You can’t trust an elf,” the other Hawk grumbled between mouthfuls of food. 
 
    Emily bit her tongue and returned to her stool. Sarah ran past her into the kitchen. When she returned, she stepped behind the bar and pulled two glasses off the top shelf. Running her finger down the row of bottles, she stopped when she reached a light blue label. Tom usually poured the drinks, but he didn’t seem to want anything to do with the elf. Although, Emily was sure he would have no problem accepting her money when the time came to pay. 
 
    “This is your chance,” Sarah said. She slid the tray with the two glasses toward Emily. 
 
    “My chance for what?” 
 
    “To talk to her. Takes these over.” 
 
    She looked down at the drinks, then across the room at Mira. Picking up the tray Emily carefully carried it to the table. 
 
    “Thank you,” a voice from beneath the brown cloak said. The voice was female but sounded young. 
 
    Mira, on the other hand, said nothing as she picked up one of the glasses and took a sip. She set it on the table in front her, then slowly looked up at Emily. Her eyes were an unsettling shade of violet. 
 
    “I believe I already gave the young lady my order.” 
 
    There was a cold edge to her voice. This was not someone who enjoyed idle chitchat. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, I realize that. That’s not what I’m here for.” 
 
    “Then why else would you be bothering me?” 
 
    “Well, you see, you don’t know me—” 
 
    “Let’s keep it that way—shall we?” Mira looked down at her glass. “I came in for a meal, not a conversation.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bother you,” Emily said. 
 
    The cloaked figure reached across the table and placed her hand on the elf’s arm. 
 
    “Mistress, please.” 
 
    “Tilly.” 
 
    “Please, Mistress. I feel you should hear her out.” 
 
    Something passed between them, and Mira’s demeanor softened but only slightly. 
 
    “Very well.” She sighed. “What is it that you want?” 
 
    “I don’t wish to bother you—” 
 
    “You already have, haven’t you? But my companion feels that I should at least hear what you have to say, so make it quick.” 
 
    Emily sat down at the table. Mira closed her eyes and sighed. Tilly giggled. 
 
    Pulling out the handkerchief, she unwrapped the small piece of metal and slid it across the table toward the elf. Mira looked at it curiously. 
 
    “And what am I supposed to do with this?” she asked. 
 
    “I was told you’re very knowledgeable on things such as chemicals and… well, poisons.” 
 
    “Poisons?” Her violet eyes widened. Reaching out, Mira gently stroked the tip of the metal with her finger and, much to Emily’s surprise, ran the same finger along her bottom lip. It seemed like a dangerous way of testing poisons, but the elf never flinched. “Definitely plant-based, possibly diluted. A bit pungent.” 
 
    “Do you know what it is?” 
 
    “Difficult to say for sure. I would have to run a few tests, but it’s a form of Lipon.” 
 
    “Would you know where I could get such a poison?” Emily asked. 
 
    The elf’s face darkened. “I do not know what you have heard about me, but I do not traffic in such wares.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to suggest that you did. It’s only that I need to know who sells it.” 
 
    “Why would you need to know that?” 
 
    “I’m hoping that it will lead me to the people who tried to abduct me. They have something of mine and I need to get it back.” 
 
    “I would have thought you would have taken this to those… Mercs.” The elf didn’t so much as say Merc as she spat the word out. It was clear she had about as much love for them as they did for her. 
 
    “I tried, but they turned me away. They won’t help. They seem to think it’s a waste of time.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.” She tapped her finger on the table and a slight trace of a smile formed on her lips. “I will help you identify this poison—” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “For a price.” 
 
    “A price? I’m afraid I don’t have much money. I’ve only just started working here, and well… I’m not doing too well on my first day.” 
 
    Mira shook her head. “I said nothing about money.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I barter in… favors.” 
 
    “Favors?” 
 
    “That’s right. You seem like a resourceful young woman. Your people are known to be… competent. I may need someone of your skill set in the future.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what I can offer you.” 
 
    “Do not undervalue your worth. These are my terms: a favor for a favor. I will tell you what I can about your poison and in return, you will owe me a favor.” 
 
    “How do you know I will keep my side of the bargain when the time comes?” 
 
    This time Mira did smile. “Because you are bound by honor. Unlike most of the inhabitants of this wretched city, you will not forsake your word. It is a hard code to live by is it not?” 
 
    Favors were a dangerous commodity. There was no telling how expensive it could get, but it was also her only lead. 
 
    “Very well. You have a deal. A favor for a favor,” Emily said. 
 
    “So be it. I will let you know when I find out more about your poison. Until then…” Mira waved her off. 
 
    Emily knew there was no longer any point in sticking around. Pushing herself away from the table, she headed back to the bar. Sarah was waiting. 
 
    “So? How did it go?” 
 
    “She’s agreed to examine the poison.” 
 
    “That’s great.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “Yo! Toots! Another ale.” 
 
    This was going to be a long day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The Bureau 
 
      
 
      
 
    After putting in her hours and adding up her meager tips, Emily earned enough money to hire a jitney to take her to the Annex. She even had enough to get her back home, but nothing after that. It wasn’t that she expected her single day of work to cover all her expenses, but she had hoped to stretch her finances a little further. She owned nothing at the moment, and relying on Sarah for everything went against her teachings. The path might require her to leave behind material possessions, but even the poorest traveler had a change of underclothes. 
 
    As the jitney navigated the busy streets of New Doral, Emily sat in the back seat and watched the city pass by. It was a remarkable place but one she was ready to be gone from. Although alive, as in active, it seemed to plod on at a dismal pace, almost as if the city had given up. There was no color, only shades of gray. The buildings, the vehicles, even the ashen faces of the people contributed to the monochromatic existence. There was no sky, no sun, not even a decent breeze. New Doral had separated itself from the world around it, and now it existed in its own perpetual limbo. She feared if she stayed any longer, she too may lose her color. 
 
    Pulling herself away from the window, she looked down at the jitney driver’s license posted on the back of his seat. It said his name was Ryan Kersh and that he had been driving jitneys for the last twenty-three years. The picture showed a sad-faced middle-aged man with no hair, staring blankly out into space. It was a good likeness. 
 
    It seemed everything in New Doral required a license, whether it was driving, owning a tavern, or investigating your own abduction. At first, it seemed a little strange, but the more she thought about it, the more she could see the reasoning behind it. It had to be better than having everyone do whatever they wanted whenever they wanted to do it. A city of this size required some sense of order. Although, from what she’d seen so far, there wasn’t much of that either. 
 
    Once she secured her Merc license, she’d be able to start her investigating in earnest. Not that she knew where to start. She had hoped her visit to the alley would have provided her with something more to go on than a needle that may or may not have anything to do with her. Petrova had a bulletin board filled with pictures of missing people. How many of them met their fate in that same alley? Tar did say it was the perfect place for an abduction. And what about the poison? Even if she learned everything she could about it from Mira, there was no guarantee it would get her any closer to finding Squeaky Voice and his gang. 
 
    The jitney slowed down and pulled up to the curb where Emily got her first good look at the Bureau building, a tall, multifloored, many-windowed structure that seemed a darker shade of gray than the surrounding city. It climbed all the way up to the stone sky, and if Sarah was right, well beyond even that. 
 
    “Annex. Four fyn,” the driver said without turning around. 
 
    Emily counted out the four thin sheets of silver paper and placed them in his outstretched hand. Stepping out of the jitney, she had barely closed the door before he pulled away. So much for a ride home. She’d have to find herself another driver, but first things first, she was here to get her Merc license. 
 
    Walking up the front steps to the Annex, she followed a group of people into the lobby. The place was packed. It appeared the Bureau did quite a bit of business, even this late in the day. There were several lines of people standing in front windows accepting forms. More people sat at small desks filling out forms, and even more stood in different lines handing in forms. Then, of course, there were all the people behind the windows filing those forms. 
 
    Moving away from the front door and finding a safe place to stand without getting in the way, Emily took in her surroundings. There had to be some order to this chaos. It was just a matter of figuring it out. 
 
    “Do you need some help?” 
 
    She was dressed in a dark gray suit, which meant she probably worked for the Bureau. The tall, lissome woman with long, wheat-colored hair tied in a bun wore a stern expression and regarded Emily suspiciously. 
 
    “Do you need some help?” she asked again. 
 
    “I’m here to get a license,” Emily answered. 
 
    The stern-faced woman stared at her for a moment and without saying a word, gestured for Emily to follow her. Cutting through the crowd, she led her to a large chart that hung on the far wall. It was divided into four categories: certificates, permits, licenses, and registrations. 
 
    “What license were you interested in?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Merc,” Emily answered. 
 
    She ran one long, delicate finger down the chart under the categories of licenses and stopped when she found private and public security. 
 
    “Window six.” 
 
    “Window…?” 
 
    “Six,” she said and pointed to one of the windows. Above it, on a round metal plaque, was the number six. She then directed Emily to the end of the line before leaving her to fend for herself. 
 
    The line moved slowly. 
 
    There were at least twenty people in front of her, although, thankfully, they weren’t all there for Merc licenses. At least she didn’t think so. According to the chart, this window also provided licenses for machinists, alchemists, bakers, and tattoo artists. There were a few more occupations listed, but she didn’t get a chance to read them all. As the line got shorter, and she moved closer to the window, she could hear the requests from the people in front of her. Two men wanted jitney licenses and one wanted a hospitality license. The next man wanted a liquor permit but was told he was in the wrong line and had to go to window eight. The next man requested a bakery license. Before Emily knew it, she was standing in front of the window. It only took her half an hour. 
 
    An old crow-faced woman looked up at her from behind a desk surrounded by stacks of paper. 
 
    “What do you need?” she asked. 
 
    “A Merc license,” Emily said. “No. Wait, I think it’s called a private—” 
 
    “Private and public security license,” the woman finished for her. Spinning her chair around, she dug into one of the paper stacks and pulled out a thick form. She then slid it across the windowsill toward Emily. “Fill this out, bring it to window eleven, and wait to be called.” 
 
    “Wait to be—?” 
 
    “Next.” 
 
    The burly man standing behind her pushed her to one side. 
 
     “Pipe fitter,” he told the crow-faced woman. 
 
    She spun her chair around and started looking for the proper forms. Emily searched for a place to sit down. 
 
    She had seen it when she first entered: a small area of the lobby sectioned off for people to fill out their paperwork. Each desk was supplied with a light and an ink pen on a very short leash. She sat down to work on the forms. Having never filled one out before, she couldn’t say if it was standard, but it did cover a wide variety of topics. Some of if it seemed a little unusual, with questions about religious affiliations and political beliefs, even what race she was, while other sections made more sense. There was a place for military experience, training, and physical health. All in all, the form was twenty-six pages long and took her nearly an hour to complete. 
 
    When she was finally finished, she looked through it again to make sure she, at least, tried to answer all the questions. A lot of it didn’t apply to her, such as questions about which tier she was born on and where her parents worked. They seemed to want to know every little detail of her life, details she was reluctant to part with. Picking up the paper, she looked for window eleven and stepped in line. It was another twenty minutes before she reached the front. 
 
    Emily set the form on the sill. The woman behind the window picked it up, looked it over, and handed it back to her. 
 
    “You’re in the wrong line,” she said. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “You need to take licensing requests to window twelve.” 
 
    “But I was told window eleven.” 
 
    “Window twelve. Next.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Emily recited the first tenet under her breath as she looked for window twelve. After standing in another line for another twenty minutes, she handed the paperwork to yet another woman behind another window. This one took the form and stuck it in a box without even looking at it. 
 
    “Please wait over there. Someone will get to you shortly. Next.” 
 
    “Over there” was actually a row of chairs lined up against the wall. A few of them were already occupied. More people simply waiting. Emily took a seat. 
 
    Shortly must have meant something different in New Doral than it did in the rest of the world. 
 
    With nothing else to occupy her time, she watched the people move from one line to the next and imagined it happening on all twenty levels. Every license, every document, every permit, it all went through the Bureau. Forget mana crystals; it appeared the Chimney ran on paper. 
 
    Just when she thought they had forgotten about her, the door on her right suddenly opened and a tall woman holding a clipboard stepped out. She was dressed in long flowing green robes, which seemed out of place in the Bureau building since everyone else was wearing gray suits. Looking down at her clipboard, the woman adjusted her glasses and looked at it again. The people in the waiting area leaned forward and held their breaths. They were all hoping their name was going to be the next one called. 
 
    “Mr. Murphy? Mr. Allen Murphy?” 
 
    There was a collective groan from the room as a short round vir jumped to his feet. The woman in green stepped aside and waved him through the door. 
 
    “Mr. Sanchez will see you now.” 
 
    After the doors closed, they all went back to waiting. One hour and four more visits from the woman in green, Emily finally heard… 
 
    “Mr. Doyle? Mr. Emil Doyle?” 
 
    Okay, not exactly what she was expecting. 
 
    She looked up and down the row of people, seeing if someone shared her last name, but nobody moved. The woman called the name again. 
 
    “Mr. Emil Doyle?” 
 
    “I’m Emily Doyle,” Emily said, raising her hand. 
 
    The woman in green adjusted her glasses, looked down at her clipboard, and shrugged. 
 
    “Mr. Cogs will see you now.” 
 
     Emily quickly got to her feet and followed the woman into a maze of hallways and doors. With so many offices and so many people working, it was a wonder they even needed a waiting area. The woman stopped at room twenty-seven and knocked three times before opening the door. She gestured for Emily to enter. 
 
    The room was small and sort of on the gloomy side. A single desk took up most of the space. Behind it a man sat with his head down, scribbling notes on what appeared to be Emily’s recently filled-out form. No doubt this was Mr. Cogs. 
 
    “Please have a seat, Mr. Doyle. I’ll be with you in a moment,” he said without looking up. He flipped through the form a few more times, then stopped on one of the pages. “Everything seems to be in order. I just have a few more questions that I need to ask you. You say here you’re not a resident of New Doral. Where did you originally come from?” 
 
    “It’s a small settlement, east of Eryona region,” Emily answered. 
 
    The man suddenly looked up. 
 
    “Oh. I’m sorry,” he said. “I think you might have the wrong room. I was expecting—” 
 
    “Doyle. Emily Doyle?” 
 
    “Emily?” He flipped to the front of the form. “It says here, the name’s Emil Doyle.” 
 
    “No. I’m pretty sure I wrote down Emily.” 
 
    Mr. Cogs turned the paper sideways and was now looking at it from a different angle. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess that could be the letter Y.” 
 
    “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Problem? No. No problem. I’m afraid your request for a private and public security license has been denied.” 
 
    “But you just said everything seemed to be in order.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you simply don’t meet the qualifications,” he said with a nervous laugh. “We don’t just hand out Merc licenses to anyone who comes in. Sorry, but that’s the way it is. I’m sure you can find your way out.” 
 
    “I’ve been here for nearly three hours. I’ve stood in lines, filled out forms, and sat in your waiting room, all so you can tell me my request has been denied.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mrs. Doyle.” 
 
    “Can you at least tell me why it was denied?” 
 
    “Because you don’t meet the qualifications.” 
 
    “What qualifications would those be?” 
 
    “Well. You know.” He flipped through the pages of the form. “There were things that… came up.” 
 
    “I see, and would one of those be because I’m a woman?” 
 
    “Look, Mrs. Doyle—” 
 
    “Because it sounded like you were ready to hand me a license when you thought I was a man.” 
 
    “Mrs. Doyle, I don’t make the rules—” 
 
    “But you have no problem following them.” 
 
    Mr. Cogs sighed and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “The bottom line is, your application for a Merc license has been denied. There’s nothing I can do about it.” 
 
    “So that’s it?” Emily asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “So am I, Mr. Cogs.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Emily finally got back home, Sarah was waiting for her. She was sitting in the main room, altering what looked like Emily’s uniform. 
 
    “How did it go?” she asked. 
 
    Emily flopped down in one of the overstuffed chairs. Even though she was supposed to abstain from luxuries, she didn’t care. After standing in the Bureau for three hours and sitting in a jitney for another, she needed something comfortable at the moment. 
 
    “Pretty much the way you said it would.” 
 
    Sarah set her work aside. “I told you they wouldn’t give you a license. Being a Merc is a job for men, not women.” 
 
    “Says who?” 
 
    “Everyone.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t happen to agree with everyone.” 
 
    “You don’t happen to agree with anyone.” 
 
    “I don’t see why women can’t be Mercs. I’m as good as any of them, and I’ll prove it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By finding out who Squeaky Voice is and getting my gríma back.” 
 
    “Your what?” 
 
    “My… stuff, my property.” 
 
    “Oh, and how do you plan on doing that?” 
 
    Emily sank farther into the chair. 
 
    “I haven’t actually thought that far ahead.” 
 
    Sarah sighed. “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m going to bed. Supper’s in the kitchen if you’re hungry, but I wouldn’t stay up too late. You have work in the morning.” 
 
    Work—that was going to get in the way of her investigation. 
 
    When Sarah closed the door of her bedroom, Emily pulled herself up from the chair and headed into the kitchen. It wasn’t difficult to find supper. A large pot of Sarah’s overspiced stew was sitting on the stove. She ladled herself out a bowl and sat down at the table with it. After taking a few mouthfuls, she slid it aside. Food wasn’t a big priority at the moment. She had to start planning her next move. 
 
    The way she saw it, her biggest obstacle was New Doral itself. She was still new and didn’t know her way around. The culture, the technology, she hadn’t quite figured out how everything worked yet. Her first excursion into the city on her own resulted in an altercation with three Blue Tigers. While she felt the events were justified, it was hardly a good start. If she was going to investigate her abduction without a proper license, she would have to stay well clear of the Mercs. Otherwise… well, who knows what punishments the city would dish out. However, that was only the beginning. She was out of place in New Doral, which meant she would need a guide. Unbeknownst to Sarah, she’d just become Emily’s partner. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Lost One, Found One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emily pulled at the hem of her uniform. It wouldn’t go down any farther—not without serious consequences. Sarah said she took it in, but it seemed she took it in in all the wrong places. The skirt felt shorter and the blouse was even more revealing. 
 
    “You keep tugging on that, hon, and you’ll really give the customers a show,” Kate said as she walked past her carrying yet another tray of empty plates. Emily followed her into the kitchen where Sarah was already loading up her next order. 
 
    “This is humiliating,” Emily said, pulling at her blouse this time. “I feel like everything is falling out.” 
 
    “You look fine,” Kate assured her. 
 
    “I don’t look fine. I look like a—” 
 
    “Like a what?” 
 
    “Like a… It’s just not my style.” 
 
    Sarah laughed. “I’ve seen your style. Pants, tunics, baggy jackets…” 
 
    “So, what’s wrong with that?” 
 
    “I hate to tell you, but you dress like a man.” 
 
    “I wear what I want to wear.” 
 
    “And that haircut doesn’t help either,” Kate added. 
 
    “What’s wrong with my hair?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, it’s too short—and too white. It makes you look like an old man.” She laughed. 
 
    “I think she looks adorable,” Beth said. The cook was dishing out the last of the fried potatoes and roasted beef. The lunch shift was finally slowing down. 
 
    “I didn’t say she didn’t,” Kate protested. “I’m saying she should think about dying it. Maybe go blond.” 
 
    Emily pulled at her hair. “What’s wrong with my hair? I like my hair this color. I am quite happy with the way I look.” She then pulled at the hem of her skirt. “Well, maybe not at the moment.” 
 
     Picking up the reloaded tray, Sarah hoisted it on her shoulder with little effort. She made the job look too easy. 
 
    “Look, Em, you’ll never land a husband if you don’t advertise.” 
 
    “I have no desire to find a husband,” Emily replied. 
 
    “Oh yeah, I forgot. The fifth tenet, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with my teachings, and, for your information, it’s the third.” 
 
    “Tenets?” Kate asked. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Emily answered. 
 
    “You have too many rules. You’ve got to let yourself go. Enjoy the moment,” Sarah said as she departed with the tray of food. Emily leaned against the counter and sighed. 
 
    “How can I enjoy the moment dressed like this?” she asked. 
 
    Beth placed a large bowl of stew on a second tray and slid it toward her. 
 
    “Don’t let it get to you, child. From what I understand, walking the path is not easy.” 
 
    “Wait, you know about the path?” 
 
    “Can’t say that I do, but I have known a few dowers in my time.” 
 
    “It’s not only that. I knew coming to New Doral wouldn’t be easy. It’s just that…” 
 
    “Then why did you come?” 
 
    Emily shrugged and picked up the tray. “It’s not important,” she answered. 
 
    Carrying the food into the main room, she stopped in the doorway and took a deep breath. Today wasn’t much different from yesterday. Sarah and Dot took the main floor while Kate took the opposite wall. Emily was stuck with the booths again, and same as before, the booths weren’t that busy. She’d only had ten customers all morning, while the others had nearly twice that and Kate even more. Right now, most of the other tables were occupied while Emily only had two booths filled. Still, it was probably for the best. She simply wasn’t as good at handling the customers. The amount she earned in tips was a testament to that. 
 
    Forcing herself to smile, she took the bowl of stew to booth number six, where a heavyset man with a thick black beard waited impatiently. 
 
    “It’s about time, girl,” he growled before grabbing the bowl off the tray. Without so much as a thank you, he started shoveling the food into his mouth. Not the most civilized diner but still not the worst she’d had to deal with today. 
 
    “Will that be all, sir?” she asked. 
 
    Lifting his face out of the bowl, he glared at her. “For now,” he said as gravy dripped from his beard. 
 
    Emily nodded politely and stepped away from the table. For some reason, she didn’t think she was going to get much of a tip from him. Heading back to the bar, she stopped at booth number two, where three men were finishing up their lunch. She had high hopes for this table. Not only were they the friendliest customers she’d had all day, but they were the most understanding. They were willing to cut her some slack after she explained it was her second day on the job. They weren’t even mad when she initially mixed up their orders. 
 
     “How was everything?” she asked. 
 
    “Wonderful,” the man sitting against the wall said. He looked older than his two companions and was sporting a seriously wild-looking mustache, the ends of which protruded from each side of his face and curled into spirals. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can get you?” 
 
    “Not at the moment, love.” 
 
    With nothing else to do, Emily sat at the bar and soon found herself listening to the three men as they continued their conversation. It wasn’t difficult, seeing as they were talking quite loudly. 
 
    “That’s what I was tellin’ ya, Sam. She can outrace any of those newer ones.” 
 
    “Only if she can stay out of the yard for more than a month.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, that’s not fair. She’s a fine ship. She needs a little attention from time to time, that’s all” 
 
    “Please, that ship spends more time in the yard than the rest of the fleet combined.” 
 
    “That’s only because of the new Mana-Tech engines they outfitted her with. The Aeolus was never this unreliable.” 
 
    Emily jumped off the barstool and ran to the table. “Excuse me. But did you mention the Aeolus?” 
 
    The young man with short blond hair looked up at her and grinned. 
 
    “Well, indeed I did, miss.” 
 
    “So you guys work on the Aeolus?” she asked. 
 
    “Only Harold does,” the man with the wild mustache replied. “Me and Carl, we work the engines of the Boreas.” 
 
    Carl said nothing and only nodded. 
 
    “I would have thought the Aeolus left port by now,” Emily said. 
 
    “I should hope not.” Harold laughed. “I’m the navigator. She ain’t going anywhere without me, or at least she ain’t gonna get to where she’s going.” 
 
    “So it’s still in New Doral?” 
 
    “For another three days. She was held over for refitting, but we’ll be back on schedule soon enough.” 
 
    Sam laughed. “When has the Aeolus ever been on schedule?” 
 
    “More times than the Boreas, I can tell you that much.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to know of a steward by the name of Brian, would you?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Brian?” Harold’s face went blank for a moment. This was not a man used to thinking. “Can’t say that I do,” he answered slowly. 
 
    “He has dark skin, dark eyes, he combs his hair back and to one side.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. You’re talking about Macias?” 
 
    “That’s him. Brian Macias.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know the dude. Kind of squirrelly. Can’t say I’ve actually talked to him none, but I’ve seen him around some. Fact is, I saw him this morning.” 
 
    “He’s on the Aeolus now?” 
 
    “Should be, unless he got leave.” 
 
    “Doyle!” 
 
    Emily turned to see Tom glaring at her from across the bar. He was pointing at something on the far side of the room. When she looked, she saw the heavyset man with the thick black beard waving frantically at her. He was trying to get her attention and didn’t seem pleased at being ignored. He was even less pleased when she turned her back on him. 
 
    “Where is the Aeolus now?” she asked Harold. 
 
    “Well, she’s still in the shipyard.” 
 
    “And where’s that?” 
 
    “Where it’s always been. West coast, tier thirteen. You can find her in berth three.” 
 
    “Thanks” 
 
    “Doyle!” Tom bellowed. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m going.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, how did you do today?” Sarah asked. She had spent the last couple of minutes counting out her tips. Folding the small stack of fyn, she stuffed it into her pocket. 
 
    “Better than I expected,” Emily answered. 
 
    “That’s wonderful. I knew you’d get the hang of it eventually, and I’m sure the alterations I made to your uniform didn’t hurt either.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Emily hung her uniform on the hook. She felt better getting back into her own clothes, even if they weren’t her own clothes. 
 
    “I met a man—” 
 
    “You met someone?” Sarah’s eyes lit up. “That’s wonderful.” 
 
     “Not like that. He’s a navigator on the Aeolus and—” 
 
    “Navigator? You mean he’s an airman? Well, I guess it’s not bad for a start.” 
 
    “He said he saw Brian this morning.” 
 
    “Brian? Brian who?” 
 
    “Brian Macias? You remember, the man who set me up. The one who probably poisoned me. According to Harold, he’s on the Aeolus and the Aeolus is still in dock.” 
 
     Sarah frowned. “Oh, that Brain. You’re still going through with that?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I thought you’d given up on the whole thing. You know, put it behind you seeing as you couldn’t get your Merc license.” 
 
    “Put it behind me? They tried to poison me. They took everything I own and tried to sell me into slavery. That’s not something I can simply put behind me.” 
 
    “I guess, when you put it that way. But I thought you were finally fitting in.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’ll ever fit in.” 
 
    “Well”—Sarah grabbed her jacket off the bench—“if there’s anything I can do to help, let me know.” 
 
    Emily grinned. “Funny you should say that. I need a partner.” 
 
    “A partner?” 
 
    “I need someone who knows their way around New Doral. Someone who understands how the city works.” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “I trust you, and… well… you’re my only friend.” 
 
    Sarah smiled. “Since you put it that way—where is your ship docked?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
    A tram to the lift. A lift to tier thirteen and a jitney over to the shipyard. It was a simple trip, but Emily was sure she would have gotten lost somewhere along the way if it hadn’t been for Sarah. As it was, they reached the very edge of the city where several airships were berthed, all in various states of disrepair. Beyond the shipyard, the barren plains of Eryona stretched all the way to the horizon, where the sun was setting behind the distant mountains. Emily stopped to take it all in. She never thought she’d miss the sky. Growing up, it was always there. It was one of those things she had taken for granted. After nearly a week in New Doral, she never thought she’d see it again. 
 
    “What do you suppose happened to that one?” Sarah asked. 
 
    Tearing her attention away from the world, Emily looked to where Sarah was pointing. One of the airships was suspended over the docks by four large cranes, although it wasn’t much of an airship anymore. The engines were torn out and the decking was missing most of its boards, exposing the skeletal structure, but what held Emily’s attention the most were the deep claw marks cut into the steel hull. 
 
    “It looks as if it was attacked.” 
 
    “By what? A large bird?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Emily said. “See those scratch marks along the base? This ship was on the ground at the time.” 
 
    “That’s pretty good, lass.” A dower sat behind one of the crates, a long pipe clenched between his teeth. He was dressed in the familiar gray uniform of a New Doral engineer. “Notice anything else?” he asked. 
 
    Emily studied the airship closer. 
 
    “I don’t see any impact damage, so it must have descended slowly. A controlled landing. There are also several areas of the rail that have been torn away. That would indicate more than one of… well… whatever it was that attacked it. I don’t think it was pirates. The markings are too… chaotic.” 
 
    “Very good.” The dower slowly got to his feet and removed the pipe from his mouth. He tapped it against the side of his boot before stowing it in his breast pocket. “She was brought in two weeks ago, found on the plains of Eryona, near the Nokana region. Abandoned. Nobody on board. Crew, passengers, all gone.” 
 
    “What happened?” Sarah asked. 
 
    The dower shrugged. “Nobody knows, or at least, nobody’s saying. Personally, I think it’s the scree.” 
 
    “What are the scree?” 
 
    “A dwarven fairy tale.” A tall vir dressed in a white suit stepped up behind them. He didn’t seem at all happy with the dower, or anybody for that matter. “That’s all the scree are, a dwarven fairy tale.” 
 
    “Then how do you explain the condition the ship was found in?” the dower asked. 
 
    “Simple,” the man in white said. “The ship obviously landed in one of the forests, which would account for the damage to the base of the hull. After that, it was probably stripped down for usable parts by any number of the nomadic savages.” 
 
    “And the crew?” 
 
    “Left. More than likely they went searching for help. Lost in the Eryona region no doubt. It can be a treacherous place.” 
 
    “That kind of makes sense,” Sarah remarked. 
 
    The man in white grinned. “See? Not everyone believes in fairy tales. A logical explanation for everything. Scree indeed.” 
 
    “Mock all you want, Mr. Rupert, but I’m telling ya, there are more things below the earth than the mana.” 
 
    “If that were so, dwarf, then why haven’t any of the mining companies found anything?” 
 
    Now it was the dower’s turn to grin. “Simple, Mr. Rupert,” he said while walking away. “Sometimes we must hurt in order to grow.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” the vir called after him, but the dower was already gone. 
 
    “It’s an old poem,” Emily said. “Sometimes we must hurt in order to grow. We must fail in order to know. We must lose in order to gain because some lessons in life are best learned through pain.” 
 
    Sarah slowly looked over at her. “Oh, that’s pleasant,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “My father taught it to me.” 
 
    “Dwarven superstition, if you ask me,” Mr. Rupert scoffed. 
 
    There was a haunted look in the man’s eyes as he stared up at the ship. Maybe he wasn’t so sure about his explanation after all. Suddenly he turned to the two women as if he only now realized they were standing there. “What are you two doing around here, anyhow?” 
 
    “We’re looking for the Aeolus,” Emily said. 
 
    Sarah looked up at the ship. “That’s not it—is it?” 
 
    “Of course not. That’s the Njord.” He pointed toward the far end of the docks. “The Aeolus is on the opposite side of the yard,” he said before walking away. 
 
    “He seemed pleasant,” Sarah remarked. 
 
    Emily dismissed him with a wave of her hand and began walking to the other end of the dock. “Forget about him,” she said. “At least we know the Aeolus is still here.” 
 
    “What do you suppose that dwarf meant when he said it was the scree.” 
 
    “Dower.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They are dowers, not dwarfs.” 
 
    “Dowers, dwarfs, what difference does it make?” 
 
    “Preference. If they wish to be known as dowers, then it is only proper to refer to them as dowers. I assume they find the word dwarf offensive.” 
 
    “Fine, then what do you suppose the dower meant when he said it was the scree?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Emily lied. “But it doesn’t matter because that’s the Aeolus.” 
 
    The airship was docked in the third berth from the end. It appeared to be in good form and, from what Harold explained, was only in for a refitting. Emily wasn’t sure what that meant, but from the looks of it, it had something to do with restocking. Tall cranes were lowering pallets of crates and barrels onto the decks while engineers were recasting some of the lines. Emily recognized the crew members from their uniforms and decided that was the best place to start looking for Brian. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she called out to a small group of men. “Can any of you help me? I’m looking for a steward by the name of Brain Macias.” 
 
    A tall, lean man with long blond hair was the first to turn around. He smiled when he saw them approach. “Figures,” he said. “Brian gets all the good-looking girls.” He turned toward the docks and stretched his neck to look over the heads of the crew. “That’s him over there.” He pointed. “Brian! There’s a couple of girls looking for you.” 
 
    Brian turned around and the smile dropped from his face when he saw who it was—he took off running. 
 
    “Hey, stop,” Emily shouted. She looked at Sarah. “I’ll meet you back at the apartment.” In no time, Emily was off chasing after him. 
 
    He left the shipyard by jumping the fence, but Emily was close behind him. She no longer had any doubts he was involved in her abduction; but she had to catch him and find out how much he knew. She chased him down the sidewalk as he pushed people out of his way. It wasn’t until he ran across the street and was almost hit by a lorry that she knew where he was heading. He was trying to reach the transit station. If he got onto one of those tubes, she’d lose him for sure. 
 
    She followed him into the lobby but lost him in the crowd. It took her a few moments to spot his bright white uniform pushing its way to one of the gates. By the time she reached him, he was already at the front of the line. She tried to grab him, but a dower stood in her way. 
 
    “Ticket.” 
 
    “Ticket?” she asked. 
 
    “This tube is going up. You need a ticket.” 
 
    Emily could only watch as Brian disappeared down the tunnel leading to the platform. She looked down at the dower blocking her path. “I don’t have a ticket.” 
 
    “You can’t get on without a ticket.” 
 
    “Please, I don’t want to ride the tube. I have to stop that man.” 
 
    The dower shook his head. “Sorry, miss. I can’t let you pass without a ticket.” 
 
    Emily cursed. 
 
    “Please, miss. You’re holding up the line,” the dower said. 
 
    The people behind her were already annoyed. Probably didn’t enjoy being pushed aside by a madman running for the tube. Turning away, Emily started back toward the lobby and suddenly reversed course. If she could get past the dower, she didn’t think he would come after her. His job was to guard the gate, but getting past him wasn’t that easy. The dower’s thick arm shot across the opening before she could get through. It was like hitting an iron bar. The dower never flinched. 
 
    “No ticket, no ride,” he said calmly. 
 
    So much for the direct approach. There was no getting through this way. 
 
    Returning to the lobby, she looked around for another means of getting on the platform. She had to get on that tube, but buying a ticket was out of the question. The ticket booths were already thirty passengers deep. Even if she could afford one, she’d probably have to wait for the next tube and there was no telling what tier Brian would get off at. Going over the gate was another option, but it wouldn’t go unnoticed. They’d be on her before she could reach the tunnel. That’s when she spotted a small group of orcs. 
 
    They were dressed in gray coveralls and loitering around one of the unguarded gates. Maintenance crew on a cigarette break. Like most orcs, they were ignored by the vir. This could be her best chance at getting by the dower unseen. Making sure she hadn’t raised too much suspicion, she casually walked over to where they were standing. One of them noticed her approaching and made a gesture to alert the others. It was clear they didn’t trust her, and from what Tar had told her the other day, she couldn’t blame them. Most vir believed they were above the orcs in the unspoken hierarchy of New Doral. 
 
    One of the orcs stepped forward. He took a long drag on his cigarette, then, much to her surprise, put it out on the back of his hand. 
 
    A very effective intimidation tactic. 
 
    She stopped about six feet in front of him. He didn’t say anything. Probably wasn’t allowed to speak to a vir unless spoken to first. He didn’t have to say anything though; the look he was giving her spoke volumes. 
 
    Clasping her hands together, she bowed. “Can you help me, sir?” 
 
    The stern look was replaced by one of confusion. It would appear a show of respect was the last thing he expected. He turned to his companions and shrugged. They seemed amused by the situation. 
 
    “I need to get on that tube before it leaves,” Emily said. 
 
    The orc’s eyes narrowed. “So, buy a ticket.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t have much money, and I don’t have much time.” 
 
    The dower was already locking the gate. He would start his trip down the tunnel soon. After that, it wouldn’t be long before the tube departed. If it left without her, there would be no way of following Brian. 
 
    “Why do ya need to get on that one?” the orc asked. 
 
    “I don’t have time to explain.” 
 
    “Make time.” 
 
    Emily closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Patience, she reminded herself. The orcs were not her enemy. “There’s a man on that tube who may be responsible for people disappearing. I need to follow him and find out what he knows.” 
 
    “Vir you mean.” The orc snorted. “Vir are disappearing.” 
 
    “Yes. As far as I know, only vir.” 
 
    “So. Why should we help you? What’s in it for us?” 
 
    It was a fair question, one she didn’t have an answer for. 
 
    “It’s true,” she said. “You have no reason to help me. I’ve seen the way you’re treated in New Doral, and I am sorry for that. I can only do what I can do, and right now it’s trying to stop that man from hurting anyone else.” She held her hands out. “Please.” 
 
    It was that last word she used that did it. The orc’s mood changed. She could see it in his eyes. He wasn’t mean or cruel. He appeared tired. Looking back at his companions, they seemed to agree with him. 
 
    “Very well,” he said. “Follow us and keep close.” 
 
    Opening the gates, the orcs surrounded Emily, effectively hiding her from sight. They made their way toward the tunnel. One of their number broke off and confronted the dower, delaying him long enough to allow the others to pass without issue. When they reached the platform, they waited until the last passenger boarded, then led Emily up to the tube. One of the orcs even helped her get on. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “If there’s anything I can do to repay the favor…” 
 
    “Yeah. Right. Just… good luck.” 
 
    She secured herself in the last seat and started looking for Brian. She found him three sections up. His bright white uniform was making it too easy. The orcs moved away from the tube as the dower climbed on. He glanced over at her, but if he recognized her from the gate, he didn’t say anything. He simply grabbed hold of the vertical rod and blew the signal on his whistle. 
 
    Three short notes followed by three long. 
 
    The tube lurched forward and darkness descended as they entered the tunnel. The dower lit his lantern and held it aloft as they bounced along on the track. Emily grabbed hold of the vertical rod beside her and kept an eye on Brian. There was no way she was going to let him out of her sight. He made no indication he saw her board, which meant he might have thought he lost her. That gave her an advantage. If she was lucky, he would lead her all the way to Squeaky Voice. 
 
    It was a good ten minutes before the dower extinguished the lantern. Emily leaned forward, squinting into the darkness. If Brian was going to make his move, this would be the best time, but he remained seated. As they entered the station and the lights filled the tube, Emily flattened herself against the back of the seat. Most of the passengers started filing out and she had to weave back and forth to keep an eye on Brian through the gaps in the line of people. Although he remained seated, he seemed nervous. His right leg was twitching. 
 
    The dower glanced over at her one more time before jumping down from the rear of the tube. She was sure he recognized her, but he still didn’t say anything. Maybe he didn’t care, or maybe he was going to get the authorities. If she understood the security problems of New Doral, that meant she might have to deal with a couple of Mercs. Of course, that all depended on how well the station paid them. 
 
    After a few minutes of nothing, passengers began boarding again. They quickly filled up the empty seats. Brian made no attempt to leave. When everyone was seated, the dower returned. He climbed back to his spot but didn’t look at Emily this time. He simply grabbed the vertical rod and blew the signal. The tube lurched forward into the darkness once again. The dower held up the lantern, and they spent another ten minters bouncing around on the tracks before they reached the next station. This time, before the tube even came to a stop, Brian was on his feet. 
 
    He was the first to exit, leaving through the front. Emily jumped off the back. She waited until a few more passengers disembarked, then stayed among them as she followed him up the tunnel. She kept him in sight as they passed through the gate and crossed the lobby floor. He looked over his shoulder a few times, but he never tried to run. He either didn’t see her, or he was making sure she was still following him. This could be another trap, she thought, but if it was, she’d be ready. She still had the metal rods she acquired from the Blue Tigers, although she had yet to figure out how to collapse them. Each one was fully extended and stuffed down one leg of her pants. It made walking a little awkward. 
 
    Once out on the streets, Brian headed east. He was moving a little quicker now, like a man with a destination. Emily stayed a few lengths behind him and tried not to act suspicious. There weren’t too many people on the street, which made it harder to stay out of sight. She kept to the shadows as much as possible, avoiding the streetlamps. Brian walked another five blocks before he was joined by a slender man in a green overcoat. He seemed to come out of nowhere. Tall, short black hair. She couldn’t see his face, but he walked with a noticeable limp. Emily slipped into one of the door wells. She was too far away to hear what they were talking about, but from the way Brian was acting, this was not who he wanted to meet. He seemed nervous and kept looking everywhere but at the man in the green overcoat. 
 
    Could this be Squeaky Voice? 
 
    She needed to get closer. 
 
    Stepping out of the door well she slipped behind a lorry and inched her way up to the front wheel. She still wasn’t close enough to hear everything that was being said, but she did catch the odd word. It was something about an artifact, a delivery, and someone by the name of Fat Foh, although, she may have misheard the name. Nevertheless, the man in the green overcoat’s voice didn’t squeak. 
 
    As she tried to get closer, a long black vehicle pulled up alongside them. A large orc climbed out of the back seat and motioned for Brian to get in. He seemed reluctant at first but eventually complied. The orc got in after him and pulled the door closed. Overcoat got into the front seat with the driver. Before Emily could do anything, the vehicle was gone and so were her chances of finding Squeaky Voice. Although Brian appeared to know who the men were, he clearly did not wish to go with them. 
 
    The encounter left her with more questions than answers. 
 
    Who were those men? What did they want with Brian? Did it have anything to do with the slavers? What was the artifact he was supposed to deliver? Then, of course, there was the most pressing question of all: was there really someone out there by the name of Fat Foh? 
 
    There was no use following the black vehicle. She had no idea where it was going, and even if she did, she had no way of catching up to it. Brian was on his own, not that she had any inclination to help him. He did poison her and try to sell her into slavery. Little details like that made it hard to forgive him even if it did go against her teachings. 
 
     Emily stood in the middle of the street and looked back the way she came. Since she followed Brian up two levels, she must now be on tier eleven, which meant, to get back to the apartment, she’d have to purchase a ticket to ride the tube up to tier ten. The lifts were free, as long as she didn’t go past tier nine, but where would she find a lift? 
 
    It was a confusing system. 
 
    As she headed back the way she came, and hopefully toward the transit station, an argument across the street caught her attention. Three men appeared to be having a very animated discussion. It wasn’t any of her business, but when she saw two of the men dragged the third into the alley, she decided to make it her business. For one brief moment, she thought they were the same people who had escorted Brian away. That they had, for some unknown reason, done a circular trip around the block only to come back to the same street to finish their conversation. However, upon closer inspection, she knew that wasn’t the case. These men wore long black coats and wide-brimmed hats while their unwilling companion was dressed in a disheveled blue suit. 
 
    Was this how all business was conducted in the Chimney? In dark alleys away from the streetlamps? Again, this wasn’t her problem, but then neither were the goblins. It all came down to that pesky tenet about helping those in need. There had to be a better interpretation of that particular lesson, especially when taking New Doral into the equation. Otherwise, this might as well become a full-time occupation. If nothing else, at least she could make up for a few of her past violations. 
 
    Emily followed the three men into the alley. 
 
    The scene was not unlike her first alley encounter, except there were only two of them this time. One stood off to the side. He was a slim vir with beady eyes and a gaunt face. Tufts of white hair stuck out from under his wide-brimmed hat. He didn’t seem to want to get his hands dirty and watched the violence unfold from a safe distance. The second figure was dressed in black and didn’t have any such misgivings. He was heavyset with broad shoulders, standing well over six feet tall. His back was toward her, so she couldn’t see his face, but she knew he had to be an ogre. Like orcs, they weren’t given a very good reputation, and according to Tar, were even further down New Doral hierarchy. 
 
    This ogre was clearly hired as muscle. 
 
    Emily decided to hang back and wait to see how things would play out. It was never a good idea to rush into a situation without first understanding what that situation was. Most of the time a conflict could be resolved without the use of violence, especially if the subject of said conflict was over six feet tall. She needed to evaluate the scene first. It didn’t appear she’d have much trouble with the white-haired vir, but the ogre was a completely different story. There were ways of handling larger targets, but they were tricky. One mistake could be one mistake too many. 
 
    She watched as the ogre drove a rather large fist into the gut of the vir in the disheveled blue suit. The impact lifted the man off his feet and dropped him to his knees. 
 
    The white-haired man looked on with smug satisfaction. He took off his hat and gently dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. “You know, I don’t wish to do this, Mr. Sinclair.” He said. “This is so… uncivilized.” 
 
     The vir in the blue disheveled suit looked up from the ground. He tried to laugh but started coughing instead. “It’s not my first choice either, Mr. Marka.” 
 
    “Then why do you insist on making it so difficult?” 
 
    “I told you, I needed a little more time.” 
 
    “Time? You always need a little more time. I’ve given you more time than you deserve. Do you know how this makes me look? People see you and they think I’ve gone soft. I can’t stay in business if my customers don’t respect me.” He nodded to the ogre. “Again, Lugdum.” 
 
    Lugdum grabbed Sinclair by the collar. Yanking him to his feet, he struck him again. Sinclair doubled over, falling backward into the trash cans and landing in a pile of garbage. 
 
    “You must understand. This isn’t personal, it’s business,” Marka tried to explain. Turning away so as not to see the carnage, he waved for the ogre to continue. “Lugdum, make an example out of him. Don’t kill him, but make sure he doesn’t walk out of this ally on his own two feet.” 
 
    The ogre didn’t hesitate and waded through the garbage toward Sinclair, but the young man was ready for him this time. Grabbing a lid from one of the trash cans, he struck Lugdum upside the head. The sound of the impact was near deafening as it echoed off the alley walls. The ogre’s hat went flying, but Lugdum didn’t flinch. 
 
    There was a moment of awkward silence as the two stared at one another. 
 
    Sinclair looked down at the trash can lid he was still holding and quickly dropped it. “Sorry about that,” he said. “No hard feelings? It’s nothing—” 
 
    Lugdum grabbed Sinclair’s face. 
 
    With one large hand, he lifted the man off the ground and tossed him across the alley. Sinclair bounced three times before hitting the wall. 
 
    It was clear from what little of the conversation Emily heard that Mr. Marka and Mr. Sinclair had an agreement, one that Sinclair failed to live up to. Although Mr. Marka might be justified in his actions, she couldn’t stand by and do nothing. 
 
    “Ah, excuse me.” She stepped into the alley. “Don’t you think he’s had enough?” 
 
    Marka spun around. He seemed both angry and surprised at finding a witness. “Where did you come from?” 
 
    “I was just passing by.” 
 
    “This is no place for a young lady. You should leave now.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right, but I can’t walk away and let you kill that man.” 
 
    “I have no intention of killing him. I only wish to make an example of him.” 
 
    “Are you sure? It doesn’t look like your hired muscle got the message.” Emily nodded to where the ogre was poised with his foot over Sinclair’s head. 
 
    Marka gasped. “Lugdum. No,” he shouted. “Don’t kill him. Just… maim him a little.” 
 
    The ogre rolled his eyes and sighed before reaching down and picking Sinclair up. 
 
    “I think you’ve made enough of an example of him,” Emily said. 
 
    “This has nothing to do with you, young lady. Please leave.” 
 
    “But that’s just it. I can’t. It goes against my teachings.” 
 
    Mr. Marka lifted an eyebrow. “Are you seriously going to risk your life for this… this delinquent?” 
 
    Pausing for a moment, Emily shrugged. “Unfortunately, I wasn’t quick enough to save the delinquent I was after, so to make sure my day’s not a total loss, why not?” 
 
    “But you don’t even know him.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I can turn a blind eye to his suffering.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and he studied Emily closely. “Interesting,” he said. “But I’m afraid I can’t let you interfere.” Turning to the ogre, he waved him forward. “Lugdum. Please escort the young lady back to the street.” 
 
    The ogre casually tossed Sinclair into the garbage and turned toward Emily. She took a few steps back. 
 
    “Wait. Wait,” she called out. 
 
    Marka smiled. “So, you have decided to leave on your own. A wise choice.” 
 
    “No, it’s not that,” she said before reaching down inside her pant leg and pulling out the two metal rods. “I needed to get these. I’ve only had them for a few days and still haven’t figured out how to use them.” She held one in each hand. “Okay, now I’m ready.” 
 
    Lugdum looked over at Marka for help. The white-haired man shrugged. The ogre cautiously advanced. Emily adjusted her grips on the tyng. 
 
    The technique had a variety of names, depending on who you asked. Some called it tang-gar, others dim-mak, a few even referred to it as shallabraiea, but it all came down to a simple concept—fluxus vitae. There were seventy-six vulnerable points on the body, that when struck with the right amount of force, could disrupt the flow of life, causing pain, paralysis, or even death. Emily never truly mastered the technique since those points were very small and hard to hit unless the target was very large and moving slow. 
 
    Lugdum’s hesitation was to her advantage. 
 
    When the ogre reached out to grab her, she easily avoided his grasp. Sliding to one side, she struck at the vital areas of his left knee, points twenty-two, twenty-three, and twenty-four. She hit them in rapid succession, one after the other. The ogre’s leg buckled and he went down hard. Bracing himself on the ground, Lugdum pivoted and lashed out at her with his free hand. Emily jumped back, then spun in, striking points twelve and thirteen, temporarily paralyzing his right arm. 
 
    Lugdum whimpered and struggled to get to his feet. 
 
    “Enough,” Marka shouted. 
 
    Lowering the tyng, Emily backed away. 
 
    She could have easily finished the ogre, but it would serve no purpose. He was not her enemy, nor was he any longer a threat. Besides, the taking of one’s life was one rule she refused to break. 
 
    Marka approached, keeping his distance. “You surprise me, young lady, and I am not a man easily surprised. What did you say your name was?” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    He smiled. “No, of course you didn’t. I could use someone like you. Skilled, deadly, unassuming. You would be a valuable asset.” 
 
    “I’m afraid what I value might be quite different from what you value.” 
 
    “Yes. I suppose so.” He looked past Emily to where Sinclair was pulling himself out of the garbage. “You may have won this day, but I’m not sure what you won.” 
 
    “It’s not what I won, Mr. Marka. It’s what I didn’t lose.” 
 
    Marka looked over to where Lugdum was still trying to get to his feet. “Will I need a new enforcer?” he asked. 
 
    “No. The use of his arm will return in time. An hour, maybe sooner.” 
 
    “Remarkable,” the man said, shaking his head. He carefully fixed the brim of his hat. “Well, young lady. If you’re ever in need of a job, ask for me at the Dirty Parrot. As for you, Mr. Sinclair,” he shouted past Emily, “you have one week. Don’t make me come after you again. I don’t think your angel will always be around to save you.” 
 
    Retrieving Lugdum’s hat from where it landed, Marka slapped it against the side of his leg. He handed it back to the ogre before helping him to his feet. Turning to Emily, he gave a slight bow. “I have a feeling I’ll be seeing you again,” he said before leading Lugdum out of the alley. 
 
    “Well, that went better than I thought,” Emily said. 
 
    She turned back to where Sinclair was now on his feet. He was picking the remains of someone’s dinner from his suit jacket. She had to agree with Marka on one thing: she wasn’t entirely sure what she’d won. Sinclair was of average height, maybe a little taller. A young man, slim build, short ash-brown hair, which, at the moment, was a bit of a mess. He didn’t seem the type to hang around with the likes of Mr. Marka. If it wasn’t for his disheveled appearance, she would have placed him with a much higher class of company. Stepping out of the garbage, he slowly approached her. 
 
    “Thanks for the assist,” he said with a lopsided grin. “But I had everything under control.” 
 
    “Oh yes, it looked that way.” 
 
    “Those were some pretty fancy moves you made there. Don’t think I’ve seen anything like it before, the way you took Lugdum down and all. You’re not from around here, are you?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Not too many girls can handle themselves that way.” 
 
    Emily shrugged, turned around, and headed back to the street. 
 
    “Wait. Where are you going? I don’t even know your name,” Sinclair called out. 
 
    “That’s right. You don’t.” 
 
    “Oh, so that’s the way it’s going to be.” He laughed. 
 
    “It’s not going to be any way, Mr. Sinclair. I need to get home and you… you need a bath.” 
 
    “Is it that bad?” He stopped and sniffed the sleeve of his jacket. “Yeah, you’re probably right, but at least let me see you home first.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary. I’ll find my own way.” 
 
    As Emily stepped back out onto the streets, three wagons approached from the west—large, square vehicles with pictures of blue tigers on their doors. They slowed down as they got closer. Sinclair grabbed her arm and pulled her back into the alley. 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to be a Merc, would you?” he asked. There was a hint of desperation in his voice. 
 
    “Of course not. Why?” 
 
    “Because those are Blue Tiger hot-tops and you’re carrying Blue Tiger weapons. If I was you, I’d ditch them fast.” 
 
    Emily looked down at the tyng. The last thing she needed was more problems with the Mercs, especially the Blue Tigers. She quickly tossed the rods into one of the larger garbage bins. It was a shame to part with them. She was just getting the hang of them. 
 
    “Stay back, keep quiet, and let me do the talking,” Sinclair said. 
 
    The hot-tops pulled up to the curb and vir started climbing out. There were four total and they were all dressed in blue, from head to foot. Each one had the face of a tiger painted on their breastplate. One of the Mercs, a short, stocky fellow with a thin goatee, stepped forward. With a quick flick of his wrist, he produced a metal rod from one hand and started slapping it in the open palm of the other. He wore a cocky smile. 
 
    “We received word of a disturbance.” 
 
    Sinclair glanced up and down the street, then casually pulled at the cuffs of his jacket. “No disturbance around here,” he said. “You must have the wrong place.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Goatee kept his distance, but that could have been more to do with the way Sinclair smelled than any actual fear of the disheveled young man. Goatee looked past him into the alley. When he saw Emily, his eyes widened. “You there, come into the light.” 
 
    Sinclair quickly stepped between them. 
 
    “Don’t you guys have anything better to do than to harass two people on a date? I’m sure you can find a few old ladies to fleece or a couple of children to shake down.” 
 
    If this was his way of diffusing the situation, Emily was not impressed. If anything, he was only making matters worse. Goatee beckoned to his men—the three Mercs advanced. Not wanting to see this go any further, she stepped out of the shadows. 
 
    “Well, well, look who we found.” Goatee grinned. “You’re coming with us, little lady.” 
 
    “What for?” Sinclair asked. 
 
    “We have reason to believe your date was involved in an assault on three Blue Tigers.” 
 
    “You must be kidding.” He laughed. “Are you saying you think this little girl beat up three Mercs?” 
 
    Goatee hesitated. He looked to his men for support, but they appeared to be as uncomfortable with the situation as he was. “There were… extenuating circumstances,” he finally said. “But we believe she might have been involved in some way.” 
 
    “I see. And when did this alleged assault supposedly take place?” 
 
    “Two days ago, in sector eight.” 
 
    “Well, then it couldn’t have been her,” Sinclair said. “She was with me at that time.” 
 
    “I didn’t exactly say when it happened.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, she was with me all day.” 
 
    “And I’m supposed to believe you?” 
 
    “Believe what you want, but the facts are the facts. Isn’t it more likely she would be with someone like me rather than picking fights with Blue Tigers?” 
 
    “And who, precisely, are you, sir?” Goatee asked. 
 
    Sinclair stepped forward. He adjusted the lapels of his jacket and brushed off his sleeves. “The name is Sinclair. Arthur Sinclair.” 
 
    The blood drained from Goatee’s face. “Sinclair?” he said, barely above a whisper. 
 
    “That’s correct. I’m sure you’re familiar with my uncle.” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Sinclair. I didn’t recognize you. Sorry to have bothered you. It’s obvious now she’s not the one we’re looking for.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t think so. Now, if you’d be so kind as to leave us alone, I’d like to take the young lady home.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, of course, Mr. Sinclair,” Goatee stammered. He waved for his men to get back into their vehicles. Once they were all inside, the hot-tops pulled away from the curb. 
 
     Sinclair waited until they were out of sight. 
 
    “Idiots,” he mumbled. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Emily asked. 
 
    “You tell me. You appear to be the one who’s on the Tigers’ most-wanted list. Do you make it a habit of skulking around alleys and beating up people?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    Sinclair laughed. “I was only joking. It was probably a case of mistaken identity.” 
 
    “And besides, I didn’t know they were Mercs to being with,” Emily said. 
 
    Sinclair gasped. “Are you saying you actually did assault three Blue Tiger Mercs?” 
 
    “Not all by myself.” 
 
    “What are you, insane? I mean, is this like a hobby of yours? Fighting men in back alleys.” 
 
    “Only since I’ve arrived here.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I mean, what’s in it for you?” 
 
    “The knowledge that I did something when I could. That’s enough.” 
 
    “No,” Sinclair said, shaking his head. “It has to be more than that. Nobody goes out of their way for somebody they’ve never met before.” 
 
    “You should be thankful that I did. I don’t think your Mr. Marka was going to let you walk out of that alley on your own.” 
 
    “I’ve dealt with Marka before.” 
 
    “Yes, I figured as much. Why was he so eager to make an example of you?” 
 
    “No reason in particular. Let’s say I owe him a bit of money.” 
 
    “I’m guessing it was more than a bit.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Emily held up her hands “You’re right, it’s none of my business,” she said before walking away. 
 
    Sinclair caught up to her. 
 
    Gripping her shoulder, he spun her around. Grabbing his wrist, she dropped him to his knees. Only when he screamed in pain did she let go. He backed off. 
 
    “Char, girl. I was only going to offer to take you home,” he said 
 
    “I can find my own way home. Thanks anyway.” 
 
    Emily stopped when she reached the intersection. From there she had no idea which way to go. Somehow she had gotten turned around. She was not paying attention when she followed Brian, and even though he didn’t lead her far from the transit station, she couldn’t remember how to get back. Nothing looked familiar. 
 
    “Looks like you need my help after all,” Sinclair said. “It’s not likely you’re going to find a—” 
 
    “Jitney, ma’am?” 
 
    She didn’t see him at first, but then she wasn’t looking for him. Tar was sitting on the bumper of his jitney. It was almost as if he was waiting for her. He got up when she approached and walked around to the side of the vehicle. Opening the back door, he waved her in. 
 
    “Where ta, ma’am?” he asked as he climbed into the driver seat. 
 
    “Home,” she answered. 
 
    Putting the vehicle in gear, Tar pulled away from the curb. Emily looked back at Sinclair, who was standing in the street watching the jitney drive away. When they turned the corner, and she could no longer see him, she faced forward and settled into the seat. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she asked. 
 
    “Thought ya might need a ride,” Tar answered. 
 
    “But how did you know where to find me?” 
 
    “What difference does it make? Ya needed a ride, didn’t ya?” 
 
    “It makes a difference if you were following me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t following ya.” 
 
    “Then how did you know where to find me?” 
 
    “It’s a little hard to explain.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    Tar sighed. “It’s my gram.” 
 
    “Your grandmother was following me?” 
 
    “No.” He laughed. “She used to tell stories of the old days. About the tribes, when the orcs ruled the northern territories before… well… before we all ended up in here. We’ve lived in this city for seven, maybe even eight generations. We lost a lot of our culture. Some of it was taken from us. Some of it we simply forget and some… well… some we had ta leave behind. My family came from a long line of tribal shamans. At least that’s what my gram used ta say. It was our job to advise the chief of when ta go ta war and when ta negotiate peace. Of course, there’s no chiefs anymore, so there’s no more need for shamans. Just another piece of culture we lost, but my gram, she was always proud of our line. She had the far-sight and she said I had it too. The ability ta see things that no other orc could see. I can’t say I believed everything she told me, but there are times when I… well… get these feelings—ya know? It’s hard to explain. When I was younger, I used ta pass it off as nonsense, wishful thinkin’. Wantin’ ta be somethin’ more than I was. You remember that fire I told ya about? I knew about it before it happened, well… not exactly, I mean I didn’t know there was goin’ ta be a fire. I had a feeling somethin’ bad was goin’ ta happen, but I didn’t do nothin’ about it—and people died. After that, I started payin’ more attention to the feelings. Can’t tell you how many times they got me out of a jam.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Emily said. “But I’m afraid I’m not following you. Are you trying to tell me you’re a mystic?” 
 
    “Mystic? Hardly,” Tar answered. He seemed almost offended. “Orcs want nothin’ to do with that freaky stuff.” 
 
    “So, what then?” 
 
    “It’s as I said. My family was gifted with the far-sight. My grandmother had it and it seems I have it as well but not as strong.” 
 
    “Are you trying to say you saw me in need of a ride?” 
 
    “Well, not quite. I spotted the Blue Tiger heading in this here direction and that’s when I got the feeling ya was involved somehow. Call it a hunch. I followed them here to see what was goin’ down. When I saw ya steppin’ out of that alley, I knew I was right. I figured they’d either arrest ya, kill ya, or simply let ya go, and if they let ya go, ya might be needing a ride.” 
 
    Emily laughed. “Well, whatever the reason, I’m glad you followed your hunch.” 
 
    “As I said. They’ve served me in the past. Now, how about you? What were ya doing down here and whose the dude ya were out there with? This ain’t the most romantic spot for a date.” 
 
    “There was no date. I got him out of a tight spot, that’s all.” 
 
    “And got the Blue Tigers involved as well I see, even after I warned ya to be careful about that.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was strange. They said they were responding to a disturbance—but how did they know?” 
 
    “Whisper stones.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Whisper stones.” Tar tapped on the dashboard of the jitney. Emily leaned forward to get a better look. Embedded in the wood was a small glowing green stone. 
 
    “A bit of Mana-Tech,” Tar said. “All the hot-tops are equipped with them. They allow for long-distance communication. A bit dodgy though. Not sure how they work.” 
 
    “The more I see, the less I understand,” she said, falling back into her seat. 
 
    “All I know is every so often, it will tell me the location of the Blue Tigers. That way, I know where not to be. So, what were ya doing down here, then, if ya weren’t on a date.” 
 
    “You remember that vir I was telling you about, the one called Brian?” 
 
    “The one ya think poisoned ya.” 
 
    “That’s the one. I followed him here, but I lost him. He got into a large black vehicle and took off. Don’t think he wanted to go.” 
 
    “That’s quite common in this area. Large black vehicle ya say? Could be one of the families. If that be the case, ya may want to write old Brian off.” 
 
    “Families?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, they’re the ones who really control the Chimney, at least below the upper nine. It’s best ta stay clear of them if ya know what’s good for ya.” Tar slowed the jitney down at the intersection and looked at Emily through the rearview mirror. “So, where am I dropping ya off this time?” 
 
    “I have to get back to the apartment. Sarah will be waiting for me.” 
 
    “No problem. What’s the address?” 
 
    Emily froze. “I… don’t know,” she said. 
 
    Tar raised an eyebrow. “Okay, that is a problem. Somehow, I don’t think driving around until somethin’ looks familiar is goin’ to work this time. Do you have anythin’ to go on?” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of a place called the Bird and Bay?” 
 
    “The Bird and Bay? Yeah, I’ve heard of it. It’s an exclusive dive on the tenth tier in section six.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s where I work. The apartment’s not far from there.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
     He Had It Coming 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What time did you get in?” Sarah asked. 
 
    Emily sat down at the kitchen table where a breakfast of water, burned toast, and dry eggs waited for her. 
 
     “I have no idea,” she said, poking at the eggs with a fork. “I still haven’t quite gotten the hang of telling time in this city.” 
 
    Sarah set aside the paper she was reading and took a sip of her coffee. “I know it was pretty late. I fell asleep waiting for you.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. I kind of got a little sidetracked.” 
 
    “No luck with Brian then, I take it?” 
 
    “Hardly. Someone managed to get to him before I could.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I think he was abducted.” 
 
    “Abducted?” 
 
    “Yeah. Ironic, isn’t it? Two men in a black vehicle grabbed him off the street.” 
 
    Emily slid the paper over to her side of the table and glanced at the headlines. There was a story about four orcs being arrested down on tier eleven. Something to do with them entering a diner they shouldn’t have. There was another story about the Crystal Exploration Corporation and their ongoing problems with saboteurs. A third story was about an unexplained explosion in the residential district on tier thirteen. Fortunately, there was nothing about her run-in with Mr. Sinclair, not that she expected to read it on the front page. It didn’t take a genius to see that Sinclair had connections, and they probably ran a lot deeper than the Blue Tigers. 
 
    “Do you think Brian’s abduction had anything to do with yours?” Sarah asked. 
 
    Emily pushed the paper aside and leaned back in her chair. “I don’t think so. I think he was into something else.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “I managed to overhear a bit of his conversation before they took him away. It sounded like he was supposed to deliver something to someone, but I’m not sure what it was or who he was supposed to deliver it to.” 
 
    “Holy Badger.” Sarah jumped up from the table and ran into the kitchen. “I almost forgot. I found this in his cot.” 
 
    “Found what in whose cot?” 
 
    When Sarah returned, she was carrying a small black sphere in the palm of her hand. She set it down in the center of the table. 
 
    “I found this in Brian’s cot,” she said. 
 
    Emily carefully picked it up. 
 
    It was heavier than it looked and cold to the touch. She couldn’t tell if it was made of stone or metal. Whatever it was, it was pieced together from smaller parts. The craftsmanship was remarkable, the seams almost invisible. Turning it over, she noticed a faint circle of a lighter color on the other side. When she pressed it, nothing happened. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Sarah said. 
 
    Emily placed it down on the table and gave it a gentle nudge. It rolled slowly across the surface. When it came to rest, she picked it up again. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this before.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s what Brian was supposed to deliver? It seemed so out of place with the rest of his stuff.” 
 
    “I’m not sure. It could—wait a minute. How did you get to see Brain’s cot?” 
 
    “Curt showed me.” 
 
    “Curt? Who’s Curt?” 
 
    “Oh, you remember Curt. He was the young man who pointed Brian out to you.” 
 
    “And he showed you Brian’s cot?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, after I explained everything to him.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell him why I was looking for Brian, did you?” 
 
    “Oh, come on. Give me some credit. I told him Brian owed you money.” 
 
    “And he believed you?” 
 
    Sarah grinned mischievously. “I can be very persuasive.” 
 
    “Somehow, I don’t doubt that.” 
 
    “Besides. I don’t think he liked Brian all that much.” 
 
    “Why? What did he say?” 
 
    “He said Brian was a bit odd. Stayed mostly to himself. Never hung out with any of the other crew members. He also said that Brian was known to hit on a lot of the female passengers, which got me thinking. You might not have been the first one Brian tried this on.” 
 
    “I agree,” Emily said. “I don’t think I was targeted personally. I think I was simply a target of opportunity. He followed me around to make sure I was traveling alone, and when he got me away from the other passengers, he started asking me questions about why I was coming to New Doral and if anyone was here to meet me. I don’t think he had any idea who I was, and I thought he was some guy trying to pick me up. Now I know it was all a trick to gain my confidence. He even convinced me the directions I had were wrong. Now that I think about it, I can’t believe I fell for it.” 
 
    “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Sarah said. “He was a good-looking guy—for a creep.” 
 
    “Still. I should have been more careful. I knew there was something off about him, but I thought I was being too suspicious.” Emily set the sphere down on the table again. “I wish I knew where this thing came from, or who he was supposed to deliver it to. Maybe there is some connection.” 
 
    “If it will help, I’ll try to find out more about Brian tonight.” Sarah got up from the table and carried the dishes into the kitchen. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Emily asked. 
 
    “I’m meeting Curt after work. He’s taking me out for dinner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time they reached the Bird and Bay, the morning shift had already started. Dorothy and Kate were waiting tables while Tom wiped down the bar. He glanced up when they entered. 
 
    “You’re late,” he said. 
 
    Sarah didn’t even look at him. 
 
    “Sorry, Tom. The trams were running slow again.” 
 
    He huffed and shook his head. “You’re going to have to come up with a better excuse one of these days.” 
 
    “Why? You’ve always seemed to accept that one.” 
 
    “Yeah, but one of these days I might not. Then what?” 
 
    Emily said nothing and passed under Tom’s gaze. She entered the back room where Sarah was already getting changed. 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid he’ll fire you?” she asked. 
 
    “Not really.” Sarah laughed. “He’s too desperate for waitresses.” 
 
    Retrieving her uniform from off the peg, Emily held it up to the light. Unfortunately, it hadn’t grown any more material since yesterday. It was still as revealing as ever. No wonder the customers didn’t respect her. She lost respect for herself each time she slipped it on. It was going to be another humiliating day, she thought as she looked at herself in the mirror. 
 
    When she followed Sarah onto the main floor, Dorothy ran up to greet them. The otherwise reserved young woman seemed overly excited. 
 
    “Am I glad you two made it in.” 
 
    “Why? What’s the matter?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “I have to leave. We finally have enough for Jake to get his license.” 
 
    “Dot, that’s great.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve only been saving up for the last two years.” 
 
    Sarah frowned. “But does that mean you’re going to be leaving us soon?” 
 
    “Not yet. This is just the property license. We still have to get the business license and then the merchant license, but at least we’re one step closer.” 
 
    “Well then, you’d better get going. Don’t worry. We’ll cover for you.” 
 
    Dorothy hugged both Sarah and Emily before disappearing into the back room. Emily wasn’t exactly sure what had just happened. All she knew was that with Dorothy gone, her workload just increased. 
 
    “What was that all about?” she asked. 
 
    “She and Jake have been talking about starting a bakery for the longest time,” Sarah answered. “It would appear they finally saved up enough money to afford their first license.” 
 
    “How many do they need?” 
 
    “Three, as far as we know. There’s the property license for owning the building, then there’s the business license for operating a bakery, and then there’s the merchant license for selling to the public.” 
 
    “That’s… ridiculous.” 
 
    “That’s the way things are.” Sarah shrugged and pointed to the far side of the room. “You can take over Dot’s tables since Kate is running the booths. It will give you a chance to earn more tips.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Emily said as she grabbed an empty tray from off the bar. 
 
    “And, uh… try to smile more. Okay?” Sarah called after her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the lunch hour rolled around, Emily kept watch on the door. She was hoping to see Tilly or better yet Mira, but it’d been two days since the elf came in to dine. How long did it take to analyze a poison sample? Now that Brian seemed to have gotten himself abducted, it was her only lead to Squeaky Voice, although she wasn’t sure how. If she could find out who supplied the poison to Brian, then maybe she could find out who Brian worked for unless the supplier was Squeaky Voice himself. The whole subject would be moot if that was the case and she’d be back to square one. 
 
    The tables were filling up faster now, and the customers seemed a bit rowdier than usual. According to Sarah, they were mill workers who only came in every other week, probably because that’s when they got paid. They came into the city to eat, drink, and blow off a little steam until their money ran out, although it appeared drinking was their top priority. Emily was forced to make multiple trips to the bar and back to keep their glasses filled. 
 
    She was also informed they tipped very well, although so far she hadn’t seen any evidence of that. Sarah advised her to keep a smile on at all times, no matter what, but that was becoming harder to do with each trip. Table six was the most challenging. A large man with a scruffy beard and a head full of shaggy hair kept leering at her each time she served him a drink. At first, she was more concerned with his drinking companion, a gangling middle-aged man with sunken cheeks. He was the more vocal of the two and shared with her his unfiltered opinions of her appearance—everything from the length of her hair to the size of various body parts. Emily was starting to wonder if keeping a smile was worth the few extra fyn. 
 
    It was on her fifth trip that things got a little awkward. Carrying a tray loaded down with food and drink to table number five, she paused momentarily to serve the gangling man his sixth drink of the night and that’s when she felt it—the bearded man’s hand on her backside. It was at that very moment, the two paths she followed diverged, and she was forced to choose one. Unfortunately, it was not the one her father would have approved of. 
 
    Gripping the tray firmly with both hands, she tipped it sideways and swung as hard as she could. There was a satisfying crack as the tray slammed into the bearded man’s face, breaking on impact. Food and drink went flying across the table, and the man fell over backward, clutching his shattered nose, blood streaming from between his fingers. 
 
    The room fell silent. Everything was moving: people, chairs, tables, mouths. The men were shouting, but there was no sound. It seemed as though things moved in slow motion. 
 
    Gangling man jumped to his feet and grabbed Emily from behind. 
 
    She never hesitated. 
 
    No sooner did his arms close around her, she dropped down and pulled him off balance, then quickly drove her head up under his chin. The impact snapped his mouth shut and loosened his grip and probably a few of his teeth. Twisting his arm, she broke his hold and came around behind him where she drove her left knee into the back of his. As his leg buckled, she grabbed the collar of his shirt and helped him fall face-first into the table. She looked up in time to see a second man, in a red coat, lunging at her. Grabbing his wrist, she pulled him forward and drove two fingers into the base of his throat. The man fell to his knees, gasping for air. When someone else grabbed her from behind, she spun around with a palm strike but stopped the moment she realized it was Sarah. She came within an inch of making contact. The young woman looked terrified. She was trying to say something and Emily forced herself to listen. That’s when the sounds came flooding back. The room was no longer silent. Yelling, cursing, screaming, most of which was coming from Tom. Sarah quickly pulled Emily off the main floor. 
 
    When they reached the kitchen, Beth was standing near the door with a rolling pin in her hand. 
 
    “What’s going on out there? What happened?” she asked frantically. 
 
    Sarah pointed back to the main floor. “Emily tried to kill three customers.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to kill anyone,” Emily said, pulling herself free of Sarah. 
 
    “You smashed a man’s face in with a tray,” Sarah shouted. 
 
    “He grabbed my ass.” 
 
    Beth’s eyes widened. “So you tried to kill him?” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to kill anyone,” Emily repeated. 
 
    “You slammed another man’s face into a table,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Okay, maybe I overreacted on that one, but that man grabbed my ass. You may be fine with that, keeping a smile and all, but I’m not.” 
 
    Beth lowered her rolling pin, and a grin slowly spread across her face. “Good for you.”  
 
    Sarah’s jaw dropped. “Beth?” 
 
    “What? She’s right. He shouldn’t have touched her.” 
 
    “Well… yeah, but… she tried to kill him.” 
 
    “I did not try to kill him. He’s still alive, isn’t he?” 
 
    At that moment, Kate busted into the room laughing. “That was incredible,” she squealed. “I can’t believe you did that.” 
 
    Sarah glared at her. “Not you too.” 
 
    “Come on, you can’t say you never wanted to do something like that—” 
 
    “Well, maybe, but—” 
 
    “Maybe nothing. If I thought I could get away with it, I would have done it a long time ago.” Kate ran up to Emily and gave her a big hug. “You are officially my hero,” she said, “but Tom is livid and you’re probably going to get fired.” 
 
    Pushing Kate away, Emily moved to the far side of the kitchen. She needed space. When she turned around, all three women were staring at her. Beth looked concerned, Sarah looked scared, and Kate, well, Kate looked like she was having the time of her life. 
 
    “You know, at this point, I don’t even care,” Emily said. “No offense, but I can’t do this anymore.” 
 
    Beth smiled, but it wasn’t one of her happy smiles. “Unfortunately, dear, there aren’t too many jobs open for women in the Chimney.” 
 
    “There has to be something better than this.” 
 
    “There’s always the night work.” Kate laughed. 
 
    Beth hit her with a towel. “Don’t say such things.” 
 
    “I was only joking.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. We don’t—” 
 
    “She’s fired,” Tom shouted as he burst into the room. His face was red and he was shaking. “I want her gone. I want her out of here.” 
 
    Beth quickly stepped between them. “Now, Tom.” She held up her hands to calm him down. “She had a very good reason for doing what she did.” 
 
    “Reason? What possible reason could she have for attacking paying customers?” 
 
    “He grabbed my ass,” Emily said from behind Beth. 
 
    At first, Tom seemed stunned. She wanted to believe he cared about what the man had done. She wanted to believe that but knew it wasn’t the case. He ran his fingers through his hair, let out a long groaning sound, and shrugged it off. “So what?” 
 
    “Are you saying you’re okay with that?” Beth asked. 
 
    “What’s the big deal?” he said, brows drawn together. He didn’t seem to understand why she was so mad. “It was a compliment.” 
 
    Emily slowly looked over at the tray on the counter. Sarah moved it out of her reach. Kate moved it closer. 
 
    Beth sighed and shook her head. “You know you don’t believe that, Tom. You can’t fire her for something like that.” 
 
    “I can’t let her go back out there, either.” He pointed to the main room. 
 
    “Fine, then she can work in the kitchen with me. I’ve been telling you I could do with some help.” 
 
    Tom’s eyes widened. “Work in the kitchen? Did you see how much damage she did with a tray, and you want to arm her with knives?” 
 
    “But she really needs this job,” Sarah pleaded 
 
    “And besides, she can’t harm any customers back here,” Kate added. 
 
    “I don’t believe this,” Tom groaned and shook his head. “All right. All right. It goes against my better judgment, but all right. I’ll give you another chance as long as you stay away from the customers.” 
 
    “No problems there,” Emily replied. 
 
    “And you’re going to pay for the damages, as well as their meal and their drinks—do you understand?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “And apologize.” 
 
    “Out of the question.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I refuse to apologize. If anything, they should be apologizing to me. I didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    Tom’s face twitched. “You… you didn’t do anything wrong? You listen to me—” 
 
    “Tom.” Beth drew out his name with a sharp edge to her voice. “Now calm down and take a deep breath. You know you can’t expect her to go out there and apologize. It will only make matters worse.” 
 
    “Very well,” he said through clenched teeth. He turned and headed back to the main room. “I guess it’s up to me to do a little damage control.” When he reached the hall he seemed a bit more composed. “Kate, Sarah, you still have customers on the floor.” 
 
    The two young women quickly followed him out. 
 
    When she was finally left alone with Beth, Emily collapsed against the counter. Now that it was all over, she was drained, sweating, and her knees were shaking. She had never experienced that level of rage before. She had always been able to control her anger, but in that brief moment, she forgot everything her father taught her. Wherever those feelings came from, they came all too naturally, and what truly scared here was how much she enjoyed them. 
 
    “Are you all right, dear?” Beth asked. The old matron still looked concerned. 
 
    “I’m fine. Thanks. It’s only that… I screwed up big time, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t worry too much about it. It’s not like Old Tom is going to call the Mercs—that would be too expensive. He’ll straighten things out with the mill workers, just you wait and see.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    Beth smiled and changed the subject. “Have you had any experience in a kitchen before, dear?” 
 
    “Sort of. I used to help Sangyal back at the monastery, although his cooking wasn’t as fancy as this.” 
 
    “Fancy?” Beth laughed. “Hon, there’s nothing fancy about my cooking.” 
 
    “Compared to what I ate back home it is.” 
 
    “And where’s that?” 
 
    Emily shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “You don’t like to talk about your home, do you?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about.” 
 
    “But you were born in a monastery—that’s something.” 
 
    “I wasn’t born there. I only lived there.” 
 
    “So, where were you born?” 
 
    Emily walked over to one of the barrels and picked out a potato. “Should I start peeling these then?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, dear. That will fine.” Beth sighed. 
 
    Grabbing a small knife from off the counter, Emily pulled up a stool and sat beside the barrel. If nothing else, the task gave her mind something to focus on. She sat in silence concentrating on every slice and didn’t notice the day slipping by. It wasn’t until Sarah and Kate came into the kitchen did she realize what time it was. 
 
    “Time to go home.” Sarah tossed Emily a small purse. “Tom gave me your pay.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think he wants to get too close to you,” Kate added. 
 
    Emily pulled open the purse and quickly counted the contents. It was slightly more than she anticipated. She figured Tom would have taken most of it in order to pay for the damages. Sarah seemed to know what she was thinking. 
 
     “It wasn’t as bad as it looked,” she said. “We managed to clean up most of the blood and the trays aren’t worth all that much, so, all you had to pay for were their bills.” 
 
    “And the three men—how were they?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Well, one has a few less teeth.” Kate laughed. “But I don’t think he had that many to begin with. As for Angelo, you did a pretty good number on his face. He wasn’t too happy when he left.” 
 
    “What about the man in the red coat, the one I…” 
 
    “Oh no, he’s fine. Bit of a sore throat, but Tom managed to sooth it with a few drinks, which you paid for of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” Emily pulled the strings of the purse closed. “I should have gone out there and apologized.” 
 
    “It’s probably better you didn’t,” Sarah said. “Besides, it’s not like they haven’t been in a few bar fights before.” 
 
    “Still, I didn’t handle it correctly.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Kate smiled. “Then again, everyone in that room will probably think twice before touching another waitress.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Go home,” Sarah told her. “Get some sleep. Things will look better in the morning.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I have that date with Curt—remember? I’ll try to find out what I can about your Brian, if I can work it into the conversation, that is.” 
 
    “Just be careful.” 
 
    “I’m always careful,” Sarah said before leaving the kitchen. 
 
    Emily got up from the stool and headed toward the back room. 
 
    “Hey, Em,” Kate called out. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. The man had it coming.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Was It an Accident? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emily didn’t return to the apartment right away. After leaving the Bird and Bay she walked to a clothing store only a few blocks away. She had seen it when Tar brought her home the other night and made a mental note of its location. As it was, she still walked two streets too far. Fortunately, the first person she stopped knew what store she was looking for: a small place called the Dusty Trunk. Needless to say it didn’t offer high-end fashion but instead sold secondhand clothing. It wasn’t what Sarah would consider attention-getting either, but it was modest, practical, and more importantly, cheap. Emily spent nearly an hour going through the racks, picking out a variety of items she felt comfortable wearing. When she finished, she left the store with several new outfits, a pair of boots, and a backpack and still had over half her pay left. Once outside, she flagged down the first jitney she saw. 
 
    The vehicle pulled up to the curb and the driver stuck his head out the window. He was a young man, probably in his early thirties, with a thin mustache and a dirty brown cap pulled down over his eyes. 
 
    “Where to, ma’am?” 
 
    “I need to get to the shipyard, the one on level thirteen. Is that possible?” 
 
    The driver thought for a minute and nodded. “It’ll be an extra ten for the tolls on the ramps.” 
 
    Emily took a mental inventory of her finances. She had enough to get to the shipyard, but not enough to get back. She might be walking home. 
 
    “No problem,” she said and slid into the back seat. 
 
    As they pulled away from the curb, she pulled the jacket she had purchased out of the backpack and slipped it on. It had seen better days; the sleeves were a bit frayed and there was a small hole in the left elbow, but it fit and it was comfortable, and that’s all that mattered. The style was definitely not something Sarah would have approved of. She would have labeled it a man’s jacket and therefore not very flattering, but that’s what Emily liked about it. It was unassuming, black, and made from natural materials. It even had a hood, which she pulled up over her head. 
 
    Leaning against the door of the jitney, she watched the city race by. 
 
    Her only two leads hadn’t taken her too far and she was running out of ideas of where to go next. Heading back to the shipyard was an act of desperation, one that would probably prove useless. If Brian’s meeting with the people in the long black vehicle didn’t end with his demise, he might return to the Aeolus. If for no other reason than to retrieve the black sphere. There was one problem though: he was taken yesterday. If he was fortunate enough to still be walking around, he had more than enough time to return to the airship and find the sphere missing. Where would he go after that? She had no idea. She didn’t know enough about Brian, the sphere, or who he was supposed to deliver it to. That meant her only other option was to track down the man in the green overcoat. He obviously knew who Brian was and might even know who Brian worked for: the man with the squeaky voice. 
 
    Where do you start looking for a man whose face you never saw? Take off the green overcoat and he could be anyone. 
 
    It was over an hour before the jitney pulled up to the curb outside the shipyard. Emily paid the driver his fare and waited until he left before going inside. 
 
    The Aeolus was still docked and taking on cargo. Dower engineers were still climbing all over it. It didn’t look as if it was ready to leave anytime soon. When she approached the ship, she wasn’t surprised to find the docks nearly empty. It was getting late and the crew was probably on board or out in the city harassing waitresses. There were, however, three white uniforms sitting around a barrel playing cards with a couple of dower engineers. Bright orange, yellow, and blue chips were stacked up in front of each player. Oddly enough, gambling was not one of the vices forbidden by the tenets. It was quite common in the monastery, although never for money. Attas would wager their chores instead. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she called out. 
 
    One of the airmen looked up and grinned. “Oh, it’s you again,” he said. “Did you manage to get your money from Brian?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Your friend, the cute girl that you were here with yesterday, she said Brian owed you some money. It had to be a pretty sum by the way you chased him out of here.” 
 
    “Oh, that. No, he managed to get away. That’s why I’m here. He hasn’t returned, has he?” 
 
    The airman paused for a moment and shook his head. “I haven’t seen him.” He turned to his companions. “What about you guys?” 
 
    One of the men slid a few yellow chips across the surface of the barrel, then laid his cards down. “He’s not back yet,” he said. “But if it helps, he should be back tonight.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Emily asked. 
 
    “He’s got the evening shift. He’s supposed to relieve Tonkson on RF duty.” 
 
    She had no idea what RF duty was, but if Brian was supposed to return, it wouldn’t do for him to spot her standing around waiting for him. 
 
    “What time is he supposed to be back?” she asked. 
 
    “Twenty-one hundred hours.” 
 
    “And, uh… what time is it now?” 
 
    The airman looked at his watch. “It’s eighteen fifty-three” 
 
    Emily thanked them before leaving the docks. She needed to find a place where she could observe the yard without being seen. Across the street, she spotted a covered entrance, raised off the sidewalk by a long flight of stairs. It would offer her a clear view of the Aeolus while keeping her hidden. Climbing her way to the top step, she sat down to wait. 
 
    Time passed slowly. With nothing to do, Emily stared out across the plains of Eryona. As the sun set beyond the mountains, and the shadows of the city receded back into the walls, the dust-covered plains turned a bright shade of orange as the evening light spread across the landscape. This was always her favorite time of the day, when everything seemed possible and life made sense, or that’s what it felt like when she was younger. Now that she was older, she could see how naive those ideas were. It also meant it was getting late, and she hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the elusive Brian. Maybe Tar was right and she’d never see the young man again. 
 
    Just when she thought she was wasting her time, a jitney pulled up outside the yard. Emily held her breath. A man in dark clothing and a woman in a bright blue dress climbed out of the back and ran across the street to one of the buildings. 
 
    By now, the sun was gone and the dust was no longer orange but a dark shade of blue. It was time to go home. As she got up from the step, another vehicle arrived. This time, the man who got out was wearing the white uniform of an airman, but it still wasn’t Brian. He was much too tall. Right behind him a third jitney pulled up, this one carried four airmen. Emily ran down the steps to get a closer look, but she already knew he wouldn’t be among them either. Curt told Sarah that Brian wasn’t the type to hang out with his fellow crew members. Sure enough, none of them even resembled her prey. 
 
    Standing at the base of the stairs, she looked past the shipyard to the distant mountains. Darkness had fallen. She had no idea if it was twenty-one hundred hours yet. Maybe she should have purchased that watch she found at the Dusty Trunk. It wasn’t very expensive and it would have come in handy. Tomorrow, she thought, after work, she’d head back over there, but for now, she needed to find a way home. 
 
    Shouldering her pack, she headed east toward the lift station. She could ride the lift up to tier ten, and after that, it was a long walk back to Sarah’s apartment. It would be easier to hire a jitney, but she’d need the extra fyn if she was going in search of the man in the green overcoat tomorrow. He was her last hope. With Brian gone, and no word from Mira, she was running out of leads. It was starting to look as if she was never going to find Squeaky Voice or get the gríma back. 
 
    Emily navigated the quiet sidewalks of the city via the islands created by the streetlamps. There was no difference between day or night in the Chimney. Without a sky, how could there be? There was no sun, no moon, no stars, no clouds, only stone. People were not supposed to live this way. Maybe that’s why the city was the way it was—because people were slowly going mad. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how far she walked when she spotted the familiar figure on the opposite side of the street. He was kind of hard to miss: a large, powerfully built vir, dressed in the uniform of a Red Wolf. He was heading east at a slow pace and looked like a man who was not thrilled about getting to his destination. Abandoning her path home for one of curiosity, Emily decided to follow Berk instead. 
 
    It was strange to see him on tier thirteen, so far away from his home base. She was under the assumption that this part of the city was controlled by another mercenary company, but to be fair, she didn’t understand how the Mercs operated or how territorial they were. She only had the misfortune of confronting two of the organizations, and from what she experienced, they were operated quite differently. For starters, the Blue Tigers seemed more organized and better equipped than the Red Wolves. If she had known that a few days ago, she would have taken her problem to the Tigers. They might not have dismissed her as quickly as the Red Wolves did. Of course, now, going to the Tigers would be paramount to a suicide mission. As Sinclair pointed out, it appeared the Blue Tigers considered her public enemy number one. 
 
    She tailed Berk for three blocks and didn’t have to be nearly as stealthy as when she followed Brian. The Merc wasn’t paying attention to his surroundings or even looking where he was going. He seemed preoccupied with something in his hand. It didn’t matter anyway. The people on the sidewalk parted before him. In spite of his boyish face, he was still an imposing figure. When he finally stopped, it was in front of a two-story building that looked as though it had long been abandoned. There was no glass in the windows, and the door looked as if it had been hastily boarded up. Berk glanced down at his hand again and that’s when Emily noticed the small notepad he had concealed in it. He looked between the building and his notepad a few more times before stepping up onto the porch. Checking around to see if anyone was watching, he grabbed hold of the boards barring the door and tore them off with ease. Wiping his hands on the back of his pants, he stepped inside the abandoned building. 
 
    Emily waited across the street. When it didn’t look as if he was coming out, she moved in closer. There was something odd about the surrounding area. The years seemed isolated to this one building. For some unknown reason, the other structures didn’t appear nearly as old. It was possible that they were built at different times, but the style and the architecture were almost identical. Reaching the porch, she stopped and inspected the frame around the door. It was gray and dry to the touch, as if every bit of moisture had been sucked out of it. She ran her hand down the molding and was able to pull a section of it off the wall with little effort. The wood crumbled in her hand. Emily rubbed the dust between her fingers. It felt chalky and brought back memories of her visit to the crypts beneath the monastery. Wiping the dust from her hands, she proceeded into the building. 
 
    The air was unnaturally cold and tasted stale. As she stood in the foyer, she could hear Berk talking. It seemed like an odd place for a rendezvous. Quietly, she made her way from room to room. The closer she got to where Berk was, the worse the damage appeared. Whatever happened radiated outward into the streets. She stopped to listen in on his conversation but only heard one voice. 
 
    “Fire. Definitely a fire… I think.” 
 
    It was Berk’s voice, and it sounded like he was talking to himself. Emily peeked into the room and saw him carelessly poking around at the decaying furniture. Just as she thought, he was alone. 
 
    “An accident… maybe… possibly… yeah, I’d say it was a fire in the hearth that got out of control.” 
 
    Was this an official Red Wolf investigation? If it was, it wasn’t worth the money someone was paying. She watched as Berk scribbled something down in his notepad and knew his conclusion of the cause of the damage was incorrect. 
 
    “It wasn’t a fire,” she said. 
 
    The large man spun around, his massive arms flying out on either side, turning a bookcase into a pile of dust. “Who’s there?” he shouted, sounding a bit nervous. “Show yourself. You are interfering in a Red Wolf investigation.” 
 
    Emily stepped out of the shadows and stood in the doorway. 
 
    Berk’s eyes narrowed. “According to regulations, I should arrest you right now for trespassing on a crime scene.” 
 
    “Didn’t you just say it was accident by fire? If it was an accident, how can it be a crime?” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was an accident, I said it might be an accident… I’m still investigating. I haven’t decided yet.” 
 
    “Decided? If you’re investigating, shouldn’t the evidence decide?” 
 
    “Yes, of course it will. What I meant was, I haven’t examined all the evidence yet. I still have to—” Berk stopped talking and took a closer look at Emily. “Haven’t I seen you somewhere before?” 
 
    Lowering the hood of her jacket, she stepped into the room. “That’s right. We met once a few days ago. You helped me find the Red Wolves’ headquarters.” 
 
    “You asked Captain Petrova for help, but he turned you down.” 
 
    “Somehow I didn’t meet his standards.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m not surprised.” He slowly shook his head. “The Red Wolves have run into a few problems lately. Resources are low and Captain Petrova is very selective about which cases we take on.” 
 
    “I can imagine. I’ve seen the competition.” 
 
    Emily causally surveyed the area, making sure not to touch or disturb anything. Berk had already done enough damage with his so-called investigation. Now that she was standing in the room, it was easier to see the patterns along the wall and across the floor. Everything seemed to be drawn to one central point. Sweeping a bit of the decaying floor away with her foot, she exposed a series of thin black lines etched in the stone beneath. 
 
    “You know, you really shouldn’t be here,” Berk said. “I can get into a lot of trouble having a civilian interfering with an investigation.” 
 
    “I thought I’d repay the kindness you showed me, but if I’m going to be in the way, I’ll leave.” She headed for the door. “Just so you know, I stand by what I said. It wasn’t a fire.” 
 
    She barely made it out of the room before he called her back. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    “What do you mean it wasn’t a fire? Can’t you see all the damage?” 
 
    “Can you?” 
 
    Berk took another look around the room, but Emily knew he wasn’t seeing it. She had a feeling that if it wasn’t labeled in large bold letters, the Merc wouldn’t think it was important. 
 
    “Have you checked the debris?” she asked, pointing to the ground. 
 
    He looked at her suspiciously, then knelt down and picked up a handful of what was once a couch. Holding the dust in the palm of his hand, he let it sift through his fingers. He still wasn’t seeing it. 
 
    “It’s not ash,” she told him. 
 
    He looked at the dust again, this time a little closer. “What is it then?” 
 
    “Good question. Take a look at this.” Emily stepped back into the room and brushed a wider section of the floor away with her foot. The thin black lines appeared to be streaks and they were converging to a single point. Berk started brushing away more of the floor until he found the center. Like a flower, the black lines radiated outward. 
 
    “That’s your origin,” Emily explained. “Whatever happened here, started right there.” 
 
    “It’s nowhere near the hearth.” He sounded disappointed. “This wasn’t a fire, was it?” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean it still wasn’t an accident.” 
 
    “Char! How did I miss that?” 
 
    “Don’t be so hard on yourself. It could have happened to anyone.” 
 
    “But you caught it. What gave it away? What didn’t I see? How did you know this wasn’t a fire?” 
 
    Emily shrugged. “Well, for starters, there were no signs of a fire outside. For a fire to cause this much damage, you would expect to see smoke stains around the windows and doors. There were none. The same could be said for the interior. There’re no char patterns.” 
 
    “Char patterns?” Berk reexamined the room, although this time, he seemed to see it in a different light. “How could I have missed that?” he asked himself. “What else can you tell me?” 
 
    “How about you tell me. Look at the furniture.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “It’s still standing.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Emily approached the end table beside what was left of a wingback chair. 
 
    “When a fire rips through a place, it will burn everything in its path leaving only a trace residue. This table, for instance, should look like a lump of charcoal, but it doesn’t. It appears to be a regular table, just gray and chalky, until you apply force.” She tapped on the top of the table and it crumbled adding to the dust already on the floor. “Whatever happened, it wasn’t natural and it happened fast. Something literally sucked the life energy out of everything in this room.” 
 
    “Including the victim,” Berk said. 
 
    “There was someone in here?” 
 
    “A dower by the name of”—he quickly flipped through the pages of his notepad—“Kivras Boulderjaw.” 
 
    “Was there any indication that Mr. Boulderjaw was involved in—the mystic arts?” 
 
    Berk searched his notepad again. “Nothing about the arts, but he was an engineer working with the MRC.” 
 
    “The MRC?” 
 
    “The Mineral Reserve Corporation. They’re one of the largest mining companies. Maybe he was experimenting with something and it blew up in his face.” 
 
    “Possibly.” Emily took another slow look around the room. “But I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Sometimes it’s not what you see, but what you don’t see,” she said. “What’s not here?” 
 
    Berk walked around the room again, trying to solve the riddle. It took him three rounds before he figured it out. 
 
    “There’s no equipment.” 
 
    “Exactly,” she said. “If our Mr. Boulderjaw was working on something, I’d expect to see the remains of lab equipment or tools or something, but this looks like an ordinary sitting room.” 
 
    “Maybe it was destroyed when whatever it was blew up.” 
 
    “Maybe, but then again, maybe not. Unfortunately, without seeing what this place looked like before it was disturbed, it’s hard to say what happened.” 
 
    Berk cursed again. “And here I am going through the place like an ogre in a flower shop. I really made a mess of this investigation.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” 
 
     Although that wasn’t entirely true. How much evidence did he manage to destroy in the short amount of time he was there? 
 
    “And here I was hoping for a nice, simple, accidental fire and it turns out to be—what? An assassination?” Berk asked. 
 
    “You don’t know that for certain.” 
 
    “And we may never know, thanks to me. I knew I’d mess this up. I knew the minute Captain Petrova handed me this assignment, it was a mistake. I’m not cut out for this stuff, I’m not… smart enough—” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “Well, it’s true. I missed the smoke in the windows, I missed the char patterns. It was all there and I didn’t see it… well, what I mean is, it wasn’t there, but I still missed it. I’m just not good at this.” 
 
    “Your first investigation?” Emily asked. 
 
    Berk laughed. “And probably my last. Most of the time, I do buster work.” 
 
    “Buster work?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know. Bust down doors, bust up people. I do retrievals and guard duty as well.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. If you’ve never done an investigation before, why are you here alone?” 
 
    “Because this was supposed to be a simple case. Captain Petrova told me to come down here, take a few notes, and classify this as an accident by fire. Make the client happy.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t a fire.” 
 
    “I realize that now.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to tell your captain?” 
 
    Berk shrugged. “I have to tell him the truth, I guess. It wasn’t an accident. That there’s a possibility it was a deliberate act. If I’m lucky, he’ll hand the case off to someone else.” 
 
    “Then that would be a mistake,” Emily said. “I think you should see it through. You shouldn’t give up on it. You’re smarter than you think you are. You shouldn’t sell yourself short.” 
 
    “Thanks for saying that, but I think it would be better if someone else was put on this case.” 
 
    “That’s between you and your captain, I suppose.” 
 
    Berk pulled out a pen and scratched a few notes in the pad. 
 
    “Death from unknown causes.” He shoved the notepad into his pocket. “That’s all I can do here. I’d better return to the station.” 
 
    “Station? As in the one on tier ten?” 
 
    “Yeah. The captain will be waiting for this report, although I don’t think he’ll be too happy when he reads it.” 
 
    “How did you get down here, anyhow?” 
 
    “What do mean?” 
 
    “I mean, did you take the lift or the tube…” 
 
    “Oh no. I borrowed one of the hot-tops. That’s the only way to travel in this city.” 
 
    “Well, seeing as you’re heading back up that way—think you can give me a lift?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
     Another Alley Encounter 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emily’s first day working in the kitchen wasn’t nearly as bad as working the floor. For starters, she didn’t have to wear the uniform anymore. That alone was worth the transition. She was now allowed to wear comfortable clothing, without the fear of parts falling out. She also didn’t have to keep smiling for tips all the time. It was a day’s work for a day’s pay. It might not have been the most glamorous job, but it was honest. Peeling potatoes, cutting vegetables, stirring pots, basically anything Beth needed done. At the moment, it was slicing onions for Beth’s potato skillet, a dish that had become something of a house specialty. 
 
    Emily had just started her second basket of onions when she heard Tom in the front room. 
 
    “You’re late… again.” 
 
    “Sorry, Tom. The trams were running slow… again.” 
 
    Tom was right. Sarah did use that excuse way too much. 
 
    Ten minutes and five onions later, Sarah entered the kitchen. She was already wearing her uniform. Emily slid the sliced onion off the board and into the bowl before looking up. 
 
    “I didn’t hear you come in last night. Come to think of it, I didn’t hear you leave this morning.” 
 
    “You don’t approve?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to. I can see it on your face.” 
 
    Grabbing another onion from the basket, Emily set it on the cutting board and sliced it down the center, making sure not to cut the root. It was an old trick Sangyal taught her back at the monastery. It cut down on the tears. 
 
    “So, did you have fun?” she asked. 
 
    “It was okay.” 
 
    “Did you learn anything new about Brian?” 
 
    Sarah’s face turned red. “Sorry,” she said. “That didn’t exactly come up in the conversation.” 
 
    “I didn’t think it would, but that’s all right. I have a feeling Brian’s luck ran out.” 
 
    “Why? What happened?” 
 
    “I returned to the shipyard last night. He never showed up for his shift. I think whoever took him away, might have taken him away for good.” 
 
    The red in Sarah’s face was gone now. In fact, most of the color was. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Are you saying… you think he might have been… killed?” 
 
    “It’s possible. The guys who took him away didn’t seem too happy with him.” 
 
    “But… that’s so… final.” 
 
    “Yeah. Death is pretty final—that’s one way of looking at it.” 
 
    “And it doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “Why should it? I hardly knew him.” 
 
    “But still. You spoke with him, you went out with him—” 
 
    “I never went out with him,” Emily protested. “He led me into a back alley and poisoned me. I wouldn’t exactly call that a date.” 
 
    “No… no of course not. It’s just that you were looking for him and now he’s dead. It’s…” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Final.” 
 
    “No. I mean, if they had seen you, they might have taken you too. You might have been… you know.” 
 
    Emily shrugged. “I suppose it could have happened.” 
 
    “And that doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “Why should it? If I die, I die. It’s going to happen sooner or later. Besides, they never saw me, so what does it matter?” 
 
    “It matters because what you’re doing is dangerous. Don’t you realize that?” 
 
    “Of course I do, but that doesn’t mean I can let it go.” 
 
    “This thing they took from you, is it really that important to risk your life for?” 
 
    “It’s not only that,” Emily explained. “Don’t you see? They’ve done this before. The Red Wolves have a board filled with pictures of missing people. How many of those people were led to back alleys and never seen again. How many more were like me. If I had gone missing, nobody would have even known about it. Sure, I want what they took from me back, but I also want to put a stop to this.” 
 
    “This is a job for the Mercs,” Sarah said. 
 
    Emily laughed. “In case you haven’t noticed, the Mercs aren’t exactly doing their job. You said it yourself. No one is paying them.” 
 
    “I suppose, but I never thought it would be this dangerous.” 
 
    “Welp, somebody’s gotta do it.” 
 
    “But without Brian, where do you go from here?” 
 
    “I still haven’t given up on Mira. She’ll come through. She has to. There’s also the man in the green overcoat.” 
 
    “You mean the guy who took Brian away and probably killed him? That’s who you want to find now?” 
 
    “It’s a lead.” 
 
    “It’s stupid.” 
 
    “Okay. It’s a stupid lead, but it’s the only one I have at the moment.” 
 
    Sarah grabbed her tray and notepad from the counter. 
 
    “I’ll let you know if Mira shows up.” 
 
    Emily raised an onion. “I’ll be here.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the onions, it was back on to the potatoes. Most of the side dishes served at the Bird and Bay required potatoes. With every one she peeled, she couldn’t help but wonder where they all came from. The Chimney wasn’t known for its rich, fertile soil. In fact, Emily hadn’t seen anything growing in the city, probably due to the lack of sunlight. When she asked Beth, the cook told her they came from a lorry. It would seem Beth’s world didn’t extend much further than the doors of the Bird. It was an interesting mystery, but she had enough mysteries to occupy her mind. For starters, who was the man in the green coat? Who did he work for? What was Brian supposed to deliver? Who killed Mr. Boulderjaw? 
 
    “Emily!” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Beth was watching her from the other side of the kitchen. She had six pots boiling on the stove and both ovens filled. How she ran this place by herself for so long was anybody’s guess. 
 
    “I hope you’re not the daydreaming type.” 
 
    “Sorry, Beth. I guess I was a little preoccupied.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t complain. You’ve already peeled me more than enough potatoes to last me a week. Do you think can dump these buckets in the trash bins out back? We have to empty them regularly; otherwise, the smell gets too strong.” 
 
    “Can do,” Emily said, getting to her feet. 
 
    There were two old buckets in the corner, and they were both filled with scraps of leftover food. Back at the monastery, they would have been dumped on the compost heap, but here, there was no such convenience. The scraps were destined to go out with the rest of the trash. Carrying the buckets to the back door, Emily paused on the threshold. The alley was dark. The only light came from a couple of flickering streetlamps, which caused the shadows to dance about, giving the illusion everything was swaying. It was almost like being back on the airship. As she watched the shadows, she couldn’t help but feel the shadows were watching her. She wasn’t alone; somebody was out there. 
 
    Crossing the alley, Emily casually removed the lids from the waste bins and proceeded to empty the contents of the buckets. She moved slowly, so as to not startle her visitor. She didn’t know where he was and needed him to make the first move. 
 
    A shadow emerged from the wall behind her. 
 
    Emily tightened her grip on the lid of the waste bin. All she had to do was pinpoint his location. 
 
    “Why do we—?” 
 
    Spinning around, she flung the lid. The shadow dropped to the ground as the flying metal disk came within inches of his head. It ricocheted off the back wall and landed in the alley. 
 
    “Are you insane?” Sinclair shouted. 
 
    “What are you doing here? Who sent you, and why are you following me?” 
 
    Getting to his feet, the young man dusted off his pants, straightened his tie, and brushed back his hair. He seemed cleaner than the last time she saw him. 
 
    “A simple hello would have sufficed.” 
 
    “Answer me,” she demanded. 
 
    “For your information, I wasn’t following you and nobody sent me. I came because… well… I didn’t properly thank you for saving my life.” 
 
    “So, you thought it best to sneak up on me in a dark alley.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sneaking up on you. I was waiting for you to come out.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you come inside like a normal person?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I have my reasons.” 
 
    Emily laughed. “In other words, you haven’t paid Marka back, and he’s still looking for you.” 
 
    “You might say that.” 
 
    “How did you find me, anyway?” 
 
    “Oh, that wasn’t too difficult. A friend told me he witnessed a petite young woman with silver hair beat the crap out of three mill workers. I figured it had to be you. Saw you arrive this morning and well… waited around until you came out.” 
 
    “I find that a little hard to believe.” 
 
    “What, that I would wait all day to see you again?” 
 
    “No, that you have friends.” 
 
    Sinclair staggered back. “That hurt.” 
 
    “Yeah, well. You thanked me. Now you can leave.” 
 
    “I kind of thought we could leave together.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was thinking maybe dinner tonight, then possibly—” 
 
    “Not interested.” 
 
    “That was quick.” 
 
    Retrieving the lid, Emily secured it on the bin. She picked up the empty buckets and headed for the back door of the Bird and Bay. 
 
    “Wait,” Sinclair called out. “At least tell me why—” 
 
    “Because I have no interest in going out with someone like you.” 
 
    “That’s not—what do you mean someone like me?” 
 
    “I know your kind, Mr. Sinclair. You think the world owes you something. You play fast and loose with people as well as the rules. You’re always trying to stay one step ahead of everyone else, trying to play the system. You don’t believe in hard, honest work.” 
 
    “If you truly believe that, then why did you stop Marka?” 
 
    “Because that’s who I am, Mr. Sinclair,” she said. “It’s the third mark of the Way—compassion. To help those in need.” 
 
    “Are you saying you only helped me for the sake of helping me?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You are an odd one. I can’t figure you out. There’s more to you than meets the eye.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Mr. Sinclair.” 
 
    “Wait,” he called out again. “When I asked you why, I meant, why were you down in the twenty-fifth district to begin with?” 
 
    Emily turned and studied the young man for a moment. He was interesting, educated, and fairly good-looking. The only problem was he knew it, and that’s what made him arrogant; but being arrogant didn’t make him malicious, only annoying. He didn’t seem much of a threat, but then neither did Brian, and look how that turned out. 
 
    “If you must know, I was looking for someone,” she answered. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “It no longer matters.” 
 
    “I might be able to help you.” 
 
    “I don’t see how.” 
 
    “I have connections.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “Try me. What’s the worst that can happen?” 
 
    That might not have been the best question to ask. Emily took a deep breath and exhaled. “Fine. His name was Brian Macias.” 
 
    “Brian Macias?” Sinclair paused for a moment and shook his head. “I can’t say I’ve heard of him.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. Thanks anyway, Mr. Sinclair.” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “I said I have connections. Let me ask around. I’m sure someone knows where he is.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t think he’s anywhere anymore.” 
 
    “I’m not following you.” 
 
    “I saw him get into a long black vehicle with a couple of orcs and a vir in a green overcoat.” 
 
    Sinclair’s eyes widened. “Green overcoat, black hair, scar on the left side of his face?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t see his face.” 
 
    “Did he walk with a limp?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Shagra.” 
 
    “Who’s Shagra?” 
 
    “He’s an enforcer for the Foh family. Not someone to be trifled with. If he took your Brian away… well… it’s not good. Was he a friend of yours?” 
 
    Emily shook her head. “Nothing like that. Just someone with information. How do I get in touch with this Shagra?” 
 
    “You don’t want to.” 
 
    “But say I did.” 
 
    Sinclair turned away from her. “I can arrange a meeting.” His voice was barely above a whisper. 
 
    “How do you know him?” she asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how I know him. I just do, but I would advise against it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You’re getting in too deep. You’re getting mixed up with people you shouldn’t be mixed up with.” 
 
    “I need to see this through.” 
 
    He sighed. “I have a feeling I can’t talk you out of this.” 
 
    “No, you can’t.” 
 
    Reaching into his jacket, the young man pulled out two familiar-looking metal rods. They were the ones Emily threw away when they met up with the Blue Tigers. “You may yet need these.” He handed them to her. “I’ll make the arrangements. Be ready.” 
 
    She watched him leave the alley before slipping the tyng into her jacket. Picking up the empty bins, she headed back into the Bird and Bay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
     Is There Really Someone Named Fat Foh? 
 
      
 
      
 
    After emptying the very last bucket, Emily waited in the back alley for a few extra minutes to watch the shadows. She hadn’t heard anything from Sinclair since he left that afternoon, not that he made any indication of when he would get back to her. She had hoped he would have, at the very least, sent word that he had made contact with Shagra, otherwise known as the man in the green overcoat. As of yet, she’d heard nothing. Nothing from Sinclair and nothing from Mira. She was starting to wonder if Mira had forgotten about her as well. The elf didn’t seem too keen on helping her in the first place. Probably set the strange metal device aside and forgot all about it. Once again, she had a couple of good leads going absolutely nowhere. 
 
    Emily set the lid back on the bin and headed into the Bird and Bay with the empty buckets. In the kitchen, Beth was drying the last of the dishes. She had offered to do the washing, but Beth said it helped her unwind after a long day slaving over a hot stove. 
 
    “Anything else you need me to do?” she asked. 
 
    “No, I think that’s about it for today.” Beth wiped her hands on her apron. “You might want to see if Sarah or Kate need help cleaning the tables.” 
 
    The main room was nearly empty. Only one table was occupied. Two men were deep in conversation over a pitcher of ale. Although the kitchen was closed, the bar would remain open a few more hours. 
 
    Tom gave Emily a sideways glance when she came into the room and sat down at the bar. He hadn’t spoken to her or even looked her in the eye since that day. She didn’t care. She never felt comfortable with the way he leered at her in the first place. 
 
    “Coming to help with the drunks?” Kate asked. “As long as you’re quick on your feet, they won’t give you much trouble, and they tip better.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Emily said. “I’m quite happy in the kitchen, and besides”—she glanced over at Tom—“I might not be welcome.” 
 
    “What? You think he actually runs this place?” 
 
    Tom made a grumbling sound under his breath. Kate laughed. 
 
    Sarah came out of the back room dressed in her civilian clothing. “You ready?” she asked. 
 
    “Whenever you are,” Emily replied. 
 
    “See you tomorrow, Tom,” Sarah called as she headed for the door. 
 
    “Be on time.” 
 
    “I will as long as the trams are.” 
 
    When they got outside, Sarah pulled on her jacket. There was a slight chill in the air, something Emily found refreshing. 
 
    “You think he’s ever going to be comfortable around me again?” she asked. 
 
    Sarah laughed. “I wouldn’t worry about it too much. Just enjoy the silence.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “So, what’s the plan for tonight?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We’re looking for the man in the green overcoat—right?” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. Look what happened when I let you go after Brian alone.” 
 
    “This could get dangerous, Sarah. You said it yourself.” 
 
    “I know, but I want to help. So, come on. Where do we start looking?” 
 
    “Across the street.” 
 
    On the other side of the street was parked a long black currus. A tall, slim man in a green overcoat was leaning against the driver side door. A hat was pulled down over his eyes and a cigarette hung from his mouth. When Emily approached, he pushed the brim of his hat up with one bony finger, took a long drag on the cigarette, and tapped the ashes to one side. His face was hard and leathery. His eyes were nearly black. A scar ran down the length of his jaw starting below his left ear. 
 
    “You must be Ms. Doyle,” he said in a raspy voice. 
 
    “And you must be Shagra,” she replied. 
 
    He tipped his hat and nodded, then moved to the rear of the currus. Opening the back door, he waved her in. “Someone wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    “I thought I was supposed to be talking to you.” 
 
    “You don’t talk to me before you talk to the Cabba.” 
 
    “The Cabba?” 
 
    “The head of the family.” 
 
    “I see. Very well then.” Emily climbed into the back of the currus. Sarah started to follow, but Shagra stopped her. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked. 
 
    She pointed at Emily. “With her, of course.” 
 
    “I’ve only been instructed to bring one.” 
 
    “Don’t you think for a second that I’m going to let you go off alone with her.” 
 
    Emily had never heard Sarah use that tone of voice before. She could be rather intimidating when she wanted to be. Shagra must have thought so. He stepped aside and let her get in. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” Emily asked. 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “I can handle this.” 
 
    “Of course you can.” Sarah settled down in the back seat. “But I’m still coming.” 
 
    Shagra climbed into the driver’s seat and without saying a word, he pulled away from the curb. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
    It took nearly an hour to get to their destination and Emily had no more answers than when she started. Shagra said nothing during the entire trip. He refused to answer any questions, no matter how many times she asked them. Eventually she gave up. It was clear he was under strict orders not to offer up any information before she spoke with the Cabba. 
 
    Sarah also remained silent during the trip, but that was probably due to fear. Although she stood up to Shagra, outside the Bird and Bay, the reality of her situation must have finally started to sink in. She was nervous; it was easy to tell. The way she crossed her arms over her chest it was almost like she was trying to hug herself out of existence. Emily tried to assure her everything was going to be fine, but the truth was, she wasn’t so sure herself. 
 
    The currus turned off the main road and passed under a narrow stoned arch between two tall buildings. Beyond was a large courtyard hidden away from the rest of the city. The area had a certain regal quality about it. Rows of ornate columns lined the perimeter while stone maidens encircled a larger two-tiered fountain. Although, it might have been more splendid if the fountain had water in it. 
 
    They pulled up outside the main entrance where two orcs, dressed in well-tailored dark gray suits, waited for them. One opened the door to let them out while the other replaced Shagra in the front seat of the currus. Emily was eager to speak with the Cabba; Sarah, not so much. She seemed reluctant to even exit the vehicle. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Emily asked her. 
 
    Sarah said nothing and simply stared up at the orc holding the door. 
 
    It was the whole hierarchy of New Doral thing again. Vir were supposed to be superior to the other races, especially those of the uhyre. Emily didn’t think Sarah was part of that world, but then she had lived in the city all her life. It was probably not something she was even aware of. There were hardly any orcs on tier ten, so she wouldn’t have had many encounters with them. Even the place she worked, the Bird and Bay, refused to serve any of the other races but the vir. To suddenly find herself face-to-face with an orc was probably not what she expected when she woke up this morning. Emily extended her hand and helped her out of the back seat. 
 
    “It’s all right.” 
 
    Sarah stayed close beside her as they followed Shagra into the main house. 
 
    The Cabba’s dwelling was incredible. It’s what Emily would have pictured the Imperial Palace to look like: high-glossed marble floors and a wide staircase branching off in two directing over a gold inlaid door. Real living plants in large earthen pots were situated against the walls beneath portraits of important-looking people. Grand chandeliers hung on silver chains from a vaulted ceiling. It was clear whoever the Cabba was, he was not someone lacking in wealth. Why then would he choose to live down here on tier eleven? 
 
    Crossing the marble floor, Shagra pushed open the large oak doors and waved for Emily to enter. The room beyond was no less spectacular. A lush red carpet covered the floor and more portraits hung from the walls. Glass display cases lined the hall and they were filled with a variety of curiosities. There was everything from knives to coins and gems to unidentified artifacts, which reminded Emily of the strange black sphere they’d found in Brian’s possession. There was even an assortment of ritualistic masks that caught her attention, but when she stopped to take a closer look, Sarah urged her to keep moving. Her companion did not seem as thrilled by her surroundings and kept looking back over her shoulder to where an orc servant was watching them. 
 
    Shagra directed them to yet another room, this one being a well-decorated office, with a wall of books off to their left and more collectibles on their right. In the center of the room was a massive desk, but nowhere near as large as the man who sat behind it. To say he was simply fat would have been too kind. He was enormous. Bald head, large arms, hands the size of serving platters. His girth kept him from pulling his chair closer to the work, so he was forced to lean forward over his desk. When he sat up, his chair screamed in protest. 
 
    “Leave us, Shagra,” he said, pointing to the door with one thick finger. His voice was shallow and his breath labored. 
 
    Shagra stepped out of the room, closing the door behind him. 
 
    When they were alone, the fat man slowly leaned back in his chair, ignoring the sounds it made. He looked at Emily first, then at Sarah. 
 
    “You must be Ms. Doyle, but you, I do not know.” 
 
    “This is Sarah Cotton,” Emily explained, pulling Sarah closer. “She’s a friend.” 
 
    He seemed to consider the name for a moment, then smiled and nodded. “Then she is welcome,” he said. “As are you. Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “You are the Cabba,” Emily answered 
 
    “I am. My name is Iakob Foh.” 
 
    Foh. Now it was starting to make sense. Before she could stop herself… 
 
    “You’re Fat Foh?” 
 
    Sarah slowly turned and looked at her, the color draining from her face. Iakob laughed. 
 
    “Yes. Yes. I am Fat Foh.” He did not appear to be offended by the name and almost seemed proud of it. 
 
    “Why have you brought us here?” Emily asked. 
 
    Iakob nodded slowly with a satisfied look on his face. “Yes. Dispense with the pleasantries and get down to business. I like that. Very well then. You are seeking a vir by the name of Mr. Macias. Why do you wish to find him?” 
 
    Emily gazed over at the curiosities along the wall. There was quite an assortment of sparkly things. This man was a collector of trinkets, but what other objects did he collect? Were there treasures hidden away in the manor that he couldn’t openly display? Clearly he wasn’t the man she was looking for. Iakob’s voice hardly squeaked, but he might know whoes did. 
 
    “He has information I need,” she answered. 
 
    “I see.” Iakob clasped his hands over his belly and sighed. “Then I am sorry.” 
 
    “W-what do you mean you’re sorry?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid Mr. Macias has met with an… unfortunate accident.” 
 
    “Yes,” Emily said. “That’s kind of what I thought.” 
 
    “Perhaps this information you seek, I may be able to help you find.” 
 
    “And why would you want to do that?” 
 
    “We, down here, often deal in favors…” 
 
    “A favor for a favor?” Emily shook her head. “I’m afraid that might be a bit out of my price range. I do not think any favor I could offer you would be of any value, and I do not wish to be indebted to… criminals.” 
 
    “Criminals?” Iakob slowly repeated the word, almost as if he had never heard it before. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Sarah whispered through clenched teeth. “I do not think it’s such a good idea to insult a man who surrounds himself with slags.” 
 
    Emily wasn’t sure what surprised her more, that Iakob was now laughing, or that Sarah used a racial slur. 
 
    “I like you, Ms. Doyle,” he said. “You do not cover your words in honey. You say what’s on your mind, and that is a rare quality these days. But you misunderstand. You would not be in my debt, as I am already in yours.” 
 
    “Mine? How?” 
 
    “For helping my nephew, of course.” 
 
    “Your nephew? But I never—Arthur Sinclair. Sinclair is your nephew?” 
 
    And yet another little piece of the puzzle falls into place. Now she knew why the Blue Tigers were willing to leave them alone even though they recognized her. They knew who Sinclair’s uncle was. She had no doubt that he probably contributed to their upkeep. 
 
    “My sister Sopio’s son,” Iakob explained. “She died of rikers when he was very young. I took him in and raised him as my own. I fear I may have spoiled him a bit.” 
 
    “I’ll say. He is a bit of an ass and kind of irresponsible.” 
 
    Iakob’s face went neutral for a moment. “Yes, this is true.” He bobbed his head from one side to the other. “But he is still family.” The large man shifted his weight in the chair and leaned forward, placing his massive hands on the desk. “So, tell me. What is this information you seek?” 
 
    “I need to know who Brian was working for.” 
 
    “He works for me, or at least he did.” 
 
    “Then are you in the habit of selling slaves?” 
 
    The fat man’s eyes narrowed and his face slowly turned red. “Take care, Ms. Doyle. There are certain commodities that even I will not deal in. What proof do you have that Mr. Macias was involved in something like this?” 
 
    “Only my own experience. Brian set me up to be abducted and sold into slavery. If you weren’t behind it, who was?” 
 
    “I hired Mr. Macias to retrieve certain… valuables. Valuables he failed to deliver one too many times. I do not trade in slave labor. If he was doing this, then he was doing it behind my back.” Iakob reached under the desk, and within a few moments, the office door opened. Shagra stood on the threshold. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “I have reason to believe that Mr. Macias may have been hounding flesh. Did you know about this?” 
 
    “There were rumors, sir, of someone setting up shop, but I was unaware of Mr. Macias’s involvement. Had I known—” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Iakob interrupted. “This bodes ill for me, Shagra. I will not have something like this going on under my very nose again. Look into it.” 
 
    “But, sir—” 
 
    “Now, Shagra.” 
 
    “As you wish, sir.” 
 
    When Shagra left, Iakob seemed to calm down. At least his face wasn’t red anymore. This man went from hot to cold rather quickly, and that made him unpredictable. 
 
    “I cannot thank you enough for bringing this to my attention, Ms. Doyle,” he said. “I promise you I will get to the bottom of this, one way or another.” 
 
    “That’s fine, Mr. Foh, but this man, this slaver, he has something of mine, and I intend to get it back.” 
 
    “You.” He laughed. “But you are a… a little girl.” 
 
    “I assure you, sir. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, the fat man stroked his chin. “If what my nephew says about you is true, maybe you are the one to handle this. I’ll tell you what. You find this man, this trader of flesh, bring him to me, or better yet, deal with him yourself. When it is finished, I will reward you handsomely.” 
 
    “I will not kill, Mr. Foh—nor will I bring him here to be killed. If I find him… when I find him, I will bring him to the proper authorities.” 
 
    “Authorities? In the Chimney.” Iakob laughed. “You would be hard-pressed to find anyone in authority. But I respect your morals. Do as you feel you must. Speak with Shagra. He may be able to help you.” He reached under his desk again. The office door opened and Shagra was there waiting. 
 
    “Shagra, take these young ladies back home.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    Stepping aside, he waved them out of the room. Clearly Emily’s audience with Fat Foh was at an end and not as productive as she had hoped. Once out in the hall, they followed Shagra back to the foyer. 
 
    “So, tell me. What are your chances of actually finding this slaver?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Not very good,” Shagra answered. “There isn’t much to go on—only rumors. We don’t even know who we are dealing with. Slavers like these work in small groups, four or five members tops. They move around, never staying in one place for very long. They send their hounds out to find potential targets, those who won’t be missed. Then they lead them to places where they can be taken without raising too much suspicion.” 
 
    “Yes, that sounds about right. So, you’ve dealt with these people before?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes.” 
 
    “Did any of them have a squeaky voice?” 
 
    Shagra stopped walking and a curious look came over his face. “Why do you ask that?” 
 
    “It’s only that the person who abducted me had a rather high-pitched, squeaky voice. I was wondering—” 
 
    “Alaric Galbassi.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “Alaric Galbassi,” Shagra repeated. It looked as if the name left a bad taste in his mouth. 
 
    “Who is Alaric Galbassi?” 
 
    “He’s a trader who deals in anything of value. Weapons, drugs, poisons, even people. I had thought we had seen the last of him.” 
 
    “And this Alaric—he has a squeaky voice?” 
 
    “He should. He’s a howne.” 
 
    That answer seemed to satisfy Shagra, so Emily let it go. At least now she had a name. It also explained why no one ever heard of Galbassi Lane. It must have been some type of code word. A way for Brian to reveal where his allegiance lay when confronting those who actually did the abducting. When they reached the currus, Sarah got in first and Emily slid in beside her. She even thanked the orc who held the door open, something that got her a strange look from her companion. 
 
    “How can you even talk to them?” Sarah asked when they pulled away from the curb. 
 
    “I don’t see any problem with them.” 
 
    “They give me the creeps.” She shivered 
 
    Emily wanted to say something more. She thought about what Tar had gone through. How much hatred he had experienced at the hands of the vir; but she held her tongue. There was a time and a place, and this was neither. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
     Pack Up Your Troubles 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emily was awakened by a loud knocking. At first, she thought it might have been the neighbors bouncing each other off the walls again, but this time it was coming from the other room. Wrapping herself in one of the sheets, she opened the bedroom door. Sarah was already standing in the living room, dressed in her nightshirt. From the worried look on her face, it was clear she wasn’t expecting anyone at this hour. It was quite possible their little visit to Fat Foh drew some unwanted attention. 
 
    “Who is it?” Sarah called out. 
 
    At first, there was no answer, then a muffled reply neither of them could make out. Sarah reached for the door, but Emily stopped her. She grabbed the tyng from the table. Better to err on the side of caution. When she was in position, she motioned for Sarah to continue. 
 
    “Who is it?” Sarah called out again. 
 
    This time, they could hear the person on the other side of the door. He was obviously trying to keep his voice down so as not to disturb the other tenants. 
 
    “Merc business, ma’am. Mind if I ask you a few questions?” 
 
    Sarah slowly turned and looked at Emily. They seemed to share the same fear. What business could Mercs have this late at night? Emily wondered if the Blue Tigers had finally tracked her down. It was their job to find people after all. Adjusting her grips on the tyngs, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    “It’s kind of late,” Sarah said. “Can’t this wait until tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, ma’am. It will only take a moment.” 
 
    Slowly she opened the door, but only enough so she could look out into the hall. 
 
    “What seems to be the problem?” she asked. 
 
    “Sorry to bother you, ma’am. I know it’s late. I’m looking for a young woman. She’s kind of short, has silver hair. I’m pretty sure she lives in this building. I dropped her off—” 
 
    “Berk?” Emily pulled the door open the rest of the way. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Berk stood in the hall, and a look of relief washed over his face. “Thank the holy badger, I found you,” he said. “This was the third apartment, I tried.” 
 
    “Get in here.” 
 
    “I take you two know each other?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Yeah. He’s a… a friend.” 
 
    Standing in the middle of the room, Berk seemed a little uncomfortable. Emily couldn’t blame him. Neither she nor Sarah was dressed for company. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Berk?” 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you, Em,” Berk stammered, “but there’s been another murder.” 
 
    “Like the one before?” 
 
    “As far as I know, yes.” 
 
    “Recent?” 
 
    “About two hours ago.” 
 
    “But I thought you were handing that case off.” 
 
    “I tried.” Berk threw his hands up. “But the captain won’t let me. He was furious when I told him it didn’t look like an accident. He said if I thought it was deliberate, then I had to prove it.” 
 
    “So? What do you need me for?” 
 
    “Because… I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know what to look for, but you do. You have to help me.” 
 
    “Berk. I can’t investigate a crime. I don’t have a license.” 
 
    “Well… technically you wouldn’t be investigating. I mean, I’d be doing that. You’ll be helping me. You know, pointing out what I miss.” 
 
    Somehow she didn’t think Petrova would see it that way. 
 
    “Look, you can do this, Berk. Besides, you said it yourself. If they find out I helped you, we could both be in trouble.” 
 
    “Please, Emily. I can’t do this alone. I need your help. It’s your fault I’m in this situation.” 
 
    “My fault? How do you come to that conclusion?” 
 
    “Hey, I was more than willing to claim it was an accidental fire. You said it wasn’t. You said it looked deliberate.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it looked deliberate. I said it might have been. It was hard to tell. Most of the evidence was destroyed already.” 
 
    “Well then, this is your chance to see it firsthand, before anyone else gets there.” 
 
    Emily paused for a moment, then shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t know, Berk.” 
 
    “Please, Emily.” 
 
    It was the tenth tenet all over again, but maybe this was closer to the true meaning. Berk needed her help; he was requesting it. She couldn’t refuse him. In a way, he was right. It was her fault he was in this predicament. She talked him into questioning his original assessment of the crime scene even though that assessment was incorrect. If she had simply let it go, if she had never followed him in the first place, he would have filed his report with Petrova, and that would have been the end of it. Of course, whoever did commit the crime would have gotten away with it. 
 
    “Oh… all right,” she said at last. “Give me a moment to get dressed.” 
 
    “Thank you, Em.” Berk sighed. 
 
     As she headed back to her room, she left him alone with Sarah. 
 
    “So. You’re a Merc. Are you married?” 
 
    Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
    “Your friend seems… um…” 
 
    “Desperate?” 
 
    “I was going to say nice, but desperate works.” 
 
    Emily laughed. “You have to forgive her. She wants to move up and she thinks the only way she can do that is if she gets married.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, who doesn’t want to do that?” Berk said. 
 
    “What? You want to get married too?” 
 
    “Me? No. I mean, well… not yet. I was talking about moving up. Everybody dreams of moving up to the upper nine, but it’s not that simple. It takes connections and money, two things I don’t have.” 
 
    Emily leaned back and placed her feet up on the dash of the hot-top as Berk drove. Mana-powered vehicles were, by far, the best means of traveling anywhere in the city. Unfortunately, they didn’t appear to be available to just anyone. Berk was only able to get his hands on one because he was a Red Wolf. 
 
    “Why did you decide to become a Merc?” she asked. 
 
    The big man shrugged. “I don’t think I ever did… make the decision I mean. It was kind of made for me.” 
 
    “Are you saying you were forced to become a Merc?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that. It’s only… I don’t know. There wasn’t anything else I could do. I wasn’t good at much. Besides, look at me. I’m big, I’m clumsy, and most people, when they see me, run in the opposite direction.” 
 
    Emily laughed. “So you figured those qualities would make you a good Merc?” 
 
    “Something like that.” He grinned. “Actually, my first job was working for my little brother as a cooper. Needless to say, it was a bit awkward. Jordan never let me forget that I wasn’t smart enough to run the family business, which is why our father left it to him in the first place.” 
 
    “A cooper?” 
 
    “We made barrels and buckets and things like that.” 
 
    “So, what changed?” 
 
    “We got robbed.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah. One day a man walked in and tried to rob us. Can you image that? Trying to rob a cooper. He must have been desperate or probably on Terra dust. Anyway, I caught him, put a bit of a hurting on him, and the next thing I know, the Red Wolves are asking if I want to join their ranks. At that point, I would have done anything to get out from under Jordan. It seems the only things I’m good at are breaking down doors and beating up people.” 
 
    “Well, that’s depressing,” Emily said. 
 
     “No, that’s just the way it is.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t sell yourself short. You’re smarter than you think you are. Isn’t there anything you wanted to do besides being a Merc… or a cooper?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Berk said slowly. “But you’ll think it foolish.” 
 
    “Really. What is it? Come on, tell me.” 
 
    “I always wanted to be a lutenist.” 
 
    “A lutenist?” 
 
    “You know, someone who plays a lute—” 
 
    “No. No. I know what it is, but I never figured you for the musical type. How long have you been playing?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know how to play. I thought it would be cool though.” 
 
    Berk pulled the hot-top to the curb. Leaning over the wheel, he pointed across the street. “That’s the place,” he said. “It’s the home of a Mr. Therm Flintmace. Another dower engineer—or at least he was.” 
 
    Emily didn’t need Berk to tell her which building was Flintmace’s; it was easy to figure out. For starters, it looked older than the two buildings that flanked it. There was a definite grayness about the exterior and the glass was missing from all the windows, but what gave it away were the two Red Wolves standing outside the front door. 
 
    “I thought we’d be doing this alone,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, we will. They’re only there to keep the building secured until I show up. They were given strict orders not to go inside.” 
 
    “So you knew they were going to be here?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then how am I supposed to get inside to take a look around? Won’t they start asking questions?” 
 
    “Well, actually… I kind of thought about that. I have it all figured out.” 
 
    Stepping out of the vehicle, Berk moved around to the rear of the hot-top and pulled what appeared to be an oversized backpack from the trunk. It had a solid wicker frame with a wooden base and looked much like the ones the farmers used in the fields back home, although theirs didn’t have lids. He set it on the ground in front of her. 
 
    “I thought you could ride in this,” he said. 
 
    Emily looked at the pack, then at Berk. 
 
    “I’ll be going home now.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. It won’t be that bad. You get in, we close it up, I put it on, and I walk you right past the Mercs. They’ll never know.” 
 
    “You want me to ride in a backpack?” 
 
    “Unless you have a better idea.” 
 
    She was sure she could come up with a hundred ideas if given enough time, and even the most far-fetched and ridiculous ones would be better than this. She also knew that Berk probably put a lot of thought into it, and for her to dismiss it so quickly would be the same as dismissing him. She pulled the pack closer. It felt sturdy and seemed large enough. Maybe it would work. Climbing over the edge, she crouched down and pulled the lid closed. There were a few other odds and ends in the pack with her, including a cylindrical torch and a length of rope, but there was more than enough room so she didn’t feel cramped. She could even look out through the gaps in the wicker, so she didn’t feel closed in either. 
 
    Berk knelt down, slid his arms through the straps, and with surprising ease, stood up again. “You comfortable back there?” he asked. There wasn’t a hint of strain in his voice. 
 
    “I’m good,” she answered. 
 
    As he crossed the street, the pack gently swayed from side to side. It was not unlike riding a trex, except when riding a trex you weren’t enclosed in wicker. There was also less chance of being eaten by your mount. 
 
    Emily might not have been able to see where they were going, but she could see where they came from. In one of the windows across the street, an elderly woman was watching them. She seemed to be the inquisitive sort and had a very good view of Flintmace’s front door. 
 
    “Finally got here, did you?” one of the Red Wolves said as Berk got closer. 
 
    “Sorry, Tyler. I-I got held up,” Berk answered. 
 
    Emily remembered how the other Mercs treated him at the Red Wolves’ headquarters. They didn’t seem to have much respect for him, but that’s probably because Berk didn’t seem to have much respect for himself. As large as the man was, he lacked any form of self-confidence. 
 
    “What’s with the pack?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “It’s ah… tools, for ah… investigating.” 
 
    “Tools?” He laughed. “Listen to this one. Thinks he’s a real investigator.” 
 
    “I am a real investigator. Captain Petrova—” 
 
    “Petrova assigned you this case because nobody else wanted it. Why would we waste our time looking at dead dwarfs?” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “But nothing,” the second Wolf chimed in. “You’re a buster, not an investigator. Stick to what you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, well… what I know is Captain Petrova wants me to look into this so you can… well… leave now.” 
 
    “Sorry, we have to stay until you’re finished.” 
 
    Tyler reached for the door, but Berk grabbed his arm before he could open it. 
 
    “Captain Petrova also said that only I go in.” 
 
    There was a definite shift in the tone of Berk’s voice that time. A tad more authority. If he spoke like that more often, he might not get pushed around so much. 
 
    “Fine.” Tyler pulled his arm free. “Why would we want to see a dead dwarf anyway? But make it fast. I want to get home early. Some of us have a life you know.” 
 
    Berk waited until both men stepped away from the building before entering. Once inside, Emily could feel the tension release in his shoulders. When she heard him close the door, she flipped open the lid. 
 
    “What a pair of—” 
 
    “Oh, they’re all right,” he said. “They were joking around.” 
 
    She didn’t think he believed that any more than she did. But there was no use pushing the issue. Berk was simply trying to save face. 
 
    “So. Where do we start?” he asked. 
 
    Diving to the bottom of the pack, Emily retrieved the cylindrical lantern. As she looked over Berk’s shoulder, she lit the area ahead of him. 
 
     “What do you feel?” she asked. 
 
    The question seemed to catch him off guard. 
 
    “What do you mean what do I feel?” 
 
    “What do you feel? You can’t rely on what you see in an investigation. It’s also about what you smell, what you taste, and what you hear. So tell me, what do you feel?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said with a shrug that almost flipped her out of the wicker pack. Regaining her balance, she braced herself against his shoulders. 
 
    “Take a moment and tell me what you feel.” 
 
    Berk sighed and turned around a few times in the foyer. He had to have felt something since she noticed it the moment they walked in. There was a staleness in the air and the room had the same gray, lifeless appearance the last place had. There was even a thick layer of dust covering almost everything. It was possible he was simply having trouble describing it. 
 
    “It feels like—nothing. Like—death,” he said. 
 
    Death. It wasn’t the word she was thinking of, but it was accurate. 
 
    “That’s a pretty good description,” she said. “I felt it in the other place too, but it’s stronger here.” 
 
    “So, no fire?” 
 
    “Definitely not a fire. What do you smell?” 
 
    “I don’t smell anything.” 
 
    “Exactly. If this had been a real fire, you should still smell smoke. Now look ahead of you. On the floor. What do you see?” 
 
    “Dust. Same as in the other place,” he answered. “Wait. Are those footprints?” 
 
    “That’s what they look like. Are you sure we’re the first ones to come in here?” 
 
    “No. A man from the MRC by the name of Jackson, or it could have been Johnson—I have it written down somewhere. Anyway, he was the one who discovered the body and reported it.” 
 
    “And he was the only one?” 
 
    “As far as I know.” 
 
    She leaned forward on his shoulder. “Okay, let’s put the story together based on what we already know,” she said. “Mr. Jackson, or Johnson, came in looking for Mr. Flintmace. Found his body and left to report what he saw. But that would only account for one set of footprints.” 
 
    “One set?” 
 
    “There are two sets of tracks made by two different people. You can tell by their size and the pattern. Also, look how the tracks divide. One set goes off to the left. They appear to be hesitant. See how they stop and start? They’re checking out everything. This situation is new to them. Now, look at the other tracks. They don’t stop. They go straight to their destination. They’re not surprised by what they see because they probably expect it. Eventually, both sets come back to the front door. If I was to guess, I’d say the tracks that go off to the left were those of Mr. Jackson, which means the tracks that go straight ahead—” 
 
    “Belong to our assassin,” Berk finished. 
 
    “Quite possible. I think we should follow those tracks first.” 
 
    Berk carefully made his way down the hall so as not to brush up against any of the fragile furniture. He seemed determined not to make a mess of the crime scene like he did the last one. The owner of the footprints they followed knew exactly where they were going. Down the hall and to the right, into what appeared to be a dining room. It was there they found the shriveled-up remains of Mr. Flintmace still lying on the ground surrounded by dust. There was nothing left of him but a hollowed out husk. His arms were stretched out, as if reaching for something. Only the area, in front of the dower, was disturbed. Nothing else was touched. 
 
    Berk seemed at a loss for words and stood in the doorway, staring down at Mr. Flintmace. Emily scanned the room with the lantern. 
 
    “Why would the killer return?” she asked. 
 
    Berk scratched his head and shrugged. This time she was ready for it and braced herself against his shoulders. 
 
    “I guess he had to come in if he wanted to kill Mr. Flintmace,” he answered. 
 
    “But Mr. Flintmace was already dead.” 
 
    “He was?” 
 
    “We know whatever the killer used somehow drains the life out of everything in the general area. That’s what created the layers of dust on the floor and dried out all the furniture. Since the killer left footprints in the dust, both coming and going, it would only make sense if he returned after Mr. Flintmace was dead.” 
 
    “Of course, because if he was here at the time, he would only leave one set of footprints going to the front door.” 
 
    “Very good. We’ll make an investigator out of you yet.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He laughed. “But we still don’t know what happened or who did it.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” she said. “But there might be someone who can shed a little light on that.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you once we’re outside. But grab a piece of Mr. Flintmace, will you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. You want me to do what?” 
 
    “Just snap off a piece of his hand, so we can take it with us.” 
 
    Slowly, he looked over his shoulder at her. “You want his hand? Why?” 
 
    “Because this isn’t normal.” 
 
    “You’re telling me.” 
 
    “No. I mean what happened here isn’t normal. It has something to do with the mystic arts, and if that’s the case, then Mira might be able to help us.” 
 
    “Mira? Who’s Mira?” 
 
    “She’s someone who supposedly knows something about this stuff.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Berk sighed. 
 
    Kneeling down, he reached forward and gingerly took hold of Mr. Flintmace’s outstretched hand. With a slight twist, the dower’s arm came off. Berk groaned. 
 
    “I don’t think we need that much,” Emily said. 
 
    “Yeah. I didn’t think so.” 
 
    He gently tapped the end of the arm on the floor until it broke off, leaving him with half a hand and three fingers. 
 
    “Here, give it to me,” Emily said, holding out another one of Sarah’s handkerchiefs. 
 
     Somehow she didn’t think Sarah would be too pleased if she knew what Emily was using them for. She carefully wrapped the hand up and slipped it into her jacket. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m already gone,” Berk said as he moved to the front door. 
 
    Once outside, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Emily ducked back down in the pack and pulled the lid closed as the two Red Wolves approached. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Tyler laughed. “Too much for you?” 
 
    “Ignore them,” she whispered. “We’re onto something and they’re jealous. Look across the street. See the woman in the window? She’s been watching everything. She might have seen who entered Mr. Flintmace’s home.” 
 
    “You can go home now,” Berk said with an air of newfound confidence. He didn’t even look at the two Mercs. “I’m finished here.” 
 
    As he strolled across the street and up the front steps to the old woman’s building, Emily watched through the wicker as the two Mercs made their way into Mr. Flintmace’s home. She had a feeling the reason they stayed wasn’t so much they were ordered to, but that they wanted to search the property for anything of value. Now that Berk was finished with his investigation, they would pick the dower clean. Too bad for them there wasn’t anything left in the house worth taking. 
 
    “Sorry to bother you, ma’am. Merc business. May I come in?” she heard Berk say. 
 
    He stepped through the threshold, into a foyer that couldn’t be more different from the one they left. This place was full of life, dust free, and smelled of fresh-baked bread. 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you, ma’am. I need to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “Of course. Please come in.” 
 
    Emily waited until the door closed before opening the lid of the pack. She stood up and leaned over Berk’s shoulder. 
 
    The woman of the house was bent with age, thin and frail with hair of silver gray. Thick glasses framed a wrinkled, but pleasant, face. She didn’t seem surprised to see Emily pop up out of the wicker backpack, but then she was probably watching when she got in. 
 
    “Sorry to bother you, ma’am, but as my partner said, we need to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “Oh. No need. No need. How is Mr. Flintmace? I haven’t seen him around all day.” 
 
    “I’m afraid he’s not doing too well, ma’am,” Berk answered. 
 
    Emily shook her head. 
 
    In a way, she understood Berk’s reluctance to break the news to the old woman, but in keeping with her own teachings, she couldn’t lie. It wasn’t going to do the woman any good to believe that Mr. Flintmace was going to make a recovery anytime soon. 
 
    “I’m afraid he’s dead,” Emily said. 
 
    Berk flinched. 
 
    “Oh dear,” the old woman said. “Such a waste. I often spoke to him when he headed off to work in the mornings. What a shame. Do you know what happened?” 
 
    “Not at the moment. No. That’s why we’re here. We were hoping you could help us.” 
 
    “If I can. But I’m not sure what I can do.” 
 
    “I couldn’t help but notice you sitting beside your window. Do you often watch the streets?” 
 
    “There isn’t anything else to do these days, what with Victor’s passing and the children having moved out. Watching the people is about the only entertainment I have left.” 
 
    “Were you watching Mr. Flintmace’s house today?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” 
 
    “Do you know if he had any visitors?” 
 
    “Let me see now. There was Mr. Jacob from the MRC. He visits Mr. Flintmace quite often. I believe they were working on something together. That was late this afternoon. He didn’t stay very long and seemed to be in a hurry—didn’t even wave goodbye when he left. There was another visitor who came twice this morning. I don’t think I’ve seen him before. He dropped off a small package and came back about half an hour later. He didn’t stay long either. It looked like he just came back for the package.” 
 
    “What package?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know what it was. It was a small box. I couldn’t see much of it. He left it for Mr. Flintmace this morning. Placed it on his doorstep, knocked on the door, and ran away. I thought he was playing some kind of a prank. You know how these kids are. Mr. Flintmace came out and seemed surprised to find it. He waved to me before taking it inside. Nice fellow, even for a dwarf.” 
 
    “Could you describe the man who left the box?” 
 
    “I didn’t see his face—he was too far away and my eyes aren’t as good as they used to be, but he was dressed in these dark green robes with a blue circle on the back. At least I think it was a blue circle. It was hard to tell. He might have been one of those religious nuts. They’re always coming around shouting out their nonsense. I don’t bother with them. I was surprised Mr. Flintmace even let him into the house the second time. He never struck me as a believer. I doubt if they had much to talk about since he didn’t stay long.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am. You’ve been a big help. If you can remember anything else—” 
 
    “There was something else, although I don’t know if it means anything. After Mr. Flintmace brought the box into the house, something odd did happen. There was this flash of… I don’t know if you could call it light. It was almost like a flash of darkness. I know it sounds odd, and maybe my old eyes were playing tricks, but that’s what I saw. I assumed it was something Mr. Flintmace was working on. He’s an engineer, you know. I think he and Mr. Jacob have been working on something together.” 
 
    “Did you happen to see Mr. Flintmace after this… flash of darkness?” 
 
    The old woman thought for a moment and shook her head. 
 
    “No. Can’t say I did. Although he must have still been home since he let that man in to pick up his package.” 
 
    “And are you sure it was the same man who dropped it off?” 
 
    “Oh, I couldn’t say. They were both wearing the same thing, but then all those people do, you know those religious people. They try to get you to join them, but I’m too old to change my views about the afterlife.” 
 
    “I think that’s about all we need to know,” Emily said. “Thank you for your help, ma’am.” 
 
    “Any time. If there’s anything else I can do to help Mr. Flintmace get better, please let me know.” 
 
    Emily ducked back down in the backpack as Berk headed out the door. The two Red Wolves hadn’t come out of the building yet, so they had no problem getting back to the hot-top unseen. Berk set the pack down by the rear of the vehicle and Emily climbed out. She had to admit the idea wasn’t as ridiculous as she originally thought, and it was kind of fun being carried around. Like the piggyback rides her sister gave her as a kid. 
 
    As they pulled away from the curb, Berk was silent. Emily could tell something was bothering him. 
 
    “Okay, what’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Was I wrong not to tell the old woman that Mr. Flintmace was dead?” 
 
    It seemed like an odd detail to be hung up on. Of all the information they learned and what they saw in the dower’s building, a simple answer to an easy question was the only thing bothering him. 
 
    “It’s hard breaking bad news to people,” Emily answered. 
 
    “You did it without a second thought,” Berk said, then cringed. “That didn’t come out right. I didn’t mean to suggest you were heartless—not that I even thought you were.” 
 
    “It’s all right. I know what you meant. It’s not that I didn’t want to spare her feelings, but my teachings forbid me from telling lies. Besides, I don’t think she truly understood.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right. She’ll be sitting by her window tomorrow, waiting for him to come out and wave to her. Funny thing is, she’ll probably see him.” Berk laughed. “So, what now? Where do we go from here? Do we check out the churches? Find out if any of their members are assassinating dower engineers?” 
 
    “Not just engineers, but engineers who work for the MRC. That’s at least one thing they had in common. I wonder if they knew each other. The old woman thought Mr. Jacob, from the MRC, was working on something with Mr. Flintmace. What if he was working on something with Boulderjaw too?” 
 
    “You think they were all working on the same project?” 
 
    “It’s possible, but how would we find out?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy,” Berk said. “We talk to the dower chief. The head of their union. If they were working on something together, he would know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Natamora and Greetings 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How do you know about this place?” Emily asked. 
 
    Berk pulled the hot-top off the main road, taking a left down a long dark alley. The only light came from the lamps mounted to the front of the vehicle. 
 
    “I did some muscle work for the dowers a few years ago,” he said. “Took them down into the upper reaches of the abyss. Some type of fact-finding mission. When they got their information, we came back here.” 
 
    It was farther north than the northernmost part of the city. The entrance was nearly hidden in the side of the mountain, down an alley and through a parking structure. If you didn’t know it was there, you would never be able to find it. It appeared the dowers still kept some secrets about the city to themselves. 
 
    The tunnel had a gentle bend and turned slightly to the right, giving way to a large chasm. The road continued around the edge, hugging the outer wall. A three-foot-high stone barrier along the right side prevented any of the vehicles from falling off. There were several of these roads at different elevations, running around the chamber, which meant there were several more entrances into this hidden area. 
 
    When they reached the other side, Berk pulled into a small courtyard surrounded by a cloister. Grand stone arches supported by spiraling columns gave way to a wide staircase that led to an imposing set of doors. 
 
    The place felt both ancient and hallowed. 
 
    No sooner did they get out of the hot-top, than they spotted a dower in long yellow robes, descending the stairs and heading toward them. Berk seemed apprehensive. 
 
    “Never thought I’d be back here,” he said as he looked up at the section of the temple that hung over the courtyard. “Place gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” Emily asked. 
 
    If anything, she felt the exact opposite. It gave her a sense of peace. 
 
    “I don’t know what it is about this place,” he answered. “But it feels like it’s waiting for something.” 
 
    “Natamora and greetings, traveler,” the dower in the yellow robes said with a slight bow. “What brings you to Talomria?” 
 
    Berk nervously looked over at Emily. He was obviously waiting for her to take the lead. She stepped forward and returned the dower’s greeting. 
 
    “Forgive us, Atta, for we are lost.” 
 
    The dower looked stunned for a moment, then smiled. 
 
    “And yet, you have found your way to Talomria. Welcome, Piatta.” 
 
    “Thank you, Atta. But I’m afraid we come with bad tidings as well as questions that need answers.” 
 
    “Ask your questions, Piatta.” 
 
    “Do you know of the names Flintmace and Boulderjaw?” 
 
    “These clans are known to us, yes.” 
 
    “Then I am sorry to say that Kivras Boulderjaw and Therm Flintmace have passed beyond.” 
 
    The dower fell silent. He lifted the hood of his robes up to cover his head and conceal his face. “These are indeed bad tidings you bring us this day, Piatta,” he said after a while. 
 
    “We have reason to believe their deaths were not accidents and may have had something to do with their work for the MRC,” Emily continued. 
 
    The dower turned away from her and headed back toward the stairs. “Please, follow me,” he said. “I will take you to speak with Eristral Coaltank.” 
 
    As they followed the yellow-robed dower, Berk kept them a few steps behind. 
 
    “What was all that about,” he whispered. “Piatta, Atta, and Nata…” 
 
    “Natamora,” Emily finished for him. “It is a greeting used by those who follow the Way. As for Atta, that is a title given to a teacher while Piatta is the title given to a student.” 
 
    “So, what are you saying? Are you a student of all this?” 
 
    “Sort of. I was raised by a Domatta in a monastery dedicated to the Way.” 
 
    “A Domatta?” 
 
    “A high-ranking teacher, a leader if you will. That’s probably who we’re going to go see.” 
 
    The yellow-robed dower led them up the stairs, through the doors, and down the main hall. Emily was in awe of the architecture. In some ways, it was similar to the monastery she grew up in, from the arches of the doors to the beams in the ceiling. It was almost like coming home, except this place was much older and much quieter. It felt abandoned. There should be more people here, she thought. 
 
    Up another flight of stairs and down another hall, they stopped at the entrance to a small room where a single dower was bent over a table, the surface of which was covered with parchments and open books. This must be Eristral Coaltank, one of the Domatta of Talomria. He was short and stocky with thick arms and a long black beard that he’d tucked into his belt. He didn’t wear robes but instead wore a workman’s shirt and heavy khaki slacks over a pair of large dirty boots. 
 
    Their yellow-robed escort motioned for them to wait and approached the Domatta alone. After they shared a few words, Coaltank sent him on his way. Closing two of the books and rolling up one of the parchments, he set them aside before waving for Emily to come forward. 
 
    “Natamora and greetings, child,” the dower said with a slight bow. 
 
    “Natamora and greetings, Domatta.” 
 
     He seemed pleased by her reply. 
 
    “I did not believe there were still followers of the Way among the vir.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I have not met any since I have arrived in New Doral.” 
 
    When she spoke the name of the city, Coaltank flinched. He looked away for a moment as if trying to hide his disgust. There was something about New Doral the dower didn’t like. 
 
    “Jamdeag tells me you brought word of Kivras Boulderjaw and Therm Flintmace. That they are no longer among us?” 
 
    “I am sorry, Domatta. Kivras Boulderjaw has been gone these past few days and Therm Flintmace passed only recently.” 
 
    “This is sad news.” Coaltank paced the floor. He seemed lost in thought but only for a moment. Suddenly he looked up. “What of Tulurum Hardbrew?” 
 
    Emily had never heard the name before, although, clearly, it was another dower. She looked to Berk for verification, but he had nothing. Coaltank must have seen their confusion. 
 
    “Kivras, Therm, and Tulurum were working on a project together,” he explained. “A new method for mining crystal.” 
 
    “Was it dangerous?” Emily asked. 
 
    Maybe it was all an accident after all. 
 
    “I do not believe so,” Coaltank said. “Although Flintmace came to me last week with an update, he seemed nervous about something, yet he wouldn’t say what. ’Tis a shame. What they were on the verge of discovering was promising. If true, it could have doubled, if not tripled, the output of mana crystals while minimizing the risk to the goblin miners.” 
 
    “Then why would they be targeted?” Berk asked. “If what you say is true, this could benefit the entire city.” 
 
    “What benefits some, does not benefit all,” the dower replied. 
 
    “Somebody obviously doesn’t want the dower to succeed,” Emily added. 
 
    The dower looked at her sideways. “So, I take it, the Mercs are investigating this as a murder.” 
 
    “There doesn’t seem to be any other way to look at it.” 
 
    “I’m a bit surprised,” Coaltank said. “Usually deaths involving the dower are passed off as accidents. It’s good to see that some Mercs are taking us seriously.” 
 
    “I’m not actually a Merc,” Emily explained. “I’m just helping out. But Berk here is. He’s a member of the Red Wolves.” 
 
    Coaltank looked between the two of them, then studied Berk closely. “I see,” he said. “So, tell me, Merc. Who hired you?” 
 
    “I’m not rightly sure. I believe it was the MRC, but they don’t tell us,” Berk answered. 
 
    The dower stroked his beard. “Well, the MRC do have a lot to lose, but they also have a lot to gain. So, answer me this one, Merc. What are the details of your mission? What is it that you are looking for? Are you looking for the assassin, or the research?” 
 
    “I’m looking for the killer, of course,” Berk said as if the answer should be obvious, but Emily wasn’t so sure. She believed Berk was telling the truth, that he was honestly looking for an assassin, though she couldn’t help but think about the two Mercs outside Flintmace’s home. Maybe the reason they entered the building after Berk left wasn’t for personal gain. Maybe they were assigned to find the dower’s research and Berk was only assigned the case to make everything look legit. Petrova wanted him to say Boulderjaw’s death was due to an accidental fire. The only reason he didn’t was that Emily convinced him otherwise. 
 
    “What did you mean when you said the MRC had a lot to gain?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s quite simple really,” Coaltank said. “If the dowers can’t complete the research, then the MRC loses its investment; but on the other hand, if the dowers are successful and the techniques work, the MRC could move ahead of its competition. They would make them a fortune but not as much as if they owned the research outright.” 
 
    “Are you saying the MRC doesn’t own the research, and the dowers do?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “So if the three dowers who worked on the project were to suddenly die in a series of strange accidents…” 
 
    “The MRC could walk away with the research. Who would stop them? They hold onto it for a year, then claim it as their own. Who do you think the Bureau would side with—the vir who run the most successful mining company, or the dowers?” 
 
    It wasn’t a difficult question to answer. From everything Emily had seen so far, there was no way the Bureau would side with the dowers. Did that place the MRC at the top of the suspect list? That would only be the case if the dowers completed their research, and the only one who could verify that would be— 
 
    “Do you know where we can find Tulurum Hardbrew?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The directions Coaltank gave them were easy enough to follow, or at least Berk thought so. Emily had no idea where they were going, so she sat back and watched him drive. By now, she had a pretty good idea of how to operate a mana-powered vehicle even if she didn’t know how it worked. Then again, from what she’d seen, not too many people did. They took it all for granted. The vehicles, the tubes, the lifts even the streetlamps were so common, nobody gave them a second thought. 
 
    Berk pulled the hot-top to the curb and shut it down. He pointed across the street to a row of buildings. One of them belonged to Tulurum Hardbrew. 
 
    “So, what should we do now?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, I was thinking. Seeing as the other two dowers were killed, it only stands to reason Hardbrew will be next. What if we wait here for the killer and catch him in the act?” 
 
    Sometimes the simplest solutions aren’t necessarily the best. 
 
    “Because we have no idea when or how they’re going to strike,” Emily answered. “We need to control the situation first. Make sure Hardbrew is safe. We can’t use him as bait if he doesn’t know he’s being used. Besides, how many days was it between Boulderjaw’s death and Flintmace’s?” 
 
    Berk shrugged. “About four.” 
 
    “And do you want to spend the next four days sitting across the street watching a door? Also, don’t you think our assassin might notice the hot-top? They’re not very subtle.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “We should probably find Mr. Hardbrew, tell him what happened, and take him someplace safe. Then we can decide what to do next.” 
 
    “You’re the boss,” Berk said as he climbed out of the vehicle. 
 
    That was something she hadn’t expected to hear. 
 
    As they approached the line of buildings, Emily was pleased to see the windows were all intact and there was no sign of grayness to any of the structures. Whatever happened to Flintmace and Boulderjaw had yet to happen here. The buildings sat close together, creating narrow lanes between them. Above each of the doors was a silver plaque etched with a different number. Beyond that, all the buildings on the street looked the same. Berk walked up to 625 and knocked on the door with a heavy hand. 
 
    “Anyone home? Mr. Hardbrew?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    He knocked again. 
 
    This time, they heard a loud thump, followed by the sound of shattering glass. Pushing Emily aside, Berk positioned himself in front of the door and threw his shoulder into it. The door didn’t stand a chance. It splintered on impact, falling away from the frame as Berk stumbled into the darkness. 
 
    He really was good at breaking down doors. 
 
    Emily slid the tyng from her jacket and followed. She instantly regretted not grabbing the cylindrical lantern that was sitting on the back seat of the hot-top. By the horrendous sound Berk made when he stumbled into the room, she guessed he must have taken out the entire dining room set. The noise was deafening. Suddenly the room was flooded with light so bright Emily was forced to shield her eyes. 
 
    “Who are you? What are doing here? What do you want?” the light demanded. 
 
    “Mr. Hardbrew?” 
 
    “Don’t know any Mr. Hardbrew. Don’t know anyone by that name. Who are you?” 
 
    “We’re Mercs from the Red Wolf Company,” Berk said, getting to his feet. He had what was left of a wooden chair looped around his arm. “We were told this is the home of a Mr. Hardbrew.” 
 
    “Red Wolf Mercs? What are Mercs doing here? I didn’t send for any Mercs.” 
 
    “We’re here to offer Mr. Hardbrew protection.” 
 
    “Protection? He doesn’t need your protection.” 
 
    Emily squinted into the light, but all she could make out was a dower-shaped silhouette. 
 
    “I thought you said you didn’t know Mr. Hardbrew,” she said. “If that’s true, how do you know he doesn’t need our protection?” 
 
    The silhouette laughed. “Because, little girl, from where I’m standing, you couldn’t protect a goblin’s virtue.” 
 
    She might not have understood the reference, but she understood the meaning. They did kind of botch the entry. 
 
    “How about dimming that light so we can talk face-to-face?” she asked. 
 
    “Don’t try anything funny, missy. I got the big guy covered.” 
 
    The light slowly dimmed to a more tolerable level. Standing against the wall, holding a lantern in one hand and a short metal tube in the other, was Tulurum Hardbrew. He matched Coaltank’s description: a portly, bald-headed dower with a curly red beard and a large red nose to match. 
 
    Berk stepped forward. Hardbrew held up the metal tube and pointed it at the man’s chest. 
 
    “I wouldn’t think about it, sonny,” he said with a grin. “It might not look like much, but it packs a punch.” 
 
    Emily had seen something like it before in the hands of a Blue Tiger. She didn’t know what it was, but she had a feeling it was dangerous. 
 
    “Look, Mr. Hardbrew. We were sent by Mr. Coaltank to keep you safe,” she said. 
 
    “Coaltank? Eristral Coaltank? How do I know you’re telling the truth?” 
 
    “We know what happened to Kivras Boulderjaw and Therm Flintmace. We think you might be next.” 
 
    “Of course I’m next. You think I’m stupid?” 
 
    “Then come with us. We can keep you safe.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re not the ones who offed Boulder and Flint?” 
 
    “Because if we did, you’d be dead by now.” 
 
    Hardbrew thought for a moment and laughed. “You got me there, missy.” He lowered the short metal tube. “Saw what was left of Boulder. Don’t know what happened, but it was fast. Heard about Flint. Knew I was next. Coaltank really send you?” 
 
    “We just came from talking to him in Talomria. That’s how we knew where to find you.” 
 
    “Never thought old Coal would call in the Mercs.” 
 
    “Actually, he didn’t. We… well, Berk here was assigned to investigate Boulderjaw and Flintmace’s deaths.” 
 
    “I see.” Hardbrew set the lantern on the counter and slipped the metal tube into his pocket. “The mining company hired you then?” 
 
    “We think so,” Berk answered. 
 
    “Figures. Probably want to get their hands on the research. They care more about that than they did about us, the dirty little hamsters.” 
 
    “So you completed the research?” Berk asked. 
 
    Hardbrew grinned. “Maybe. Maybe not. What’s it to you? Does it make me more valuable if I did?” 
 
    “I don’t care one way or the other,” Emily said. “But I do think we should get out of here while we still can. You are a target after all. The longer we stay, the longer you’re in danger.” 
 
    Berk leaned toward Emily. “Where are we taking him?” he whispered. 
 
    “How should I know? Where do the Red Wolves usually take people they’re protecting?” 
 
    “We have several places, but I can’t use them.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I have to get Petrova’s permission. I didn’t think this was going to turn into a safeguarding mission. 
 
    “Oh, wonderful.” Hardbrew laughed. “I feel safer already.” 
 
    Emily looked down at the splintered door beneath her feet. It wasn’t much use anymore. 
 
    “We’ll take him back to Sarah’s apartment,” she heard herself say. 
 
    “Won’t she be mad?” Berk asked. 
 
    “Probably, but where else can we go?” 
 
    “Right. Good point.” Berk straightened up and turned to the dower. “All right, Mr. Hardbrew. We are taking you to a safe place. Get anything you need, but be quick and pack light. We have to move fast.” 
 
    Emily was impressed. Once again, Berk transformed into a professional Merc. She knew he had it in him if only he didn’t keep misplacing it. 
 
    “All right. I’ll go with ya—for now,” Hardbrew said. “It’s not like I have much of a choice. You done busted down my door… and my dining room table.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” Berk picked up what was left of the door and set it against the wall. “The Red Wolves will pay for that.” 
 
    “They better. What were ya thinking, flying through my door like that?” 
 
    “We thought you were in trouble. We heard glass breaking.” 
 
    “What did you expect? Ya done startled me awake with all your banging. I dropped my bottle.” The dower headed into the back room. “What a waste of a good ale,” he muttered. 
 
    Emily decided to wait outside and let Berk deal with the dower alone. 
 
    The streets were quiet now. There wasn’t much activity. A few people did stop to see what was going on, but they soon left. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t the people she could see that worried her, it was the ones she couldn’t. She kept a watchful eye on the shadows. She didn’t expect a frontal assault, not from this assassin. They relied on trickery but rather unoriginal trickery. They used the same technique twice. It was clumsy and inaccurate, but it was effective. 
 
    “Come on, come on, let’s get this show on the road,” Hardbrew shouted as he exited the back room. “I don’t want to be late for my own execution.” 
 
    He was now wearing an old brown jacket and a beat-up felt hat. Over his shoulder hung a satchel that clinked as he walked. Emily wondered if there was any part of the research inside, or was it merely filled with bottles of ale? 
 
    Berk moved ahead of them to survey the area. He systematically looked from left to right, front to back, and even up and down, before waving them to proceed. This was the part of the job he knew, the part he was comfortable with. 
 
    Emily led the dower to the hot-top waiting across the street. 
 
    “So, you’re not one of those Red Wolf Mercs?” he asked her. 
 
    “No, sir. I’m just helping out.” 
 
    “Yeah. I didn’t think so. You seem too competent.” 
 
    Opening the back door of the hot-top, she helped the dower in before sliding in next to him. Once they were safely inside, Berk fell back to the vehicle and climbed into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “All right. We’re going to proceed to Sarah Cotton’s apartment. You are to do everything I say without question. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Look, sonny. I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    “Just drive, Berk.” 
 
    “Fine.” Berk sulked. 
 
    As they pulled away from the curb, Emily slipped the tyng back into her jacket and tried to get comfortable. 
 
    “They’re not yours, are they?” Hardbrew asked. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “Those rods you carry. They’re not yours.” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “Didn’t think so.” He grinned. “Here, let me see one.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Emily pulled out one of the tyngs and held it out to him, but he didn’t take it. Instead he grabbed her by the arm. His grip was like iron, and although he wasn’t applying much pressure, it still hurt. She had a feeling he could easily snap her wrist if he wanted to. With his free hand, the dower dug into his satchel and pulled out a small silver vial. 
 
    “This might sting some,” he said. 
 
     Uncorking the vial with his teeth, Hardbrew poured a few drops of red liquid on Emily’s closed fist and her hand started to tingle. She tried pulling it away, but the dower’s grip was unbreakable. The tingling turned into a burning sensation which quickly traveled up her arm. She still had a tight grip on the tyng but couldn’t let go if she wanted too. The temperature soon became unbearable as if her hand were on fire. She grabbed at Hardbrew’s fingers, trying to pry herself free, but the dower refused to let go. 
 
    She screamed in pain. 
 
    The hot-top suddenly stopped, throwing both of them forward and onto the floor of the vehicle. When Emily looked up, Berk was leaning over the seat with one large hand wrapped around the dower’s throat. 
 
    “Berk, let him go,” she shouted. 
 
    The last thing they needed was to kill the person they were trying to protect. 
 
    Opening his hand, the Merc, released the dower. Hardbrew backed away, massaging his throat. 
 
    “Easy there, boy,” he said with a wheeze. “Your girlfriend’s safe.” 
 
    “What did you do to her? You all right, Em?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think so.” Her hand was no longer on fire, and there didn’t appear to be any physical damage, but the tyng was warm to the touch. “What did you do to me?” she asked the dower. 
 
    “Bonded you to the memoria metal,” he said. 
 
    “Memoria…” 
 
    “Memoria metal. Dowers started mining it ages ago. It was one of our best-kept secrets until the gates opened. The vir stole it from us like they stole everything else, but we never thought they’d get it to work. That was until the Bronzefeet clan joined Mana-Tech. After that, forget about it.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Go on. Think the rod shorter.” The dower nodded toward the tyng. “It’s yours now.” 
 
    At first, she wasn’t sure what he meant, but then she remembered the Blue Tiger who, with a flick of his wrist, produced the two-foot-long rod in the first place. She didn’t even need to concentrate that much. She pictured the tyng shorter and it retreated into her closed fist. When she opened her hand, the rod was now only three inches long. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” she exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s nothing,” Hardbrew said. “Think it longer.” 
 
    Mimicking the movement the Blue Tiger made, she thought the tyng longer, but it didn’t stop at two feet. In the blink of an eye, it extended from her hand and shot out through the side window of the hot-top. It stretched across the sidewalk and stopped when it struck the side of a building. A total of nearly forty feet. 
 
    “That’s a little too long,” she said. 
 
    “Ya gotta concentrate, girl.” 
 
    Emily looked down at the rod, and this time, she thought more about the length she wanted. She pictured it being only two feet long, and before she realized it, it was back to its original size. 
 
    Hardbrew smiled with approval. “That’s pretty good. You catch on fast.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand.” 
 
    “What’s there to understand? You’re now bonded with the memoria metal.” 
 
    “Bonded?” 
 
    “That’s right. It’s yours now.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Hardbrew held up the small silver vial. “Liquid torment,” he said. “It can inflict tremendous amounts of pain without leaving any lasting damage. The elders used to use it to extract information from unwilling witnesses. I figured if anyone can withstand its effects, your kind could. Personally, I like to add three drops to a pint of ale. Gives it just enough kick.” 
 
    “I still don’t—” 
 
    “Pain, child. Learning to use memoria metal is a time-consuming endeavor unless you take a shortcut. Pain creates a strong bond, but it still takes a sharp mind to control the metal.” 
 
    Berk snorted. “I’ve seen Mercs use those all the time, and they weren’t all that smart—no offense, Em.” 
 
    “Sure. Any idiot can make memoria expand or contract a few feet, but can they change its shape or its color? Have you seen any of them do that?” 
 
     “Are you saying I can change the shape of the rod?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Well, let’s not jump the frog here. I don’t know how pure that memoria is. It was refined by Mana-Tech after all. Don’t know how much input the Bronzefeet clan had. Could be that’s all it can do.” 
 
    “How about the other one? Can you bind me to the other one as well?” 
 
    “Depends. Are you willing to endure the pain?” 
 
    That was a downside, but then the pain didn’t last too long, and as Hardbrew said, there was no lasting damage. 
 
    “Yes,” she answered nervously. 
 
    “And your trained troll here, he gonna try to suppress my airflow again?” 
 
    “No. Berk’s going to drive.” 
 
    Berk looked uncertain. 
 
    “It’ll be all right,” she assured him “It’s as he said: there was no damage done.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re sure…” 
 
    “Yes. Please. We have to get Hardbrew to Sarah’s apartment.” 
 
    Berk grudgingly faced forward. He put the hot-top back in gear while Emily slowly pulled the second rod out of her jacket. Holding onto it tightly, she presented it to the dower. 
 
    “You sure about this?” Hardbrew asked. 
 
    Maybe knowing what was going to happen made it worse, but she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Go ahead. Do it.” 
 
    Hardbrew grabbed her wrist again. 
 
    There was a slight delay before Emily felt the drops hitting her hand. It was followed closely by the tingling sensation as it radiated up her arm. The burning soon followed. She was right—it was worse the second time around, but she gritted her teeth and waited it out. Although she managed not to scream, she was sweating by the time it was over. 
 
    Hardbrew released her wrist. “Good girl,” he said. 
 
    She looked down at the tyng in her hand. It felt warm, like the first one. Picturing it shorter, she watched as it disappeared into her closed fist. 
 
    “Regardless of who they belonged to before, they’re yours now,” Hardbrew said. “No one else will be able to use them.” 
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    Dust to Dust 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time they reached Sarah’s apartment, Emily was getting pretty good at controlling the lengths of the rods. She had them going from three inches to three feet and back again. She even managed to get one to curve slightly, although she couldn’t duplicate the trick. Shortening both rods to a length small enough to fit in the palm of her hand, she slipped them easily up the sleeves of her jacket. 
 
    When they finally reached the apartment, Berk pulled the hot-top up to the curb and got out. He told them to wait while he took a quick look around. Emily didn’t think they were in any danger, at least not yet. Whoever killed the two dowers had no idea where Hardbrew was. Still, this was Berk’s mission; she was only along for the ride. 
 
    As they waited for the Merc to conduct his search, Hardbrew climbed out of the hot-top. He checked the contents of his satchel and fixed his hat. Leaning against the vehicle, he looked up at Emily. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking. How did one of your kind wind up in the Chimney?” 
 
    “I’m sorry? My kind?” 
 
    “You are one of the Yastazie, aren’t you? I mean, I never thought I’d actually see one.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about. I’ve never heard of the Yastazie.” 
 
    Hardbrew studied her carefully. “Oh, sorry, I must be mistaken,” he said, although he didn’t sound very apologetic. 
 
    Before Emily could ask him to explain, Berk returned from his search of the alleys. “Everything looks clear,” he said. “Do you honestly think Sarah will go along with this?” 
 
    “Of course she will,” Emily said, although she hoped she sounded more positive than she felt. She’d only met Sarah a little over two weeks ago, and although the woman was willing to share her apartment, this might be going a bit too far. 
 
    As they headed for the front door, Berk held her back. 
 
    “What was that about the Yastazie?” he asked. 
 
    Emily shrugged. “I have no idea,” she said and followed Hardbrew into the building. 
 
    They took the stairs up to room 302, where Emily paused at the door. She motioned for Berk and Hardbrew to stay back. For this to work, she would have to confront Sarah alone; otherwise, she might end up on the streets alongside the dower. Unlocking the door, she opened it carefully and stuck her head into the room. Sarah was sitting in one of the overstuffed chairs, knitting what appeared to be an oversized blanket. She jumped up when she saw Emily. 
 
    “You’re back. I was getting worried.” 
 
    “Yeah. Things got a little crazy,” Emily said. 
 
    “Well, Tom wasn’t too happy that you missed work today. Then again, he didn’t seem all that annoyed either. In fact, he seemed a little more relaxed with you not being there. I think you really shook him up when you tried to kill those three mill workers.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to—oh, never mind. Was Beth mad?” 
 
    “No,” Sarah replied. “I told her you had some personal business to take care of. She was fine with it. She said to tell you to take your time. She’s been working that kitchen alone for so long that another day or two isn’t going to slow her down.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sarah.” 
 
    “So, what happened? How did it go? Did you get to see the crime scene? Did you figure out who did it?” 
 
    “We saw the crime scene. It was… informative. Look, Sarah. I need to ask a big favor of you.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Don’t say anything until you hear me out.” 
 
    “Why? What is it?” 
 
    “You see, it’s like this. These three dowers were working a new mining technique and two of them were killed, so we have to keep the last one safe until we find out who killed the other two.” 
 
    “Okay. So, how can I help?” 
 
    “Now, don’t get mad,” Emily said, biting her bottom lip. “But I brought the last dower home.” 
 
    Sarah’s face dropped. “You what?” 
 
    “He’s waiting out in the hall.” 
 
    “Emily how—why did you bring him here?” 
 
    “It will only be for a night. Berk has to get permission to use one of the Red Wolf safe houses. We didn’t have anyplace else to take him.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t he stay with Berk?” 
 
    “Because Berk lives in the Red Wolf barracks. He doesn’t have a place of his own.” 
 
    Sarah took a deep breath and stared up at the ceiling. She seemed almost at a loss for words, but it didn’t last long. “You can’t have it stay here. I can’t have a… a dwarf in the house.” 
 
    “Please, Sarah. It’s only for one night. I promise.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “I don’t believe this,” she said with a groan. “Okay, but only for one night.” 
 
    “Thank you. I promise I will make this up to you—somehow.” 
 
    “Yeah. Sure.” 
 
    Emily opened the front door and signaled Berk to bring Hardbrew in. The moment the dower entered the apartment, she could tell Sarah was on the verge of changing her mind. 
 
    “Mr. Hardbrew, I’d like you to meet Sarah Cotton. Sarah, this is Tulurum Hardbrew,” Emily said as she waved the dower into the room. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am,” Hardbrew said, extending his hand. Sarah stared at it until he slowly withdrew it. “Thank you for allowing me to stay.” 
 
    “Well—you understand, it’s only for one night.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She looked at Emily, then at Berk almost as if she was hoping one of them would take the dower away. Eventually she looked down at Hardbrew. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I have to get up for work in the morning.” 
 
    With a quick nod, Sarah retreated back to her room. Emily was sure she heard the bedroom door lock. 
 
    “Well, that seems to be settled then,” Berk said from the doorway. “If you don’t need me, I have to get the hot-top back to the yard and report to Captain Petrova. I’ll try to secure better accommodations for tomorrow night.” 
 
    When the door closed, Hardbrew tossed his hat on the table, then rummaged through his satchel for a red metal flask. He unscrewed the cap and took a long drink. 
 
    “Well, I guess it’s just you and me, kid.” 
 
    This was going to be a long night. 
 
    Emily picked up the dower’s hat and hung it on the wall. “I’m sorry about Sarah,” she said. “She’s not a bad person, but she’s not used to being around dowers.” 
 
    “Sadly, it’s all too common,” Hardbrew replied. “Many dowers regret the day Lord Silverbelly opened the gates.” 
 
    “Silverbelly?” 
 
    “Lord Silverbelly. He ruled over Kameria in its golden days. That’s what this place used to be called, you know, before the vir renamed it New Doral.” 
 
    “So this was a dower city?” 
 
    “Of course it was. You didn’t think the vir were capable of building something as grand as this.” Hardbrew took another long drink from his flask. “So, where am I bedding down for the night?” he asked. 
 
    “You can take my room.” 
 
      
 
      
 
     ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emily didn’t get much sleep that night. She felt bad lying to Berk. She felt even worse dropping a dower on Sarah’s doorstep without any advance warning. Although she promised to make it up to her, she didn’t know how. Yet Sarah’s feelings would have to wait for the time being. Right now, Emily had more pressing matters on her mind, such as, who was killing off the dower? She kept running the case through her mind, looking at it from every angle, playing around with all the pieces, trying to get them to fit together. So far, they had two leads, and neither one of them seemed promising. The first was a church—but why would a church want to stop the research of three dower engineers? Was it possible said research violated some abstract religious concept? Maybe the three dowers had angered some god or goddess and the members were seeking retribution. Unfortunately, she didn’t know enough about the local religions to determine if she was on the right track. The other lead, however, was grounded more in reality, if not more depressing: the idea that the very company the dowers worked for was responsible for the death of both Boulderjaw and Flintmace simply because they didn’t want to share the profit. It was a hard concept for her to accept, although greed was a powerful motivator. Berk did say, in order to get ahead in this city, you needed money and connections. 
 
    “You’re still up?” 
 
    Sarah was standing in the doorway of her bedroom, her pink fuzzy dressing gown pulled tightly around her and cinched at the waist with a long thin belt. She ran her fingers through a tangled mop of hair and stretched into a yawn. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Did I wake you?” Emily asked. 
 
    “No. This is the time I usually get up.” 
 
    “Is it really?” Emily glanced out the window, but the city was in a perpetual state of twilight. It was impossible to gauge the time. 
 
    “You slept out here all night?” 
 
    “I thought it best to give Hardbrew my room.” 
 
    Sarah glanced over at Emily’s bedroom door and looked conflicted, as if she wasn’t sure how she felt sleeping under the same roof as a dower. “Look, Em. I’m sorry about last night. I wasn’t very—” 
 
    “No. No. I’m the one who should be sorry. I dropped this on you without warning. It’s only that we were in a bind and I didn’t know who else to turn to.” 
 
    Much to Emily’s surprise, Sarah smiled. 
 
    “Actually, that kind of makes me feel better,” she said. 
 
    “What does? The fact that I dropped a dower on you?” 
 
    “No.” She laughed. “The fact that you felt you could come to me when you were in trouble. I admit I wasn’t too happy at first, having a dwarf… I mean a dower in the house…” 
 
    “It’s only for one night.” 
 
    “It’s fine. He can stay as long as you need him to. I’ll have to deal with it.” 
 
    Emily looked at her sideways. “Why the change?” she asked. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you.” 
 
    Sarah’s smiled grew wider. “The thing is, I like having you around. You remind me of my brother. He was also very stubborn. Didn’t care what others thought about him. Always did his own thing even if he was going against the grain. He was always trying to help people, didn’t matter who they were. Always putting everyone else’s needs ahead of his own, including mine. I never got the chance to tell him how much I appreciated everything he did for me.” 
 
    “I think he knew,” Emily said. 
 
    Sarah’s smile faltered and there was a hint of sadness in her eyes. “Maybe,” she replied wistfully, “but I’ll never know, and that’s why I want to help.” 
 
    “Help who?” 
 
    “Help you.” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    “Your case.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Whichever one you’re working on.” 
 
    This was an unexpected offer, one Emily wasn’t prepared for, but one she wasn’t going to refuse. “To tell you the truth, I can use all the help I can get,” she said. “We don’t have much information to go on.” 
 
    “Well, what do you have?” 
 
    Emily got up from the floor and followed Sarah into the kitchen. She sat down at the table as Sarah went about her morning coffee ritual. Emily tried sharing in the experience, but coffee was not to her liking, or maybe it was Sarah’s coffee she couldn’t tolerate. 
 
    “We do have an eyewitness who may have seen the person responsible.” 
 
    “That’s something.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, her description is rather vague. All we know is he was wearing robes. We think he may be a member of one of the churches.” 
 
    “What color were his robes?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Green,” Emily answered. “But she thinks there was a blue circle on the back.” 
 
    “Church of Gaea.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Placing a pot of water on the stove, Sarah took the seat opposite Emily. “Of course I’m sure,” she said. “All those religious people wear robes. They used to take turns coming around the Bird and Bay, preaching their beliefs to the customers before Tom eventually ran them off. The children of Gaea wore green robes with a symbol of the earth on the back. A blue circle with a single dot in the center.” 
 
    “What do you know about their Church?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Not much, I’m afraid. All I know is, they worship the earth.” 
 
    “Then why would they want to kill three dowers?” 
 
    “Didn’t you say the dowers were working on a new mining technique?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “There you go. The Church of Gaea has always been antimining. They believe that mining harms mother earth. They’re constantly protesting the mining companies. It’s always in the papers. The only problem is, I can’t see a member of that church being your killer.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “They also preach nonviolence.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the nonviolent resort to violence when the need arises.” 
 
    “What a load of donkey tails.” Hardbrew staggered into the kitchen. He was still clutching the metal flask he was drinking from the night before and looked as if he had crawled up from his own grave. His eyes were red, his beard was frazzled, and his clothes were disheveled. “The new technique would no more harm the earth than… whatever. It’s all penguin lips anyway.” 
 
    “What exactly is this new technique?” Sarah asked. 
 
    The dower laughed, and in doing so stumbled backward. He grabbed the doorjamb before falling out of the kitchen. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” he said as he struggled to straighten up. “Trying to steal it for yourself?” 
 
    Emily helped him to the table before he hurt himself. She even took away his flask. He gave it up willingly, but then it was already empty, so he no longer had a reason to hold onto it. Whatever he was drinking smelled vile. 
 
    “Wonderful,” she said after setting it down next to the window. “This will make our job a whole lot more difficult.” 
 
    Sarah got up from the table and removed the pot from the stove. “Now you know why Tom doesn’t allow dwarfs in the Bird anymore.” 
 
    “Dwarfs?” Hardbrew bellowed. 
 
    “Sorry. I meant dower.” 
 
    “That’s more like it. If it wasn’t for old Leadbelly opening the gates, your kind would be extinct by now.” 
 
    “I thought it was Silverbelly,” Emily said. 
 
    “Well… yeah, him too.” 
 
    Sarah set a mug of coffee on the table in front of Hardbrew. It was jet black, looked as thick as mud, and smelled a little like acid. “Maybe this will sober him up,” she said. 
 
    “Or kill him,” Emily mumbled. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “I said it’s worth a try. Berk should be here soon… I hope.” 
 
    “Then what?” Sarah asked. 
 
    Emily shrugged. “We’ll play it by ear like we have been doing. I suppose the next stop will be the offices of the MRC. Find out how much this Mr. Jacob knows.” 
 
    “Jacob, that dirty little hamster,” Hardbrew shouted. “When I get my hands on him… I’ll… I’ll… You can bet that’s what I’ll do.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, you do that.” Emily patted the dower on the shoulder. “Me, I’m going to get cleaned up.” 
 
    She left Hardbrew in the kitchen and returned to her now-vacant bedroom. It smelled worse than the dower. He must have been drinking all night. He was even gracious enough to leave the contents of his stomach in the corner. She was going to have to air out the room, wash the sheets, and scrub the floors before she could sleep in there again. Grabbing a set of clean clothes, she retreated to the lavatory, where she washed her face and combed her hair before getting changed. She put on a pair of black slacks and a gray shirt, then tossed her dirty laundry in the basket by the door. Pulling on her hooded jacket, Emily exited the room to find Sarah sitting in her overstuffed chair. She was reading the morning paper. 
 
    “Anything in there about us?” she asked. 
 
    “Should there be?” 
 
    “I hope not.” 
 
    “This might interest you.” Sarah handed the paper to Emily. “Says here, there was another incident at one of the Crystal Exploration Corporation’s mining stations. One of their large drillers was damaged. They believe it was the work of the children of Gaea.” 
 
    Emily glanced over the article. There wasn’t much information, only a few paragraphs, and Sarah managed to sum it up quite nicely. 
 
    “I thought you said they weren’t violent.” 
 
    “They’re not,” Sarah said. “Damaging a machine is not the same thing as damaging a person.” 
 
    “From what I’ve seen in this city, it would depend on the race of the person.” 
 
    “Dowers happen to be very well respected among the vir.” 
 
    “I think Hardbrew would have a few things to say about that.” Emily laughed. “By the way, is he sober yet?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I left him in the kitchen with his mail.” 
 
    “What mail?” 
 
    “There was a box at the door with his name on it. He’s—” 
 
     Emily tossed the paper aside and ran into the kitchen. “Hardbrew. Stop,” she shouted. 
 
    The dower was still seated at the table, a small wooden box sitting in front of him. It was about one-foot square and rather plain looking. Nothing on it to indicate what it was, other than a wooden box. In his inebriated state, Hardbrew was having difficulty with the latch. He had gotten it open when Emily leaped over the table and grabbed it out of his hands before sliding off the other side. There was a sudden flash of darkness before she hit the floor. Then she heard Sarah scream. Untangling herself from the kitchen chair, Emily held the box closed as she got to her feet. Sarah was standing in the doorway, but there was no sign of Hardbrew. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked. 
 
    Sarah said nothing. Her face was pale. She pointed to where the dower had been sitting only moments ago. Unfortunately, he was still there, or at least the bottom half of him was. Everything above his waist was gone. A layer of dust covered the floor around his feet. Emily looked at the box in her hands and carefully set it on the kitchen table. So much for her first protection duty. 
 
    Sarah slowly turned and looked at her. 
 
    “Is he—?” 
 
    “Don’t even ask if he’s dead.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Where did this box come from?” 
 
    “It was at the front door with the morning paper. It was addressed to Mr. Hardbrew. I assumed—” 
 
    “Nobody knew he was here.” 
 
    “Somebody must have.” 
 
    What was it the old woman said—the green-robed man came back for his package. 
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t open this,” she told Sarah before leaving her alone in the room with half a dower and the little box of death. 
 
    Running out the front door, Emily was just in time to catch a glimpse of green robes disappearing down the staircase at the end of the hall. She was afraid if he got away this time, he wouldn’t have a reason to resurface, seeing as he had completed his job. Hardbrew was the last dower on the list. 
 
    By the time she reached the bottom of the stairs, he was already out the door and down the street. The morning crowds hadn’t yet gathered and what few people there were quickly stepped aside as he ran past. Emily chased him for nearly three blocks before he disappeared into the warehouse district. It was there she thought she lost him until she heard the sound of a slamming door. 
 
    He had gone to ground. 
 
    She had to try a few doors before she found the right one, which was also the only one unlocked. Pushing it open, she quickly slipped inside, keeping close to the wall. She needed to stay in the shadows. Poor lighting, along with the crates, barrels, and boxes, created countless hiding places. She knew he was in here; it was now a matter of finding him. Unfortunately, the green-robed man would be waiting for her. The advantage was his—for now. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she held her breath and listened but heard nothing. The warehouse was silent. Nothing moved, nothing seemed out of place. If there were any workers, they hadn’t arrived yet. It was still too early. 
 
    Carefully, she reached out with one foot and tested the floor. It felt sturdy. There was no give and therefore no sound. She slowly shifted her weight and held it there for a moment before reaching out with the other foot. Moving silently came easy to her. As she crept along the walls, she paused every five steps and held her breath to listen. She moved around the stack of barrels and down between the crates. 
 
    Five steps. Hold breath. Listen. 
 
    Always keep to the shadows. 
 
    Always mind your surroundings. 
 
    Before she could take another step, Emily heard the creaking of a floorboard. 
 
    He was close. 
 
    She was standing in the center of a narrow aisle. On one side of her was a row of containers. On the other side was a wall of crates. The sound came from the other side of the crates. The wall was a formidable obstacle. Nearly fifteen feet high and not very well balanced. Going around was an option, but that would put her on even ground with the man in green, and she didn’t know her adversary. Going over the top would be difficult, but it would give her the advantage she was looking for, assuming she managed to do it without pulling the wall down on top of her. 
 
    Grabbing hold of the first tier, she hoisted herself up as quietly as possible. Carefully, she made her way from one crate to the next, searching out the most stable route. When she reached the top, she pulled herself over the edge and stayed low. Looking down into the next aisle, she saw nothing. There was no one there. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she held her breath and listened. 
 
    This time she could hear the sounds of someone breathing. It was coming from the next aisle over, behind a wall of barrels. She could even see a bit of green moving through the cracks. He was waiting for her. 
 
    Reaching into the sleeve of her jacket, she closed her fingers around one of the small metal rods. They still felt warm to the touch. Hopefully they still worked. Bracing herself against one of the warehouse posts, she held the tyng flat against the surface of the crates and watched as it grew longer. Slowly, the end of the rod reached across the empty aisle until it touched the top row of barrels on the other side. Now it was simply a matter of thought. 
 
    The barrels slowly toppled over. 
 
    She heard the man cry out as the wall began to fall. He tried to run, but he wasn’t fast enough as the barrels came tumbling down. It was so loud it shook the dust off the rafters. When everything settled, six aisles had been flattened. 
 
    By the time Emily got back on the ground and found a vir in green, he had almost pulled himself free. Although, one of his legs was still trapped, pinned beneath the debris. 
 
    “Who sent you?” she asked him. 
 
    The man looked at her with glowing blue eyes. She hadn’t counted on him being a mystic. He seemed frightened at first, but that quickly changed to a look of betrayal. 
 
    Emily cautiously stepped forward. 
 
    “Tell me who sent you, and I’ll get you out of there.” 
 
    He didn’t answer. Instead, his fingers moved in an intricate pattern, as if he was knitting the air around them. Suddenly, he threw his hands toward her. There was a flash of blue light and she was lifted off the floor and thrown back against the wall. The impact left her dazed for a moment as she slumped to the ground. Rolling over on his back, the mystic grabbed the barrel that hindered his freedom. With a loud crack, it flew through the air, rising ten feet off the ground and traveled forty feet across the floor. Hitting the far wall of the warehouse, it exploded into a cloud of splinters. Now free, the mystic slowly got to his feet, but he couldn’t put much weight on his right foot and needed to brace himself to stand. 
 
    Emily adjusted her grip on the tyng and thought it to a five-foot length. She held it out in front of her, although she wasn’t sure what protection it would provide against the mystic arts. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked again. 
 
    He squinted and his blue eyes seemed to glow brighter. A wicked smile spread across his face. Clearly he was not the talkative type. 
 
    “Who sent you?” 
 
    His fingers began their mesmerizing dance again, and without thinking, Emily held up the tyng to defend herself. She felt the impact and saw the flash of blue light, but nothing happened. Both she and the mystic were still in one piece. The only thing that changed was the tyng. It was now glowing. By the look on the man’s face, this was not what he expected either. 
 
    His fingers started moving again, but she wasn’t going to wait for another attack. Charging the mystic, Emily swung the tyng as his arm came forward. Another flash of blue light, so close to her face, forced her to close her eyes. She heard the mystic cry out in pain as something solid struck the side of her head. 
 
    When Emily opened her eyes, the man in green was gone and her tyng was no longer glowing. It seemed to be back to normal. There wasn’t even any sign of damage, although she couldn’t say the same for the mystic, seeing as his right arm was now lying on the floor behind her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Of Elves and Magic 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emily spotted the hot-top upon her return. Hopefully it meant Berk had finally arrived. Too bad they wouldn’t be needing that safe house anymore. As she climbed the stairs to the third floor and approached the apartment, she found the door wide open. Inside, she heard Berk talking with Sarah, but they weren’t discussing Hardbrew or the box of death on the kitchen table. They were talking about her. 
 
    “…And you say she ran out of here?” Berk asked. He had lapsed into his professional Merc tone again, which meant he was trying to interrogate Sarah. “And she didn’t tell you where she was going?” 
 
    “All she said was not to open the box and then she was gone,” Sarah answered. 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “It seems odd that the only people who knew Hardbrew was here, were you, me, and, well, Emily.” 
 
    “Are you trying to say she killed the dower?” 
 
    Emily quietly backed away from the open door. She didn’t like where this conversation was heading, but she had to know where it would end. 
 
    “No. Of course not,” Berk said. He didn’t sound too convinced. “But it is a bit suspicious. What do you know about the Yastazie?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The Yastazie.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard them.” 
 
    “Neither have I.” 
 
    “So, what do they have to do with Emily?” 
 
    “Well, Hardbrew accused her of being one, and I don’t think she took it as a compliment. When I asked her about it, she brushed it off and said it was nothing, but I think it was far from nothing. I tried looking it up in the Red Wolf archives, but the only thing I could find was a short paragraph in an old book. It said something about mystics and experiments and well… the oni—but I didn’t understand any of it.” 
 
    Sarah laughed. “Are you saying you think Emily is an oni?” 
 
    “What? No. No, nothing like that… I mean… well…” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Berk. An oni? That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “Of course it is. Oni are like savage demons, and she’s like…” 
 
    Sarah’s voice trailed off and Emily was afraid she knew what was coming next. 
 
    “She’s what?” Berk asked. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “You were clearly going to say something.” 
 
    “A couple of days ago, at the Bird and Bay, she may have gotten into a slight altercation with a few customers. That’s all.” 
 
    “What do you mean by a slight altercation?” 
 
    “She… kind of… roughed up three mill workers, but that doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    “How bad was it?” 
 
    “It wasn’t all that bad. She got a little carried away, that’s all.” 
 
    “A little carried away?” 
 
    “Look, she’s my friend, and I refuse to believe she’s an oni.” 
 
    “I didn’t say she was, but how much do you really know about her?” 
 
    “Enough to know she didn’t kill the dower.” 
 
    “I’m not saying she did.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’re saying she did.” 
 
    “I’m only pointing out that she had a motive.” 
 
    “Because she was afraid everyone might find out she’s a Yastazie? What kind of motive is that?” 
 
    “For someone who keeps secrets, it’s a pretty good motive.” 
 
    It was at that point that Emily got tired of eavesdropping and quietly stepped into the room. She walked up behind Berk without him noticing. “Not bad. You’re learning.” 
 
    When he turned around, she could see the blood draining from his face. He looked almost ill. 
 
    “Emily. I… I didn’t mean anything by it—” 
 
    “And you said you weren’t a good investigator.” 
 
    “I didn’t believe it for a second,” Sarah added. 
 
    “Actually, he made a few good points,” Emily said. “But he forgot it takes more than a motive. While I may have also had the opportunity to kill Hardbrew, the way it was done left a lot to be desired. Had I wanted him dead, I could have easily poisoned his ale or suffocated him in his sleep or maybe even stabbed him with a knife from the kitchen drawer. To go through the elaborate means of using this”—she placed her hand on the box of death—“is foolish. You’ve seen what this did to the other places, how much damage it created. Using this here would not only put my life in danger, but Sarah’s as well.” 
 
     “Oh. Yeah, I… I didn’t really think of that,” Berk said. “But it still doesn’t explain how the killer knew where Hardbrew was. We were the only ones who knew, and I know I didn’t tell anyone, which leaves you and Sarah.” 
 
    “Me,” Sarah screeched. 
 
    “I… I didn’t mean it that way,” Berk said. Now he was turning a bright shade of red. “I… I don’t think you had anything to do with it. You had no connection with Hardbrew before we showed up with him. You had no reason to want to see him dead.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not exactly true,” Emily interrupted. “She wasn’t too happy that he was going to stay in her apartment.” 
 
    Sarah glared at her. “You think I—” 
 
    “No, of course not.” Emily waved her off. “I’m simply pointing out how easy it is to get caught up in the moment. I don’t think any one of us had anything to do with Hardbrew’s death.” 
 
    “He is all over her kitchen floor,” Berk said, regarding Sarah suspiciously. 
 
    Emily slowly shook her head. “And what exactly did you put in your report to Captain Petrova?” 
 
    “Only the basics. That I investigated Flintmace’s house. Found it to be similar to that of Boulderjaw’s, which led me to believe that Thrum Hardbrew was in danger, and so, for his protection, I brought him…” 
 
    Berk fell silent. 
 
    “Yes. You brought him where?” Emily asked. 
 
    “I brought him here,” he confessed. “I put this address in my report.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is anyone who read that report knew exactly where Hardbrew was.” 
 
    “I’m such an idiot.” 
 
    “It not your fault. You didn’t know. But in the future, you may want to keep details like that out of your reports until after the fact.” 
 
    “You think a Red Wolf killed Hardbrew?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “No, but I think they may have leaked the information—unless we want to continue accusing each other.” 
 
    Berk held up his hands. “Now, wait a minute. Why did you run out of here if you weren’t responsible for Hardbrew’s death—not that I ever thought you were.” 
 
    “You remember what the old lady said about the green-robed man returning to retrieve the box?” 
 
    Berk’s eyes lit up. “You saw him?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I saw him. Caught up with him in one of the warehouses a couple of blocks from here. I seriously doubt he has anything to do with the Church of Gaea, though.” 
 
    “Whys that?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Because he’s a mystic.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m pretty sure.” 
 
    “So, what happened? Where did he go?” Berk asked. 
 
    “After I managed to… disarm him, he disappeared.” 
 
    Berk slumped down into one of the overstuffed chairs. “So, what you’re saying is, we have nothing.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say nothing. We do have the box of death.” 
 
    “And half a dower,” Sarah pointed out. “Which I’m not cleaning up.” 
 
    “We’ll have to bring him back to Talomria. Let Coaltank know what happened. Then we’ll take the box to Mira. Maybe she can tell us what’s inside.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    After wrapping Hardbrew’s lower half in a blanket and collecting the rest of him in a pouch, they drove back to Talomria where they met with Coaltank. He had little to say on the matter. The general distrust between the dowers and the vir had been festering for ages, and although Coaltank didn’t blame Emily directly, it was clear he held her somewhat responsible for Hardbrew’s death. Emily knew she had lost the respect of the Domatta, and the only way to regain it was to find the mystic, or at least those responsible for sending him after the dower. It was her firm belief the mystic was not acting alone and was no more than a hired assassin. She had yet to share her theory with Berk since the only piece of evidence she found to support it was also the only piece of evidence she couldn’t show him. 
 
    “The nerve of him.” Berk pulled the hot-top back on the main road. “He might as well have come out and accused us of killing the dower.” 
 
    “It’s not like we didn’t accuse each other,” Emily said. 
 
    “Come on, Em. You know I never actually believed you had anything to do with his death.” 
 
    “I know.” Although he had made a pretty compelling argument in favor of the theory. “But in a way, I am responsible. The mystic got to Hardbrew while I was protecting him.” 
 
    “It’s not like we could have foreseen the assassin finding out where we were keeping him.” 
 
    “Still, I should have been more vigilant. I let my guard down and Hardbrew paid the price.” 
 
    “If anyone’s to blame, it’s me,” Berk said. “This is what I was trained for. Protecting people is part of my job. I should never have put Sarah’s address in that report. I should never have left you guys alone last night. I should have stayed with him until morning and escorted him to Red Wolf headquarters personally. I broke procedure.” 
 
    “So, we’re both to blame.” 
 
    “But I was the one who gave the box of death to him in the first place,” Sarah said from the back seat. 
 
    Emily threw her hands up. “Then all three of us are to blame.” 
 
    “I guess,” Berk grumbled. “But it doesn’t make me feel any better.” 
 
    “Nor me,” Sarah added. 
 
    “Okay, so we’re all in agreement. We’re all responsible for Hardbrew’s death, and we all feel bad about it. Now, maybe we should find out who actually sent the assassin.” 
 
    “You think this Mira person will be able to help us?” Berk asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. But it’s worth a shot.” 
 
    Berk pulled the hot-top up to the curb in front of an old two-story building nestled between a hairdresser and dry goods store. The sign over the door read Occulta-Initia. The windows looked as if they hadn’t been cleaned in ages, but through the dirt, one could see an assortment of oddities sitting alongside ancient-looking books. 
 
    Berk climbed out of the vehicle first and stared up at the sign. He seemed a little nervous. “What kind of a place did you say this was?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sarah answered. “I’ve never been here before.” 
 
    “I thought you said you knew her.” 
 
    “I do… well, sort of. She comes into the Bird every so often, but I’ve never had a reason to come here.” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Emily asked. She came around the hot-top clutching the box of death. 
 
    “Nothing,” Berk said a little too quickly. “There’s no problem.” 
 
    “Oh. You’re one of them.” Sarah laughed. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Emily looked first at Berk, then at Sarah. “One of who?” 
 
    “He’s a rhabdophobe,” Sarah said. 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A rhabdophobe. He’s afraid of magic.” 
 
    “I am not,” Berk shouted. 
 
    “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with it. Some of my friends are rhabdophobic.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Berk said with a huff. He pushed open the shop door and stormed inside. Sarah laughed, and Emily shook her head and followed them. 
 
    The interior lived up to the exterior’s mystique. The walls were lined with shelves stocked with even more oddities, along with jars filled with strange, gross-looking objects. There were whole sections dedicated to dust-covered books and a table filled with an assortment of old scrolls and torn parchments. Banners, covered with archaic symbols, hung from the rafters and the bleached skulls of various races were scattered throughout the shop. 
 
    Berk looked on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Even Sarah was no longer laughing. Emily poked at what appeared to be the skull of an orc. 
 
    “It’s fake,” she said. “It’s ceramic.” 
 
    “Of course it is. I make them myself. I think it adds to the atmosphere. We don’t carry the real ones. The mistress frowns on necromancy.” 
 
    They hadn’t seen the young woman watching them from behind the counter when they entered. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen years old. Small framed, not too tall. Her skin had a slight tint of yellow and her eyes were a vivid shade of purple; but what really set her apart were her horns. Close to her head, they curved back and around, circling her ears. 
 
    Emily recognized the voice. 
 
    “You’re Tilly, aren’t you?” 
 
    Her eyes lit up and she smiled. “I remember you,” she said. “You’re that woman in the tavern, the one who requested my mistress’s help. Emily, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “That’s right. I guess she never found out anything about the poison.” 
 
    “I am sorry about that.” Tilly frowned. “The mistress has been ill as of late. Her studies have weakened her. I’m afraid she loses interest in things so quickly.” 
 
    “I understand. It was kind of a long shot anyway. I didn’t expect much from it.” 
 
    The girl’s smile returned, and this time, she turned her attention to the other two. 
 
    “You’re Sarah. You’re the one who usually waits on us at the Tavern. And you’re—” She pointed at Berk. “I’ve never seen you before.” 
 
    Emily moved alongside him. 
 
    “This is Berkeley,” she said. “But most people call him Berk. He works for the Red Wolves.” 
 
    Tilly pouted. “Oh. He’s a Merc.” 
 
    “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “No. No problem. It’s only that… the mistress isn’t very fond of Mercs.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “They have often given us trouble, what with her being a—” She suddenly went silent as if she was reluctant to say anything more around Berk. Emily decided not to press the subject and instead held up the box of death. 
 
    “We need Mira’s help again,” she said. “We need to know what’s inside this.” 
 
    “I’m afraid the mistress isn’t feeling—” 
 
    “Bring it in here.” 
 
    The voice came from the back room. It even startled Tilly, who quickly went back to investigate. She came out a few minutes later. 
 
    “Mistress Mira will see you now,” she said in a formal tone. “Please, this way.” 
 
    They walked around the counter and followed the young woman into the back room where they found Mira, sitting in a tall-backed metal chair behind a desk littered with papers and open books. She looked up from her work but didn’t seem as interested in her visitors as she was in what they were carrying. It was the box of death that drew her attention. 
 
    “She’s… she’s an elf,” Berk shouted. 
 
    Mira gave him a cold stare. “Wonderful,” she said. “I see we have a scholar here. How very astute of you. Normally vir don’t bother to learn the other races.” 
 
    “I’m not dealing with an elf.” 
 
    “Very well then. You know the way out.” Mira pointed to the door and returned to her research. 
 
    “Berk, please,” Emily whispered. “She may be the only one who can help us.” 
 
    “You never said she was one of… them. They can’t be trusted.” 
 
    “I told you. He’s a rhabdophobe,” Sarah said. 
 
    “That has nothing to do with this. I know the stories.” 
 
    “What stories?” Emily asked. 
 
    “The Dusting. The elves were responsible.” 
 
    Mira sighed and shook her head. “Oh please. The vir blame the fay. The fay blame the dwarfs. The dwarfs blame the uhyre. In the end, nobody knows the truth.” 
 
    “I know,” Berk said. 
 
    “Do you truly, vir? Were you there? Did you see it?” 
 
    “Well… no. But I know the stories—” 
 
    “And I can tell you thousands more. Every race, every religion, every region knows the truth, and yet none of them agree.” 
 
    “We’re not here to debate the Dusting.” Emily held up the box of death. “We’re here because of this.” 
 
    “And what is it you’ve brought me this time?” Mira asked. “Not more poison, I hope.” 
 
    “We don’t know what it is. That’s why we need your help. This has already killed one dower, and may have been responsible for two more deaths.” 
 
    The elf eyed the box greedily. “One, possibly three dwarfs—pity. Bring it here.” 
 
    Emily wasn’t sure who Mira pitied. The box or the dowers. She set it gently on the desk in front of the woman. 
 
    “And who is paying for this?” Mira asked. “Is this part of your investigation?” 
 
    “Well… no, not quite,” Emily answered “It’s actually Berk’s investigation. I’m helping out.” 
 
    “I see.” Mira gently placed her long, slender fingers on the top of the box. “I think one hundred fyn should suffice.” 
 
    “A hundred fyn?” Berk said, his voice rising. 
 
    “I thought you dealt in favors,” Emily said. 
 
    “I do. But not with Mercs. They are too… unreliable. And I expect it in advance.” 
 
    With a huff, Berk reached into his pocket and pulled out a heavy leather purse. He counted out one hundred fyn and handed it to Tilly. Mira waited until her companion recounted the currency. Only when she was sure she had been paid in full did she pull the box closer to her. 
 
    “Now we begin,” she said with a mischievous grin. “You say this box has already killed one dwarf. How did it manage this feat?” 
 
    “I’m not quite sure,” Emily replied. “I didn’t actually see it. All I remember was everything going dark for a moment, but I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    “I saw it.” Sarah stepped forward. “Hardbrew opened the box and it gave off this light… but it wasn’t light it was dark. It was like a dark light. Everything it touched turned gray and then… dust. If Emily hadn’t closed it…” 
 
    “I see.” Mira turned the box around a few times and tapped on each side “Dust you say. Interesting. You didn’t happen to bring me any of this dust?” 
 
    Sarah shook her head. 
 
    “Pity.” 
 
    “Wait.” Reaching into her jacket pocket, Emily pulled out something wrapped in a handkerchief. “We retrieved this from another victim. The same thing happened there but on a larger scale.” She set the cloth on the desk and gently unwrapped it. Inside was a handful of gray dust—all that remained of Flintmace’s left hand. 
 
    “Is that one of my handkerchiefs?” Sarah asked. 
 
    Mira carefully placed her finger on the corner of the handkerchief and pulled it toward her. She then ran the same finger through the fine dust and brushed it against her bottom lip. Berk made a choking sound, which earned him another cold look from the elf. 
 
    “Dear, bring me the azure box.” 
 
    Tilly disappeared into the next room as Mira pushed herself away from the desk. That’s when Emily noticed the elf’s chair had large wheels. Spinning the chair around, she rolled over to one of the cabinets and began loading her lap with an assortment of glass beakers. Emily thought about offering to help but decided against it. Elves were a notoriously proud people, and Mira was no exception. The first time she saw Mira in the Bird and Bay, the elf leaned heavily upon Tilly as they walked. She thought Mira was in pain at the time, but it never showed on her face. She remained stoic and in control, never showing weakness. 
 
    Tilly returned, carrying a bright blue box, which she set on the desk. When she removed the lid, it revealed a row of glass vials, each containing some unknown liquid. Mira lined up the beakers, then placed a small pinch of Flintmace’s hand in each one. Skillfully, the elf carried out her experiment, pouring controlled amounts of the selected liquids into each beaker and studying the results. 
 
    She seemed pleased by what she saw. 
 
    “Yes, exactly what I thought. The hand is lifeless.” 
 
    “Well, of course it’s lifeless,” Berk said. “It’s dust, isn’t it?” 
 
    Mira sighed. “I would not expect you to understand, vir, what with your narrow-minded view of the world. Your idea of life is like a candle, either burning or extinguished where, in fact, life exists, even in death. All matter has life. An energy that holds it together. It is this life that fed the magic of the Deus eons ago. The elves called it the coi-níre, but some know it as vijnana, qi, or even mana.” 
 
    “Fluxus vitae.” 
 
    Mira looked at Emily and seemed surprised. “Yes, that is another name for it. Are you familiar with the study?” 
 
    “Not exactly. It’s something that my father told me.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” Sarah raised her hand. “You said mana. Is that the same mana that—” 
 
    “Powers the city of New Doral?” Mira answered. “Some believe it is. The crystala that the goblins mine are believed to be the remnants of magic used ages ago. The energy was drawn from the earth back when the earth had the energy to spare. However, once the earth began to die after the Dusting, the expelled energy pooled into great tarns beneath the ground where it crystallized. It is this crystallized energy that is mined by the goblins.” 
 
    “So the Church of Gaea is right,” Sarah said. “The mining is harming the earth.” 
 
    “If that is what you want to believe.” 
 
    “And you don’t?” Emily asked. 
 
    The elf smiled. “Does it matter what I believe? Clearly your hired troll here blames my people for the Dusting. Would it matter if I said otherwise?” 
 
    “It would to me.” 
 
    Mira stopped mixing the beakers together and turned her attention to Emily. “Very well,” she said. “I do not believe the earth is dying, but I do believe it is dormant. I believe mana is the life force of the earth and that using it does not harm the earth and may even be the only thing keeping it alive. I do not know what caused the Dusting, but I do not believe it was the result of anything any of the races would have or could have done. My personal theory is, whatever caused the Dusting was not of this reality.” 
 
    “And what’s that supposed to mean?” Berk asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Mira turned her attention back to the experiment. “I could explain it to you, but I cannot understand it for you, so clearly it would be a waste of time—for both of us.” 
 
    After pouring the contents of the smaller beakers into a single large beaker, Mira added one last ingredient. The liquid turned a bright shade of blue. As she continued to stir, the color darkened until it turned completely black. 
 
    “Amazing,” she whispered. 
 
    “So, what’s in the box, elf?” Berk asked. 
 
    Mira looked up at him, her eyes narrowed. “I could open it now if you want, but we’d never be able to learn much, seeing as it would probably kill everyone in this room.” 
 
    “Then how are we supposed to find out what’s inside?” 
 
    “If you are so eager to know what’s inside, there is a simple solution.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Take it out back, and open it yourself. Once the contents kills you, and its taste for life is sated, it would be much easier to study.” 
 
    “Mistress?” Tilly gasped 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know, dear.” The elf sighed. “I will set up a stasis field. That should keep the effects of the contents contained long enough to get an idea of what we are dealing with.” 
 
    Wheeling her chair to the far side of the room, Mira collected three glass orbs from one of the cupboards. Returning to her desk, she placed two of them on either side of the box and the third behind it, creating the three points of a triangle. She then touched each orb, whispering words that none of them understood. When she finished, the orbs began to glow. 
 
    Mira slumped back in her chair. “That should hold it,” she said. Her voice sounded weak. 
 
    “What do you mean should?” Berk asked. 
 
    “My offer still stands if you wish to go out back.” 
 
    Berk flinched when Emily touched his arm. Clearly, Mira’s use of magic, although simple, had unnerved him. “Please,” she whispered. 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t trust this mystic char.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go outside and check on the hot-top.” 
 
    Berk glared at Mira. At first, Emily thought he was going to protest, but now he looked relieved. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I think I will,” he said. 
 
    She waited until he left. “Sorry about that. He’s—” 
 
    “Typical of his kind,” Mira answered. “Now, with him out of the room, shall we continue?” 
 
    As Mira opened the box, the three orbs grew brighter as the room got colder. Even the lights seemed to dim. It wasn’t as intense as what happened in the apartment when Hardbrew opened the box, but it was still noticeable. Whatever elfish magic she was using, it seemed to inhibit the box’s contents. 
 
    Slowly Mira reached in and pulled out—a rock. 
 
    It was rather anticlimactic. At first, Emily thought it was a joke, that someone managed to switch the boxes when she wasn’t looking—but there was something unusual about the rock. It was black, with no discernible detail and looked like a hole in space. It was almost as if the rock absorbed the light around it. 
 
    “Yes. It’s what I thought.” Mira turned it over in her hands. “It’s a mana crystal.” 
 
    “That doesn’t look like any mana crystal I’ve seen,” Sarah said. 
 
    The elf smiled. “That’s because you’ve never seen one like this before.” She set the crystal back in the box and closed the lid. The orbs dimmed, the room grew warmer, and the lights got brighter. “Mana crystals contain concentrated energy, but not infinite amounts. They eventually run out and have to be replaced. That is why the goblins must keep mining them. The more we use them, the more demand we place on them, the faster we use them up. Eventually the crystals become inert. Useless stones to be discarded when they no longer have what we need. This stone, however, didn’t lose its energy naturally. It was siphoned off, creating a void, a vacuum that must be filled. When the box is open, and the crystal is exposed, it absorbs all energy around it, even the energy that binds matter together.” 
 
    “But then how can the box contain it?” Emily asked. “If what you’re saying is true, the box would also be affected.” 
 
     “Yes, that is true, if it was made from ordinary wood.” Mira tapped the top of the box. “This is what is known as dead wood. A wood prized by the Necromancers of Rasheera back in the days of the Deus. It was my first clue as to what was inside.” 
 
    “Who could do something like this?” 
 
    “That, I cannot tell you. Not since the last Deus did such skill exist. Whoever did this…?” The elf shook her head. 
 
    “Then it’s another dead end.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. Tilly, fetch the amulet of Osara” 
 
    The young woman ran out of the room, and while they waited, Mira touched each of the orbs on the desk again. This time, when she whispered her strange words, they dimmed and reverted back to their boring glass selves. Picking them up, she wheeled them back to the cabinet and put them away. 
 
    “Whoever you’re dealing with has knowledge of ancient magic or an excellent understanding of mana crystals.” 
 
    “We did run into a mystic,” Emily said. 
 
    “A mystic? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Pretty sure. He seemed to wield some form of magic.” 
 
    “There are only two ways to come by magic these days. One is by studying the grimoires, although most of those were lost long before the Dusting.” 
 
    “And the second way?” Emily asked. 
 
    “The second way. Staring into the void, but that would leave a mark.” 
 
    “Like glowing blue eyes?” 
 
    “Well then. I guess that explains how your mystic came by his magic.” 
 
    “How can I fight him?” Emily asked. 
 
    Mira laughed. “You can’t,” she said. “To confront a mystic with no skill in the arts would be foolish unless you wish to try your luck staring into the void, but I wouldn’t advise it. Besides, you might not have to.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because he’ll burn himself out eventually. Magic obtained without discipline burns the soul. It will drain him until there is nothing left. The man you’re looking for might already be dead.” 
 
    This time, when Tilly returned, she was carrying a small silver case. She handed it to Mira, who opened it and pulled out a large ruby set in a gold fitting that was attached to a long thin chain. 
 
    “This amulet once belonged to Osara,” she explained. “It was given to her by her mentor, the last of the Deus. It is very old and has little power left, but if anyone is creating negatively charged mana crystals, this should lead you right to them. Although, you’ll have to be fairly close to begin with.” 
 
    “How close?” Emily asked. 
 
    Mira shrugged. “It’s hard to say, but if you can get into the same room with them, it would probably help.” 
 
    Emily reached for the amulet, but the elf quickly pulled it away. 
 
    “Not so fast. Nothing is free.” 
 
    “How much this time?” 
 
    “For this? Five hundred fyn.” 
 
    Emily turned to Sarah, who quickly threw her hands up and stepped back. “Don’t look at me,” she said. “That’s way out of my price range.” 
 
    “Berk?” 
 
    Sarah laughed. “You think he’d pay that much for a piece of magic?” 
 
    She was right. Berk didn’t have much faith in elves or magic, so there was little chance of him buying a magic amulet from one. 
 
    “Will you accept another favor?” Emily asked. 
 
    Mira grinned. “Five hundred fyn worth of favors is a high price, but I’ll make you a deal. I’ll give you this amulet in exchange for the box.” 
 
    The box of death, their only real piece of evidence. Although, it wasn’t exactly evidence they could use. It’s not as if they could show it to the magistrate. Besides, maybe it would be safer in Mira’s hands. She did seem to be the only one who truly understood it. 
 
    “Okay, you have yourself a deal,” Emily said. 
 
    Mira handed her the amulet “A wise decision. This concludes our transaction.” 
 
    “Mistress, what about the poison?” Tilly asked. 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The poison. The one Emily asked you to look into.” 
 
    “Oh, that. Yes, yes, I have that information around here somewhere.” 
 
    Emily stared at the elf. “You learned something about the poison?” 
 
    “Well, of course I did.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to let me know.” 
 
    “I was busy. Besides, you know now, don’t you? Are you interested or not?” 
 
    “Yes, of course I am.” 
 
    Mira searched through the clutter on her desk and eventually found what looked like the ripped corner of a piece of paper. She held it out to Emily. There was only one word on it. 
 
     Henol. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “That’s the poison you’re dealing with. Henol, otherwise known as Pygmy Leaf. The sample of poison you gave me was a diluted form of Henol. It’s more commonly used by the goblins as a recreational substance. Vir can’t handle it. In its purest form, it will kill instantly. Diluted, as it was, it would render its user unconscious for several hours. It’s also known to remain in the blood for up to three days.” 
 
    “And where can I find it?” 
 
    “How would I know? I only agreed to identify it for you.” 
 
    “Who would know?” 
 
    Mira shrugged. “Ask a goblin.” 
 
    As Emily stepped out of the Occulta-Initia with the paper in one hand and the amulet of Osara in the other, she spotted Berk, leaning against the hot-top. The Merc looked more relaxed now that he was no longer in the elf’s line of sight. He pushed himself away from the vehicle when he saw them coming. 
 
    “So, what did that… elf… tell you?” 
 
    It was amazing how he could make that one word sound like a curse. 
 
    “You should show more respect,” Emily said. “Elves have been around much longer than the vir, and they know a thing or two. She could become a valuable resource if you let her.” 
 
    “I doubt that.” 
 
    She knew she wasn’t going to change Berk’s mind. Not without a little time and a lot of effort, but she had more pressing matters to concern herself with. 
 
    “Mira found a negatively charged mana crystal inside the box,” she told him. “It can draw the life energy out of anything in the area. That explains why the witness said Flintmace’s house went dark.” She handed the amulet of Osara to Berk. “Take this and go to the MRC building. Talk to Mr. Jacob. If anyone there is messing around with negative mana crystals, this amulet might lead you to them.” 
 
    “Ain’t you coming with me?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I can’t. Not right now.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I have to find a goblin dealing in Henol.” 
 
    “How does that fit in with our case?” 
 
    “It doesn’t. The vir who abducted me used a diluted form of Henol. If I can find out who he got it from, they might lead me back to Squeaky Voice.” 
 
    “You’re planning on going down into the abyss?” 
 
    “That is where the goblins are, or so everyone keeps telling me.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “You have your own investigation to finish. I’ll be fine, but let me borrow the hot-top’s whisper stone for a moment.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
     Goblin Town 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emily stood outside the alley—the same alley she was abducted from. It seemed the best place to meet. So much had happened over the past couple of days. She had to admit, when she first arrived in New Doral, she took an instant dislike to the place. Being poisoned and almost sold into slavery might have had something to do with it. New Doral was a dark city, and not just because it was shielded from the light of the sun. There was no accountability, nobody cared, and most of the people had given up. The very organizations meant to protect the citizens had not only failed them but took advantage of them. It came down to one simple truth—wealth was power. Everybody was scrambling for it, but there was only so much to go around. 
 
    It was unfortunate too because there were good people in the city. People who were trying to survive, some who tried to make a difference, but even they showed signs of being tainted by the darkness. Was this what her father meant when he talked about the winding path? Was this where she was meant to be? 
 
    The lights of a vehicle flashed along the wall of the building as a jitney pulled up to the curb. 
 
    “Need a lift, lady?” Tar shouted from the front seat. 
 
    Emily smiled. “I was almost afraid you didn’t receive my message.” 
 
    “Have to admit, I was a bit surprised,” the orc said. “First time I ever heard me name mentioned on the whisper stone. How did ya get ya hands on one anyway?” 
 
    “Long story.” Emily climbed into the passenger’s seat. “Let’s say I borrowed it from a friend.” 
 
    “The only people I know who have access to whisper stones are Mercs. Ya a Merc now?” 
 
    “Not quite.” She laughed. 
 
     Tar put the jitney in gear and pulled away from the curb. “So, where are we going?” 
 
    “I haven’t the foggiest. I was hoping you can tell me.” 
 
    A huge grin crossed his face. “Is that so?” he said. “Well, I guess it all depends on what ya looking for. A bit of excitement, a bit of entertainment, a good time, a little gambling…” 
 
    “Henol.” 
 
    The jitney came to a sudden stop. Emily slid off the front seat and under the dash. 
 
    “What did you do that for?” 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t deal with that char. If ya into that, you’ll have ta find someone else ta take you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to use it,” she said, pulling herself back onto the seat. “I want to know who sells it. Whoever abducted me used a diluted form of Henol. If I can find out who’s dealing it, it might lead me back to the person who tried to sell me into slavery.” 
 
    Tar regarded her suspiciously. Did he actually think she was a user? 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said slowly. “I try to stay away from that char.” 
 
    “Please, Tar. I could go looking myself, but—” 
 
    “Are ya kidding me? Ya want to go wandering the lower levels looking for Henol. That’s just begging for trouble.” 
 
    “That’s why I need your help.” 
 
    “I suppose no amount of me telling ya to drop it is gonna make a difference.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    The orc drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Then I might know of someone who can help ya,” he said. “He goes by the name of Rip and he works out of Goblin Town.” 
 
    “Goblin Town?” 
 
    “That’s right. At least that’s what the vir call it. I wouldn’t try pronouncing the goblin’s name for it. Ya wouldn’t be able to pronounce it anyway. It’s on tier sixteen, just out of reach of the Mercs. They won’t go down that far.” 
 
    “Do you think this Rip will be able to help me? 
 
    “Will he be able to? Oh, yeah. No question there. Rip pretty much knows everything that goes on in Goblin Town and beyond. Whether he’ll help ya is another matter. He’s not too fond of vir.” 
 
    “Somehow, that doesn’t’ surprise me.” 
 
    “It’s not a safe place, Em.” 
 
    “But you will take me there, won’t you?” 
 
    Tar closed his eyes, leaned his head back, and let out a heavy sigh. Emily knew she had won. He started the jitney and made a wide turn in the street. “Ya really set on going, aren’t ya?” 
 
    “I have to,” she said. 
 
    “And I can’t talk ya out of it?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “I knew it. I’ve never heard nothing good come over a whisper stone.” 
 
    Tar drove Emily to the nearest lift station, which was only a couple of blocks down the road. They were still high enough in the city for him to get a few suspicious looks from the other riders, but the lower they went, it was Emily who was being scrutinized. It appeared vir were not as common the farther one sank in the Chimney. With each level they passed, the proportion of vir to uhyre changed drastically, however, the orcs didn’t seem as hostile toward Emily as the vir were toward Tar, but it was clear they were unsure of her presence. 
 
    When they finally reached tier sixteen, and the dower blew the familiar tune to open the gates, they stepped off the lift into the lobby. Tar quickly led Emily off to one side as the rest of the orcs passed. A few gave her suspicious looks, but she couldn’t tell if they were simply curious or disgusted. 
 
     “Pull ya hood up and keep ya hands in ya pockets,” Tar instructed. 
 
    “You think there’s going to be a problem?” 
 
    “My father once told me there are people who cause trouble and people who attract it. You seem to be the attractive type.” 
 
    Emily pulled up the hood of her jacket and stuffed her hands in the pockets. She wrapped her fingers around the tyng. Tar placed his hand on her back and directed her toward the exit. 
 
    “Try not to say much and don’t make any eye contact.” 
 
    Once outside, the difference between the tiers was all too evident. It was colder, and it was darker. There weren’t nearly as many lights, and the few they had didn’t seem to work. She also found breathing was a little harder as the air was thick and stale. 
 
    “Engineers seldom come down here anymore,” Tar explained. “They cut the funding for everything under tier fifteen, not that they cared about us before. But now, it’s gotten worse. Many of the streets are undrivable and no longer lit. The ventilation system has been cut back and most of the buildings have been condemned, although it hasn’t stopped people from living in them. They cut off the water ta nearly half the tier and the half that still has it, it’s almost undrinkable. When the dowers do come, they’re forced ta work the northern districts. That’s where the mining companies still operate out of.” 
 
    “Can’t you do anything about it?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Isn’t there anyone you could go to? What about the Bureau?” 
 
    “The Bureau.” Tar laughed. “Who do ya think cut the funding? Besides, Bureau Annex-Sixteen closed years ago. It wouldn’t surprise me if the vir were simply waiting us out. Hoping that we’ll all drop dead of rikers or descend farther down the Chimney. I doubt if that grand emperor-king sitting up there on his golden throne even knows we exist.” 
 
    “What if you let people know what’s going on? You know, get the word out.” 
 
    “They already know what’s going on.” Tar made a sweeping gesture with his hands. “They live it every day.” 
 
    “No, I mean the people in the higher levels. They might not know what’s—” 
 
    “Don’t be naive, Em. They know, and they don’t care. We’re orcs, remember? The scourge of the world. We’re the villains in all their fairy tales, the creatures in their nightmares, the monsters under their beds. They won’t be happy until we’re gone, and sometimes I wonder if maybe they’re right. There’s been talk among some of the elders about abandoning the Chimney.” 
 
    “What? You mean leave New Doral?” 
 
    “What else is there for us?” 
 
    “Where would you go?” 
 
    “Don’t know. North probably, back to our ancestral lands.” 
 
    “But you don’t even know what’s out there.” 
 
    “What difference does it make? We either die quickly out there or die slowly in here. At least out there, we have a fighting chance.” 
 
    “It’s not right,” Emily said. 
 
    Tar shrugged. “It seldom is.” 
 
    They walked in silence for a while since finding a jitney was nearly impossible. There were few vehicles on the roads, not that the roads were in any shape for traveling. Tar seemed lost in his thoughts while Emily was caught up in the experience. Tier sixteen was vastly different from anything she had seen since coming to the city—a far cry from the upper levels. It was an entirely new world, or maybe a very old one. It was hard to imagine there were four more levels below it, and each one was supposed to be worse than the next. 
 
    The population seemed to be mostly made up of the uhyre. A good portion of them being orcs or goblins, although, she did observe a few ogres standing outside what appeared to be the local gym. So when she spotted the vir, needless to say, she was surprised. He kind of stood out, even though he wasn’t standing. He was all alone, sitting against the wall between two garbage cans, slumped over to one side. She couldn’t see his face, but his clothes were torn and covered in dirt. The orcs who passed him didn’t seem to notice him or didn’t care. When she moved toward him, Tar grabbed her arm. 
 
    “Where do ya think ya going?” he asked. 
 
    “There’s a man over there, and he looks hurt.” 
 
    Tar looked to where she was pointing and slowly shook his head. “Leave him be.” 
 
    “But he’s a vir. He doesn’t look like he belongs here.” 
 
    “So ya think vir are too good for Goblin Town?” 
 
    “That’s not what I said. It’s just that I haven’t seen too many vir down here. He could be lost or in trouble.” 
 
    “Of course he’s lost. That’s why he’s here, and that’s why you should leave him alone.” 
 
    Emily glared at Tar. She never imagined him being that cold. 
 
    The orc smiled sadly. “You know, that’s the one thing I really admire about you,” he said. “Your desire to help those in need, regardless of who they are. But I’m telling ya, there’s nothing ya can do for him.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I still have to try.” 
 
    Cautiously, she approached the man. At first, she thought she might already be too late. He wasn’t moving, but as she got closer, she could hear him humming to himself. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    There was no answer, except the humming. It wasn’t a tune, but a long continuous droning sound. It wasn’t exactly a threatening noise, but it did make her feel uneasy. Slowly, her fingers closed around the tyng in her pocket. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” 
 
    Still no reply. 
 
    When she reached out and placed her hand on his shoulder, he suddenly looked up at her, but she doubted he even saw her. There was no acknowledgment. His eyes were vacant. Faint blue lines, under translucent flesh, spread out across a gaunt face, his slack jaw emitting the strange humming sound. 
 
    Emily stumbled back and nearly fell into the street, but Tar was there to catch her. 
 
    “I told ya, there’s nothing ya can do for him,” the orc said. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “He’s a dust fiend.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A dust fiend. A slave to the Terra dust, and by the looks of him, he’s no longer there.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “He’s dead. He just doesn’t know enough to lie down. He’s probably been dead for days.” 
 
    “That’s horrible.” 
 
    “And all too common down here. Terra dust is cheap and easy to find, especially in Goblin Town. Chances are, even if he were to survive the night, he’d just kill himself tomorrow.” 
 
    “Why would someone chose to do that to themselves?” 
 
    “Any number of reasons, but mostly… to forget. Now, come on. The Pit is over here. That’s where we’ll find Rip.” 
 
    The orc led her away from the lost vir. When she looked back, the man was still staring off into space. She couldn’t help but think Tar was wrong. The vir wasn’t dead—because death would have been kinder. 
 
    They took the next left and continued for another block before crossing the street. There, before them, was the Pit. A local bar, or a converted abandoned warehouse, depending on how one looked at it, it was two stories high with boarded-up windows. Half the second floor had already caved in on itself, and the debris littered the sidewalk out front. An ogre, dressed in a pair of dingy gray pants and sucking on a large cigar, stood outside the main entrance. 
 
    “Wait here,” Tar told her. 
 
    The ogre removed the cigar from his mouth and flicked the ashes onto the sidewalk when Tar approached. Stepping in front of the main entrance, he barred the orc’s way. The two exchanged a few words, but Emily was too far away to hear what they were saying. Whatever it was, it must have been funny since they both started laughing. The ogre looked over Tar’s head at Emily, said something that elicited another round of laughter, and just like that, the conversation was over. The ogre returned to his wall while Tar returned to where Emily was waiting. 
 
    “All right, we’re allowed to go in,” he said, taking her by the hand. 
 
    “What was all that about?” 
 
    “I told him ya were a…” Tar suddenly looked away. “Ah… nothing, don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Somehow, that only made her worry more. 
 
    When they passed the ogre, he looked down at her with a creepy grin. 
 
    The interior of the Pit was large, nearly four times the size of the Bird, but nowhere near as crowded—there were only a handful of drinkers. Mismatched sets of tables and chairs were scattered around the room, while the air entertained the smell of cheap ale and vomit. There were a few mana-powered lights but they did little to chase away the shadows. It didn’t matter; the patrons seemed to prefer it that way. They huddled around their tables and spoke softly to one another. It was a place of secrets. 
 
    An orc waitress walked by in a short skirt and a tight-fitting blouse. It would appear the races weren’t all that different when it came to the uniforms of their females. 
 
    Tar led Emily to an empty table in the corner. 
 
    “Sit here, keep your head down, and don’t say anything.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Not far. I’m going to ask around at a few of the tables. See if anyone has seen Rip.” 
 
    “I’ll help. I’ll try the table on this side of the room,” Emily said, but before she could take two steps, Tar grabbed her and pulled her back. 
 
    “No.” He sounded nervous. “I’ll ask. You stay here. Keep your head down and—” 
 
    “Don’t say anything,” she finished for him. 
 
    It went against her nature to sit back and let someone else do the work, but this was Tar’s territory. He knew the field and he knew the players. She was an outsider. Sitting with her back against the wall, Emily watched the room. It wasn’t long before she started questioning Tar’s plan. It didn’t look as if he was having much luck with his inquiry. Most of the patrons dismissed him without so much as a word. A few seemed a bit agitated by whatever questions he was asking. 
 
    As she watched him move from table to table, she failed to notice the three orcs heading in her direction. 
 
    The largest one stepped in front of her, blocking her view. He was well over six feet tall with gray skin and long sinewy arms. 
 
    “What do we got ’ere?” He said, leaning over the table. He tried to get a look at her face, but Emily pulled the hood of her jacket lower and turned away. His breath smelled like cleaning fluid. 
 
    “Looks like one of those howne ginkets from the east side,” one of the orcs behind him remarked. 
 
    “Na. She too ugly for a howne,” the second one added. 
 
    The large orc laughed and leaned in closer. “Come on, love, let’s get a look at ya.” 
 
    When he reached across the table, she heard Tar shout, “Hey! Leave her alone. She’s with me.” 
 
    “Targhed?” the large orc exclaimed. “Is that you? It’s been a long time, slag. You must ’ave sank pretty fa if ya making time with a skelk.” 
 
    “Leave her be, Wholug.” 
 
    “We was just ’aving some fun.” 
 
    “And I said leave her be. This ’as nothing to do with ya.” 
 
    “Unorak ky skelk?” 
 
    Whatever Wholug asked must have upset Tar since he answered with his fist. 
 
     It was fast, well aimed, and completely unexpected. One punch that connected with Wholug’s jaw, knocking the orc back on his heels but not knocking him down. It was also the only punch Tar managed to throw. Before he could get in another one, two more of the Pit’s patrons grabbed the jitney driver from behind and held him back. 
 
    Wholug wiped the blood from his lower lip. 
 
    “And ’ere I was, trying to be nice,” he said, flexing his fingers. “Hold him still.” 
 
    As Wholug approached Tar, Emily pushed her chair back from the table. 
 
    It was during these situations that her instincts conflicted with her teachings. The two paths were diverging once again. On one hand, she should try speaking with Wholug and explain the situation and why they were there; however, he didn’t look as if he was the understanding type, which left her with what she had in the other hand. 
 
    Her fingers closed around the tyng. 
 
    There were five orcs in the immediate area. Two of them were holding Tar. They wouldn’t risk releasing him, not unless the battle turned against them. That meant she only had to deal with the original three. Wholug was her main target. If she went after him, the other two would hesitate before getting involved—or at least that’s the way it usually worked. 
 
    “I thought we were going to have some fun,” she said. 
 
    Wholug stopped and looked at her. He grinned, showing off his crooked yellow teeth. Emily pulled back the hood of her jacket and waited until he approached the table. 
 
    “And ’ere I thought ya was Targhed’s girl,” he said. 
 
    “I’m my own person, thank you very much.” 
 
    The orc laughed. “Ya got sass, I’ll give ya that.” 
 
     Placing his hands on the table, he leaned in toward her, which was the opening she needed. 
 
    Jumping to her feet, Emily grabbed Wholug’s head with both hands and slammed his face into the table. When his head snapped back she drove the heel of her right hand into his already broken nose. Wholug stumbled backward and fell to the ground. He was shouting obscenities in his native tongue all the way down. 
 
    As she figured, the two orcs holding Tar looked on in amazement, but they never released their captive. The other two orcs didn’t hesitate as long as she thought they would, but then she didn’t expect Wholug to go down that fast. 
 
    When the first orc lunged over the table at her, she dove under and came out the other side. Thinking the tyng to a three-foot length, she connected with the back of his knee. Before he even hit the ground, she spun around and prepared for the second orc, but he quickly jumped back out of range. 
 
    Emily took the opportunity to survey the situation. They were now surrounded. The patrons of the Pit had formed a circle around the group. Hopefully they only wanted to see a fight and not get involved in one. 
 
    Wholug was back on his feet. He pushed past his companions to stand before her. She tightened her grip on the tyng. The spectators cheered. The orc advanced. Somebody shouted and everything stopped. 
 
    “This isn’t any way to treat a guest.” 
 
    As the crowd slowly parted, Emily saw two goblins standing at the bar. The first was dressed in a dark gray suit. He was cleaner than most of the goblins she had seen before and seemed to hold himself with an air of confidence. The other wore a dark brown jacket and work pants. He was a bit larger than his companion and his skin was a lighter shade of gray, which showed off his many scars. 
 
    Nobody was moving. All eyes were on the goblin in the gray suit as he pushed himself away from the bar and slowly crossed the floor. 
 
    “What seems to be the problem here?” 
 
    He didn’t sound like a goblin either. His voice was clear and his speech was eloquent. He spoke the language of the vir like a native. 
 
    “They aren’t welcome ’ere,” Wholug said. He was clutching his nose to stem the flow of blood. 
 
    “Everybody is welcome in the Pit. That is, if they really wish to be here.” 
 
    “But she’s a vir.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised, Wholug, but I managed to figure that out myself. Why don’t you and… your friends, go sit down and have a drink—it’s on me.” 
 
    Wholug looked at Emily, then at the goblin in gray. As much as he likely wanted to exact revenge for his humiliation, his stooped posture told her he was more worried about upsetting the goblin. That alone seemed to challenge the hierarchy of New Doral. With a slight jerk of his head, he signaled to the other orcs to stand down and follow him to the bar. 
 
    Once released, Tar straightened out his jacket and approached the goblin in the gray suit 
 
    “’Ello, Rip. It’s nice to see ya again.” 
 
    The goblin smiled. “I thought that was you, Targhed. It’s been a while. You still driving that old jitney of yours?” 
 
    “Still trying to make a go of it.” 
 
    “You know, your old job is still—” 
 
    “Not interested.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Rip said. He looked past Tar at Emily. “So, who is this who wages war on the dregs of society?” 
 
    “Look, Rip. We need ya help. We’re looking for—” 
 
    “No, no, no,” the goblin said, shaking his finger. “That’s not what I asked. Pleasantries. We must observe the pleasantries. I wouldn’t want our guest thinking we’re all savages.” He turned to Emily. “What is your name, my dear?” 
 
    “Emily. Emily Doyle,” she answered. 
 
    The goblin bowed his head in greeting. 
 
    “Welcome, Miss Doyle. As you probably already figured out, my name is Rip, and this is my bother Cord.” He gestured to the pale goblin standing behind him. Cord said nothing and only stared at her with a not-too-friendly expression. “You must excuse my brother. He’s not one for words.” 
 
    “Rip? Is that short for something?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Oh my, no. That’s my full name. Most goblins don’t have very long names—not like the orcs. It’s probably because we’re smaller, and what with our shorter life expectancy, working in the mines, the vir don’t feel it necessary to give us long, complicated names. It also makes it easier on the undertakers when they carve the stones.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” 
 
    Not exactly the answer she was expecting, but her confusion seemed to amuse Rip. 
 
    “Well, Miss. Doyle. What is it that I can do for you? I’m sure Targhed didn’t bring you to this barren oasis of beauty merely to inflict damage on a few orcs.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m looking for someone who sells Henol.” 
 
    “Henol?” He laughed. “You don’t strike me as someone who uses Pygmy Leaf. Maybe it’s because you’re still… alive.” 
 
    “I’m not looking to buy any. I need to know who sells it.” 
 
    “Well, that can be a problem. Do you know how many goblins make a living selling Leaf?” 
 
    “If it helps, this one sold it to a vir, possibly by the named Brian Macias.” 
 
    Rip thought for a moment. “That might narrow it down some,” he said. “Vir don’t usually partake of the Leaf. They prefer the Dust. May I ask why you’re looking for this seller? Did your Mr. Macias get a bad batch or something?” 
 
    “No, it’s nothing like that.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good. Customer satisfaction is always important.” 
 
    The goblin paused for a moment and looked around the room. The crowd hadn’t quite dispersed. They may have moved back a bit, but they were still straining their ears to hear what was being said. Rip motioned for Emily to follow him. When Tar tried to join, the goblin held up his hand. 
 
    “Sit, have a drink,” he told him. “She’ll be okay. This one can take care of herself.” 
 
    They headed to the far side of the main room, where there were fewer people and even less light. In the darkness, Rip’s eyes seemed to glow. Goblins were renowned for their night vision. He studied her for a while before finally asking… 
 
    “What’s your game?” 
 
    The question caught her off guard. “My game?” 
 
    “Yeah, what is it you’re really after—or should I ask who?” 
 
    Rip was sharper than Emily first gave him credit for. She silently scolded herself for falling into the same mindset as the rest of the city dwellers—underestimating him simply because he was a goblin. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of a howne by the name Alaric Galbassi?” she asked. 
 
    “Galbassi. Now there’s a name I haven’t heard in a while. He used to run slaves out of the south side.” 
 
    “You know where he is?” 
 
    “No. That was years ago. Today the south side is off limits. Huge rikers outbreak there last year, so most people avoid it, besides, slavers don’t tend to stay in one place for very long anyway. It gets hunted out too quickly. People have a habit of avoiding places where other people disappear. So, who or what did Galbassi take from you?” 
 
    “What makes you think he took something from me?” 
 
    “Why else would you be looking for him?” 
 
    “What he has of mine is unimportant. What is important is I want it back, and if I can stop him from harming anyone else, so much the better.” 
 
    “I see. So you’re a crusader on a mission. I have to admit, there’s been very few of those in the Chimney lately. Most people prefer to keep to themselves and let the world rot around them. So what does Henol have to do with all this?” 
 
    “His people are using a diluted form of Henol to subdue their victims.” 
 
    “I see, and you want to find out where they get their supply from in the hopes of finding someone who will lead you to Galbassi.” Rip grinned. “Not a bad Idea. I think I’ll help you.” 
 
    “You will?” 
 
    “Does that surprise you?” 
 
    “I was told you weren’t very fond of vir.” 
 
    “Well, this is true. Cord and I have had our shares of bad experiences with the vir. You see, he made the mistake of mouthing off to a couple of… well, they like to call themselves Mercs, but goblins have another word for them, which I will not use in polite conversation.” 
 
    “What happened?” Emily asked, although she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. She had seen what happens when goblins cross paths with Mercs, and if the scars on Cord were any indication, the outcome was not pretty. 
 
    “Oh, they were quite gentle with him,” Rip said. “At least that’s what they put in their report. In reality, they held him down and cut out his tongue, then proceeded to beat on him with metal rods. As you can imagine, we harbor a little animosity and a lot of suspicion when it comes to the vir, but in your case, I’m willing to make an exception.” 
 
    “Thank you, although I’m not sure I understand why.” 
 
    “I saw how you handled yourself with Wholug. Contrary to what vir like to believe, goblins can put two and two together. I recently heard a story of a silver-haired, young female vir who came to the aid of a couple of my kin, when they ran afoul of a few Blue Tigers. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that—would you?” 
 
    “How did you—” 
 
    “I keep my ear to the ground. Fyn isn’t the only commodity around here. Information is worth something too.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t have much of either.” 
 
    “Well then, consider this payment for services rendered to the goblin community. Besides, given your height and your tenacity to beat the char out of Mercs, as well as orcs, you probably have a little goblin blood in you to begin with.” 
 
    “When you put it that way, I’m honored.” 
 
    “So you should be.” Rip’s eyes twinkled. “But you still haven’t told me everything. There’s more to your story.” 
 
    “I don’t think—” 
 
    “Oh, please. Two and two, remember. I haven’t heard about you before your run-in with the Blue Tigers, which means you’re probably new to the area. You’re also willing to come down here, which means you’re either very brave, or naive about how this fair city works. That leads me to believe this is your first visit to the Chimney—am I correct?” 
 
    “So far.” 
 
    “Very good. Now, the real question is—why are you here? Surely it is not for Galbassi. Since you are determined to find him and yet are unfamiliar with him, I can only assume your encounter with him was unintentional, and not the fundamental reason for your visit. Therefore, who is it you are really looking for?” 
 
    Emily wasn’t sure why she felt comfortable talking to Rip, but before she could stop herself, she blurted out… 
 
    “My sister.” 
 
    “Interesting,” the goblin replied. “I can’t say I’ve heard of another one of your kind in the Chimney. Are you sure she’s here?” 
 
    “I wasn’t at first, but then I found this.” Emily pulled something out of her pocket and handed it to Rip. It was a signet ring. The goblin held it up to what little light there was in the room; he didn’t seem to have trouble examining it. 
 
    “I’m not familiar with this symbol,” he said after a while. 
 
    “I am. It’s my sister’s.” 
 
    “Where did you find it?” 
 
    “On the finger of a mystic. He wasn’t using it anymore.” 
 
    “Mystics.” The goblin shuddered and handed the ring back to Emily. “I try to stay away from them, and if your sister is caught up with them, you’d be wise do the same.” 
 
    Rip headed back to the table where Tar was waiting impatiently. The orc stumbled to his feet when the goblin approached. 
 
    “See. I told you she’d be all right.” Rip slapped him on the back and turned to his brother. “Cord, do you know where Uit is dealing tonight?” 
 
     The pale goblin thought for a moment, then nodded and made a few intricate gestures with his fingers. 
 
    Rip smiled at Emily. “It would appear Uit is working out of the mill this evening. Should we give him a little visit?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
    Rip’s currus was nowhere near as nice as Tar’s jitney. It looked as if it had been cobbled together using parts from an old wagon and a billa. It also wasn’t nearly as comfortable, but the bumpy ride may have had more to do with the torn-up roads than the vehicle. Tar sat up front while Cord drove. Rip and Emily rode in the back. The extra padding on the bench helped lessen the impact of the ride. 
 
    As Cord navigated the dark streets, Emily took the opportunity to ask Rip the one question she had been holding on to since their conversation. 
 
    “You said you hadn’t heard of another of my kind in the city. What did you mean by that?” 
 
    “Just pointing out you’re the first one I’ve seen,” he answered. 
 
    “And what kind would that be?” 
 
    “You are one of the Yastazie, are you not?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The goblin grinned. “Oh, well, you sure look like one.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Your sandy-colored skin. Your gray eyes. Your silver hair. I bet you even have a mark on your back.” 
 
    “How did you—” 
 
    “All the Yastazie were marked as babies. But what difference does it make? We’re all stuck in the Chimney, waiting to die. Who cares what you were, or are, or might become.” 
 
    “I care,” Emily said, but he never heard her as the currus made a grinding sound when it pulled up to the curb. 
 
    “Here we are,” Rip announced. “Uit should be somewhere inside.” 
 
    The mill was a large building on the west side of Goblin Town. It had been abounded by the mining companies when they moved to the northern region and now served as a haven for Leaf-using goblins. It was only a shell of its former self. Like many of the structures in this part of the city, there were no longer any windows or doors, so gaining entrance was easy. 
 
    Cord led the way. 
 
    The central room, which had once served as a processing center for mana crystals, was now filled with goblins, but none of them seemed all that coherent. They sat around staring blankly at one another with frozen grins on their faces. Like the vir in the alley, they were oblivious to the world around them, although they seemed more content in their altered state. 
 
    “That is Henol,” Rip told Emily as they passed through the grinning crowd. 
 
    “I don’t understand it.” 
 
    “What’s there to understand? Goblins are nothing in the Chimney. We have no voice, no power, and no wealth. We’re less than nothing.” 
 
    “But is that all there is?” 
 
    “In the Chimney it is. The rich get richer and rise to the top while the poor continue to sink to the bottom, and this is about as far as you can sink in this city. Everything the goblins were has been taken from them. Their homes, their freedom, their culture. They have no chance of ever rising above their station. All they want to do now is to forget, and the Leaf offers that to them, if only for a little while.” 
 
    Cord tugged on the sleeve of Rip’s jacket to get his attention. He pointed across the floor to where a group of goblins were standing on the remains of a fallen support column. 
 
    “That looks like Uit up there,” Rip said. 
 
    Emily tried to see which one Cord was pointing at. She guessed it had to be the small, fat goblin who seemed to be dominating the conversation. He was better dressed than his companions, wearing a rather fashionable white suit. It would appear not all goblins were short of wealth. When they got closer, Uit stopped talking and watched as Cord led the small group to the edge of the platform. At first, he appeared happy, probably basking in the thought of new customers, but his smile quickly faded when he saw who they were. While he might have simply been suspicious of Tar’s presence, he was clearly disturbed by Emily’s. Pointing at her, he shouted something, which was probably obscene in his native tongue. Uit’s companions attempted to intercept, but before they could even reach the edge of the platform, Cord was up there with them. The pale goblin had Uit’s arm pinned behind his back and a blade to his throat. He was so fast and so quiet, Emily wasn’t sure if he jumped up onto the platform or simply materialized there. Needless to say, Uit’s companions wanted nothing to do with the pale goblin and quickly backed off. 
 
    “Come on, Uit. That’s no way to treat visitors.” Rip climbed up onto the platform to join his brother. “We’re only here for a little information.” 
 
    Uit replied with a string of words that Emily couldn’t understand. Although, she gathered from the tone of his voice he was not pleased with her presence. Toward the end, he kept shouting. “Not talk skelk.” 
 
    “Skelk?” She looked at Tar, but he turned away from her. 
 
    “It means… let’s just say it’s not a very pleasant word to call a vir,” he answered. 
 
    Wholug used the same word, right before Tar punched him in the mouth. Now Emily wished she knew what the orc said to set him off. 
 
    Rip let Uit ramble on for a few more minutes before he nodded to his brother. Cord tightened his grip on the fat goblin’s arm and pressed the point of his blade into his neck. Uit went silent. Rip then proceeded to question the smaller goblin in his native language. To Emily, it was a series of guttural tones, which she would have found impossible to repeat. They seemed to defy what sounds the tongue was capable of making. 
 
    As she listened and watched Rip’s interrogation of the smaller goblin, she started having second thoughts. While she was eager for any information Uit was willing to give, she was not comfortable with the way the information was being gathered. Her father would not have approved. 
 
    “That’s enough, Rip. Let him go,” she demanded. 
 
    Rip suddenly stopped questioning the smaller goblin and looked down at Emily from the platform. At first, she thought he would be angry with her for interrupting his interrogation, but he smiled instead. “As you wish,” he said and motioned for his brother to release Uit. 
 
    Cord was expressionless. In fact, through the entire ordeal, he remained stone-faced. The blade disappeared from his hand, and he released Uit before jumping down off the platform. Rip waited until the smaller goblin regained the feeling in his arm before he continued with his questions. Without the fear of Cord’s knife ending his life, Uit seemed more willing to speak. 
 
    It was a constant back and forth, and although Emily paid close attention, she had no idea what was being said, but it seemed Tar did. During one of the more lengthy guttural dialogs, the orc suddenly moved up to the front of the platform. 
 
    “Wait. Did you just say a blue vest?” he asked. 
 
    Emily mentally backtracked through the series of strange words, trying to figure out which two meant blue vest. 
 
    Uit seemed startled by the orc’s interruption and was reluctant to answer his questions at first, but when Cord moved to stand beside Tar, he changed his mind. 
 
    “Yes. Blue vest,” he said. 
 
    “And the yellow mark. It was in the shape of a diamond, right about here.” Tar tapped the upper left side of his chest. 
 
    “Yes,” Uit answered. 
 
    The orc backed away from the platform, grinning. “I know where he is,” he announced. “He works at the Amber Pot.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Rip asked. 
 
    “I bring vir there all the time.” 
 
    “Very well. Then I suppose our conversation is at an end.” 
 
    Much to Emily’s surprise, Rip handed the goblin a few fyn before jumping down from the platform. It seemed strange to pay the goblin for information after first trying to extract it at the point of a knife. Wouldn’t it have been easier if they had done that in the first place? 
 
    “What just happened? Who works at the Amber Pot, and what is the Amber Pot?” Emily asked. 
 
    “It appears our friend here sold Pygmy Leaf to a vir this afternoon,” Rip answered. “He goes by the name of Stefan. From the description we got, he’s a tall, lanky vir who seems to be going bald, and, according to Targhed, works at the Amber Pot.” 
 
    “The Amber Pot is a gambling hall up on twelve,” Tar added. 
 
    “We can drop you off at the lift, but I’m afraid you’re on your own from there,” Rip said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
     Down by the Old Dower Forge 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Amber Pot was located on the corner of Florence and Wilson. A four-story building with its name plastered along the front in bright yellow letters. Lights filled every window and music could be heard, even from across the street. It was a popular place, as well as an exclusive one. A long line of vir stood waiting at the door. Only the bouncer was of another race. 
 
    “Ogres,” Tar said, shaking his head. “They don’t care who they work for as long as they get paid.” 
 
    “You think this man—this Stefan—do you really think he’s in there?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Has ta be. If what Uit says is true, he must ’ave been on his way ta work.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    Emily leaned back and stared up at the roof of the jitney. After Rip dropped them off at the station, they had to ride the lift all the way back up to tier eleven to retrieve it. Then it was a long drive down to twelve where they parked across the street from the Amber Pot. Now all they could do was sit and wait. 
 
    “Why did ya try to stop Rip when he was questioning Uit?” Tar asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Emily answered. “Maybe because the way he was doing it didn’t feel right. He shouldn’t have treated Uit that way.” 
 
    “Uit didn’t seem too pleased by seeing you there.” 
 
    “That’s understandable. Uit has a reason to distrust the vir, but I don’t have a reason to distrust Uit.” 
 
    “Do ya seriously think he would ’ave given us the information ’ad we just asked?” 
 
    “Maybe. I don’t know. But the first tenet teaches us to abstain from causing harm to others.” 
 
    Tar laughed. “This from the woman who slammed Wholug’s face into a table.” 
 
    “That was… unfortunate.” 
 
    “Unfortunate? Char, girl. That was harsh.” 
 
    Emily glared at the orc. “You started it,” she said. “You punched him in the mouth first.” 
 
    “Yeah. Well… he deserved it.” 
 
    “Why? What did he say to you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Tar shook his head. “He didn’t say nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing? So you get mad at nothing?” 
 
    “Hey, I only punched him. You slammed his face into a table.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay. I get your point. Let’s drop it.” 
 
    “Fine by me.” Tar leaned back in his seat. “So, whatcha gonna do when you find this vir?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I thought I’d follow him. Hope he leads me back to Galbassi.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t?” 
 
    “He has to, that’s all.” 
 
    “And if he does? What then? What happens when ya confront Galbassi? Are ya just going to ask him to stop doing what he’s doing? What if he says no?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Emily said with a touch of annoyance. “What’s with all the questions, anyhow?” 
 
    “I’m trying to point out that sometimes you have to twist an arm to get information. Sometimes ya have to throw the first punch to stop somebody from doing something.” 
 
    “So what you’re saying is sometimes you have to use force.” 
 
    “Sometimes. Maybe not to the extent of slamming people’s faces into tables…” 
 
    “Drop it.” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    “But isn’t that Stefan?” 
 
    Emily quickly sat up and looked to where Tar was pointing. Across the street, exiting one of the back doors of the Amber Pot, was a tall, lanky vir dressed in a blue vest. The top of his head was bald and what hair he had was pulled back into a ponytail. He was exactly as Uit described. The only problem was, he wasn’t alone. There was also a young woman with him. She seemed nervous as he led her away from the Amber Pot. 
 
     Emily reached for the jitney’s door, but Tar stopped her. 
 
    “Where do you think ya going?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t you see? This is how they work. They lead unsuspecting people away from groups so they can ambush them without being seen. She’s their next victim.” 
 
    “I kinda figured that.” 
 
    “Then I have to stop him.” 
 
    “You can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Em. This is ya best chance ta find Galbassi. Once they drug her, they’ll lead us right ta him.” 
 
    “No. I won’t let that happen. I won’t sacrifice someone else.” 
 
    “Ya stop them now, and they’ll know someone’s on ta them. They’ll up and move. It might be weeks, months, maybe even years before ya get another chance like this. Besides, ya won’t be sacrificing her if ya can stop them.” 
 
    “And what if I can’t? What if we lose track of her? Then what?” 
 
    “We won’t.” 
 
    “But what if we do? I can’t take that risk. It’s wrong.” 
 
    “But it’s the only way.” 
 
    Tar released his grip on Emily. Now she was forced to make the choice for herself. She could either remain in the jitney and use this woman as bait, or try to save her and lose any chance of finding Galbassi. Reluctantly, she pulled the jitney’s door closed. Her choice was wrong, and she knew it was wrong, but she also knew Tar was right. This was her best chance of bringing an end to all of this. 
 
    They watched as Stefan led the young woman farther away from the Pot. She seemed to know something was amiss and kept slowing down to look over her shoulder. When that happened, Stefan placed a reassuring arm around her, which seemed to calm her down. Even though they were on the opposite side of the street, Emily knew what the man was telling her. He was playing the same game Brian had played. He was probably asking her questions about where she came from and whether there was anyone waiting for her. He would give her some talk about knowing the city or tell her about an excellent place to eat—anything to earn her trust and draw her away from the crowds. He would say anything he had to in order to isolate her. 
 
    Tar started up the jitney as the couple moved farther away. Emily was afraid the slow-moving vehicle would alert Stefan to their presence, but he never once looked back. Was he that confident he’d get away with it, or was he that naive? Clearly this young woman wasn’t his first victim. 
 
    After traveling for only a few blocks, Emily slapped her hand on the dash of the jitney. 
 
    “Stop! Stop! That’s him.” 
 
    A dark figure waited until the couple passed before emerging from a door alcove. He proceeded to follow them up the street at a safe distance. 
 
    “Who? Galbassi?” Tar asked. 
 
    “No. I don’t remember his name, but he was one of the men who jumped me in the alley.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    She remembered his jacket, she remembered his size and shape. Although she couldn’t see his face, she was sure it was the same man. He stayed about twenty paces behind the couple, his hands in his pockets but more alert to his surroundings. 
 
    Emily looked farther up the street and, sure enough, spotted his companion hiding in the alley: a taller vir with a short scruffy beard. His name was Nok. She remembered someone calling him that during the encounter. When the couple got closer, Nok stepped out in front of them, blocking their path. 
 
    Emily wanted so much to run across the street and spare the young woman the experience of what was about to happen. She also wanted to pay these two men back for what they did to her, but she knew she couldn’t. Even though it went against everything she believed in, she had to remain where she was and watch. 
 
    The events played out quicker than she remembered. The young woman never had a chance to fight back. As the men approached from either side, she clung to Stefan, believing he would protect her. Like Emily, she never realized her mistake until it was too late. A slight movement of his hand was all it took. It was over in an instant. She fell limp in his arms. The two men quickly loaded her into the waiting lorry as Stefan kept watch. Emily and Tar ducked down below the jitney’s dash so as not to be seen. When the woman was secured, and the coast was clear, Stefan headed back to the Amber Pot, while the lorry pulled away from the curb. The entire encounter took less than five minutes. 
 
    “Follow! Follow!” Emily shouted. 
 
    “I’m going,” Tar said as he put the jitney in gear. 
 
    There was no rush. The lorry was moving slowly through the streets. They probably didn’t want to raise suspicion, but then again, who would suspect them? There were no city guards to worry about, and as for the local Mercs, no one was paying them to suspect anything. If they had wanted to, they could have easily abducted the young woman inside the Amber Pot, seeing as there was no one to stop them. The only reason they didn’t was that it would have probably tainted their hunting grounds. 
 
    As the lorry pulled off the main road, Tar extended the distance between them. 
 
    Emily slapped the dashboard again as if slapping the dashboard made the jitney go faster. “You’re letting them get away.” 
 
    “Calm down, will ya? They’re not going far.” 
 
    “We can’t lose them.” 
 
    “We won’t. How many vehicles do ya see on this road?” 
 
     The surrounding streets were nearly deserted. She hadn’t noticed, but somehow they had moved from the more-populated area of the city to the least. If she didn’t know better, she would have sworn they followed the lorry all the way down to sixteen. 
 
    “They’ll spot us if we got too close,” Tar added. “Besides, I know these streets. There’re not too many places they can hold up.” 
 
    They continued to follow the lorry, but it was now two blocks ahead of them. With each corner it took, Emily held her breath. Each time the lorry was out of her sight was another chance she would lose the girl. Suddenly Tar pulled the jitney over to the side of the road. The lorry turned the last corner and was gone. Emily nervously tapped the dash. 
 
    “Calm down, girl. I know where they’re going.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “The dower forges.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Those roads all lead to the forges.” 
 
    “Then come on, let’s go.” 
 
    “Don’t ya think ya should call in some… I don’t know, reinforcements or something? I thought ya was working with some Mercs.” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with them, and besides, that’s a different case.” 
 
    “So, what? It’s just you and me?” 
 
    “I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m worried about.” 
 
    “Look, the more we argue here, the more trouble there’s going to be for that girl. Her life is already in danger because I didn’t do anything earlier. If you’re not going to come, I’ll go in alone.” 
 
    “All right, fine, I’ll go with ya.” The orc put the jitney in reverse. “There’s another way to the forge. We can approach unseen.” 
 
    He pulled back about a block, then turned around and took the next right. It led them down a narrow winding street and over an old steel bridge. From there they approached the forge from the west: a large stone structure in traditional dower style. It was carved into the face of the mountain. The road they were on was higher than the main courtyard and they could see the lorry passing through the gates below. Tar stopped the jitney and Emily got out. She ran to the edge of the road and watched as the lorry pulled into a waiting alcove. Nok jumped out of the passenger side and closed the doors behind the vehicle. Just like that, Galbassi had acquired himself another victim, but Emily was determined not to let him keep her. 
 
    A quick search of the general area showed no way of getting down to the courtyard, but she did find another way into the old forge. A steel door led to the upper levels. Pressing her shoulder against it, she gave it a shove. It moved, but only a little. The rusted hinges didn’t seem to want to let anyone in. 
 
    “Come on, give me a hand,” she called out to Tar who was still in the jitney. “We can get in through here.” 
 
    “I still think we should get some help,” the orc said before joining her at the door. 
 
    “There’s no time for that.” 
 
    On the count of three, they tried to force the door open. Even with their combined strength, it only moved a few more inches, but it was enough to slip through into the forge. As Emily stood in the darkness, she wasn’t sure which way to go. The light from the door only chased away a few feet of the gloom in front of her. It wasn’t until Tar entered, carrying an old rusty lantern, she could see what she was getting herself into. The place appeared abandoned. The forge hadn’t seen anyone in quite some time. The floors were covered with a thick layer of dust and aside from a gently metallic tapping, it was eerily quiet. Following the hallway deeper into the dower structure, they took the first staircase they came to. They were about three floors above and far west of where the lorry entered. As long as they kept moving in the right direction, they should be able to find where Galbassi was hiding. 
 
    The darkness was oppressive. It kept the light of the lantern to a mere three feet. Several impassible hallways forced them to find alternate routes. Some seemed to take them farther away from their intended destination. It wasn’t until they found the second staircase that traveling got easier. It was then they found their first signs of life—a light at the end of a corridor. 
 
    Tar extinguished the lantern as they got closer. It wouldn’t do to attract too much attention, not yet. Their first priority had to be finding the young woman. Only when she was safe would they worry about Galbassi. Even then, Emily wasn’t sure what she was going to do about him. She told Fat Foh she would turn him over to the authorities, but the Cabba was right. There was no one in authority—not this far down the Chimney. 
 
    As they moved closer to the source of the light, it led them through a maze of doors. The corridors were lined with them and it reminded Emily of the offices of the Bureau. They tried as many of them as they could along the way. None of them were locked, but none of the rooms looked as if they’d ever been used. Most were completely empty, and a few had the scattered remains of discarded furniture but little else. There were too many doors leading to too many rooms and not enough time to check them all. At the rate they were going, it would be hours before they found the right room, and that’s assuming they weren’t caught before they did. 
 
    Just when Emily was starting to lose hope, Tar tugged the back of her jacket. 
 
    “This way. Follow me,” he whispered. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “She’s this way, but she’s not alone. At least I don’t think she is.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Tar regarded her for a moment, then turned away. From the look on his face, he wanted to explain, but all he said was, “Trust me.” 
 
    He had never given her a reason not to, at least not yet, but she couldn’t help but be suspicious. However, she was fresh out of ideas, and not knowing which way to go, she let him lead. He took her past several more rooms, never stopping to look in any of them. The orc seemed to know exactly where he was going now and started walking faster as he moved from one corridor to the next. Then, without warning, he stopped outside one of the doors. There was nothing special about it. It didn’t look any different from any of the other doors they passed. 
 
    “They’re in here,” he whispered. 
 
    This was too convenient, Emily thought. 
 
    She was about to question his newfound knowledge when the hallway behind them suddenly lit up. Somebody was coming. She could hear footsteps heading in their direction as the sound of voices grew louder. Her first thought was they must have been discovered. Emily tried the door and was surprised to find it unlocked. She wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or relieved. Opening it, she pushed Tar in, then pulled it closed behind her, but just enough so she could keep an eye on the hallway. 
 
    Within moments, two vir came around the corner. They were walking, side by side. One was dressed in workman’s clothes. He had a long, narrow face and curly black hair with a nose that leaned over to one side. The second man was shorter but broader with slicked-back dark hair and a grim expression on his face. He was better dressed than his companion, but what caught Emily’s attention was his footwear. He was wearing black iron-shod boots—the same boots she saw when she regained consciousness after she was abducted. This was the man who arrived with Galbassi. This was the man who was supposed to look into her origin for him. 
 
    Thankfully, they didn’t appear to be searching for anyone and were only engaged in a simple conversation. 
 
    “More than I needed to know,” the man in the iron-shod boots was saying. 
 
    “But you have to admit, he could be a problem.” 
 
    “I think you’re worrying too much.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re worrying enough. What if he turns his mind this way?” 
 
    Too bad Emily had no idea what, or who, they were talking about. When they turned the corner, and she could no longer hear what they were saying, she closed the door. 
 
    The room they’d sought refuge in appeared to be a waiting area. Tables were pushed aside and there were a few chairs scattered haphazardly about. A row of cabinets along the wall were picked clean of anything useful. Besides the one they came through, there were only two other ways out of the room. Otherwise, the place was empty. There was no sign of the girl. 
 
    Tar stood off to one side and looked confused. He was staring at the far wall as if he was reading something, but the wall was bare. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked him. 
 
    When he looked at her, it was almost as if he didn’t recognize her. Without answering, he walked past her and placed his hand on one of the doors. 
 
    “They’re in here,” he said. 
 
    “Who are?” 
 
    “All of them. They’re in here.” 
 
    Emily crouched down and pressed her ear to the door. The sound was muffled, but she thought she could hear someone sobbing. She tried opening it, only to find it locked. That alone was a good sign, seeing as it was the first locked door they came across. 
 
    “How do you know they’re in there?” she asked. 
 
    The orc stared at her blankly. 
 
    “Tar, how do you know they’re in there?” she asked again, this time a little more forcefully. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You just said they’re all in there. How do you know?” 
 
    “I… I just do.” 
 
    It wasn’t an answer she was willing to accept, but this was not the time for a lengthy discussion. She tried the door again; it was still locked. 
 
    “Here, let me try.” 
 
    The orc pulled out a thin leather pouch from the inside of his jacket and produced two small picks. Crouching down next to the door he inserted them into the lock. 
 
    “You can pick locks?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Hey, I wasn’t always a jitney driver.” 
 
    As he worked on the lock, she decided to try the second door. That one was unlocked and led to a small office, one that had seen some use not too long ago. A few leather books were stacked on a desk, which had recently been wiped clean. Strange, and in some cases disturbing items hung from the walls. They appeared to be small mementos of the reluctant slaves who had passed through the hands of Galbassi. Family pictures, jewelry, letters, articles of clothing, locks of hair, but the one thing that caught her attention was a simple white mask. 
 
    Emily reached for the mask but stopped when she heard voices coming from the other room. At first, she thought Tar had managed to get the door open, but she wasn’t that lucky. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    So much for secrecy. It would appear they had finally been discovered. 
 
    Drawing the tyng from her jacket, she moved to the side of the open door to get a better look at what was happening in the next room. Two slavers, one orc, one vir, had Tar backed against the wall. The jitney driver had his hands out in front of him. 
 
     “This is not what it looks like,” he said. “I was exploring the old forge, looking for any scrap metals, when I ’eard what I thought were some people in trouble. I didn’t know they were yours. If it’s all the same to ya, I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “You ain’t going nowhere until we see what the boss has to say.” 
 
    Emily adjusted her grip on the tyng, which were now two feet long. There was no time to analyze the situation properly. She would have to improvise, so she targeted the orc first. They were usually faster and stronger. If she could put him down, the vir would be no trouble. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Emily charged into the room. She came in low. With the tyng in her left hand, she struck the back of the orc’s right knees. He never saw her coming. As he started to fall, she spun around behind him and lashed out with the tyng in her right hand. It connected with the side of his head, sending him to the ground faster. Without waiting to see if he was getting up, Emily moved to her second target. The vir was slower to react. He lunged for her, but she broke his forearm, then his ribs, and then his knee. The final blow was to his head. It was also the one that laid him out. 
 
    That was way too easy, she thought as she looked down at the prone bodies. It should never be that easy. The tyng retreated back into her clenched fists. 
 
    Tar stepped away from the wall and straightened his jacket. 
 
    “I’ll have ya know, I had everything under control,” he said. “I was just waiting for the right moment ta make my move.” 
 
    When she didn’t reply, he placed a hand on her shoulder. Emily flinched. 
 
    “Ya all right?” he asked. 
 
    “What? Yeah. Yeah, I’m okay.” 
 
    Tar looked down at the bodies. “Ya know ya did good,” he said. “I don’t think they was here ta lend their help.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I know. It’s only—did you get that door open?” 
 
    “No. Not yet. This is a proper dower lock. Takes a little time, unless…” Crouching down beside the bodies, Tar searched through their pockets and pulled out a small knife, a canvas purse, and finally a ring of keys. “Unless you happen to find one of these.” He grinned. 
 
    It took him several attempts even with the keys, but when he finally got the door open, a young man lunged at him with the leg of a chair. It came within inches of Tar’s head. The only thing that saved the orc was that he tripped over his own feet, trying to back away. As the young man lifted his crude club for a second attempt at Tar’s skull, Emily jumped between them. 
 
    “Wait,” she shouted. “We’re here to help.” 
 
    He slowly lowered his weapon. “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    He was a thin, young vir, still in his teens. A mess of red hair concealed his eyes. His clothes were dirty and he smelled as if he hadn’t bathed in days. 
 
    “My name is Emily. Emily Doyle. This is my friend Tar.” 
 
    She could tell the young man was conflicted. Another vir who didn’t trust orcs. 
 
    “We’re here to help,” she added. “Is there someone else in there with you?” 
 
    “It’s all right, Mark.” An older woman stepped out of the room. She seemed frail and tired. Her hair was matted, her clothes were torn, and her face was dirty. She glanced down nervously at the two prone bodies. “Are they… are they dead?” 
 
    “No,” Emily said. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    The woman seemed almost disappointed. 
 
    “I’m Alison, and this is Mark. We heard the fighting, but we didn’t know what to expect.” 
 
    “It’s all right. You’re safe now. Can you walk?” 
 
    “I can, but there’s someone else in here. She was brought in not too long ago. She hasn’t moved.” 
 
    Alison stepped away from the door, allowing Emily through. When Tar tried to get up, Mark took a defensive stance over the downed orc. 
 
    “I’ll stay down here, if it’s all the same to ya,” Tar said, waving her on. 
 
    There was nothing in the improvised cell besides a few broken pieces of furniture. In the back of the room, on what was left of a bed, a young woman lay motionless. Emily recognized her as the woman she had seen walking with Stefan earlier that evening. She placed two fingers gently against the side of the woman’s neck. 
 
    “She’s still alive.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Alison asked. 
 
    “Henol poisoning.” 
 
    “Poison?” 
 
    “She should be all right in a couple of hours, although I don’t think we can wait that long. Have you seen anyone else brought in?” 
 
    Alison paused for a moment and shook her head. “There were two others, but they were taken away yesterday. I have no idea where they are now.” 
 
    The thought of it made Emily nauseous. How many people had been smuggled out of the city for Galbassi’s profit? Based on the wall of trophies in his room—far too many. 
 
    “How long have you been here?” Emily asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Alison answered. “A couple of weeks, maybe more. We came to the forge two days ago, but I’m not sure where I was before that.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. We’re getting you out of here.” 
 
    She led Alison out of the room. Tar had managed to get back on his feet, although Mark was standing behind him with his chair leg at the ready. 
 
    “Tar, do you think you’re up to carrying the young woman back the way we came?” Emily asked. 
 
    Tar said nothing and glanced at Mark who seemed to be waiting for the orc to do something wrong. 
 
    “I’m sure Mark will help you,” she added. 
 
    “He’s an orc,” the young man said, grimacing. 
 
    “He’s an orc who saved our lives,” Alison corrected. 
 
    Mark lowered his weapon. “Fine, but I’m keeping a close eye on you.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Tar said. “It’s always good ta be appreciated.” 
 
    Emily left them to work it out and returned to Galbassi’s office. Pulling what appeared to be an old courier’s bag from the wall, she retrieved the white mask. Slipping the mask into the bag, she slung it over her shoulder and was about to head out the door, when she stopped to inspect the leather books. They seemed to be the only other things Galbassi valued in the room. 
 
    Opening the first one, she flicked through the pages. She wasn’t sure what she was reading as it wasn’t written in any language she understood. Although, from the way it was laid out, they appeared to be ledgers of some kinds. Emily closed the book and took the whole stack with her. 
 
    Leaving the room, she found Tar next to the door, the young woman, still unconscious, cradled in his arms. Mark stood behind him with his modified club. Hopefully he wouldn’t be using it on the orc anytime soon. Alison was standing against the wall. She looked a little nervous but seemed more energetic now that she was outside the cell. The thought of getting out of this alive must have rejuvenated her. The bodies of the slavers, however, were nowhere in sight. 
 
    “In the cell.” Tar jerked his head toward the locked door. “Thought it’d be safer if they woke up in there.” 
 
    If he felt they had to be locked up, then they must still be alive, which meant she didn’t break the first tenet—not completely. That was one burden she didn’t have to carry. 
 
    Emily handed Alison the books. 
 
    “I think these might have something to do with their business. Get these to…” 
 
    Who? 
 
    Nobody cared. 
 
    The whole reason the slavers could act with impunity was that there was no one around to stop them. Who would care what the books had to tell them? Who would care where the missing had gone? 
 
    “I’ll find someone who will listen,” Alison said. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Are we going, or ain’t we?” Tar asked. 
 
    “You think you can find your way back to the jitney?” 
 
    “Of course I can.” 
 
    “Then go. Get them out of here. Find someplace safe.” 
 
    “Aren’t you coming?” 
 
    Emily placed her hand on the courier’s bag. “I still have one more thing I have to do.” 
 
    “You can’t go after Galbassi alone.” 
 
    “If I don’t, who will?” 
 
    “Leave it to—” 
 
    “Who? The Mercs? They won’t touch him, and the guards don’t care.” 
 
    “There are still some decent Merc companies,” Tar argued. “The yellow Snakes for instance. They might be able to help. At least it’s worth a try.” 
 
    “If we leave, what’s to stop Galbassi from starting up somewhere else? It’s like you said back in the jitney, it may be years before we get a chance like this.” 
 
    “You are a stubborn young woman.” 
 
    “My father would wholeheartedly agree with you.” 
 
    Emily opened the door and peeked out into the hall. It was deserted. No lights, no voices, nobody around. 
 
    “Go, get moving. Get them to the jitney and get them out of here.” 
 
    “I’m coming back for you.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    Tar went down the hall first, followed closely by Mark. Alison paused for a moment at the door. She looked as if she wanted to say something, but instead, she handed Emily a small knife before tucking the books under her arm and running down the hall to catch up with the others. The knife was the same one Tar pulled out of the vir’s pocket when searching for the keys, only now, it was covered in blood. Emily glanced back to the locked cell door. Sometimes it’s better not knowing. She waited until Tar and the others turned the corner before slipping the knife into her pocket. 
 
    From what she had seen so far, besides the two guards who she wanted to believe were safely locked in the cell, there were at least five other people involved with Galbassi’s operation. Shagra did say slavers operated in small numbers. 
 
    Stefan, who was last seen heading back to the Amber Pot, was no longer a threat. She could deal with him at a later date. However, the two men in black he was working with could still pose a problem. She had no idea where they were and they might even be in the forge. Even if they were, she’d handled them once before. There was even a side of her that was looking forward to doing it again. 
 
    That left the iron-shod boots and the tall man with the crooked nose. They, out of all of them, appeared to be the ones in charge. She knew which way they went, and hopefully they would lead her straight to Galbassi. Retracing their path down the hall and taking the first right, she silently navigated the darkened corridors. It wasn’t long before she heard their voices again, but this time, one of them was a bit higher pitched than the others. 
 
    The door to the room was open, and she was able to slip in unseen. It was a long room with a barreled ceiling fitted with a massive ventilation system consisting of enormous fans and an unknown length of ductwork. A row of firepits, long since extinguished, ran the length of the floor. Against the wall were the remains of huge wooden bellows, while hammers rested silently on anvils. 
 
    This must have been one of the places where the dowers crafted their finer items. 
 
    On the far side of the room, two men were seated around one of the work stations. One was the grim-faced vir with the iron-shod boots; the other had to be Alaric Galbassi. As a howne, he only stood three feet high and looked more like a heavyset child than a man, except that he was smoking a thick cigar. The two were having a discussion about something, but Emily was too far away to make out what was being said. As for the man with the crooked nose, he was a lot closer. If he was there as a lookout, he wasn’t doing a very good job. He had his back to the door and seemed more interested in the tools left by the dowers than anything else. 
 
    Before she could reach Galbassi, she’d have to deal with crooked nose first, and she would have to do it silently. Slowly she crept up behind him. He seemed unaware of her presence as he tried to pick up a blacksmith’s hammer with a pair of old tongs, although he wasn’t having much luck. When Emily was close enough, she kicked the back of his knee, then stepped up on his bent leg and grabbed his shoulders, pulling him down. Wrapping her right arm around his neck, she pushed his head forward into the crook of her elbow, using her left hand. It took all of ten seconds before he went limp. A perfectly silent takedown, or it would have been had he not been still holding a pair of tongs. 
 
    It was amazing how well the sound echoed off the barreled ceiling. 
 
    Galbassi’s head whipped around at the noise. When he saw who it was, the cigar fell from his mouth and the color drained from his face. 
 
    “It’s—it’s her,” he shouted, jumping to his feet. “Kraig, don’t let it get me.” 
 
    The grim-faced man in the iron-shod boots slowly got up. He did not seem nearly as concerned as the howne. 
 
    Emily dropped Crooked Nose and made a run for Galbassi, but Kraig quickly cut her off. Pulling one of the tyng from her jacket, she thought it to a comfortable two-foot length and faced off against the man while the howne hastily collected a large pile of money off the anvil. 
 
    “You can’t leave. We have the place surrounded,” she lied. So much for the fourth tenet. 
 
    Galbassi stopped midgrab, and a few fyn fell to the floor as he quickly looked to each of the exits. Kraig, on the other hand, simply laughed. 
 
    “Yeah. And who exactly are we?” he asked. 
 
    “The Red Wolf Mercs.” 
 
    “Is that so? And… what? I’m supposed to believe you’re a Merc?” 
 
    “Believe what you want, but we already have the rest of your men. Stefan gave you up.” 
 
    The last lie seemed to strike a chord. Kraig was no longer smiling. 
 
    “If you surrender now, things will go easier,” Emily added. 
 
    It would appear Kraig had no intention of surrendering. Instead he ran toward her with his right arm extended outward. A memoria metal rod grew from his clenched fist, but it didn’t stay a rod for long. It suddenly went limp and dragged along the ground behind him. When he stopped, he whipped it around. The rod, now a rope, lashed out at Emily and wrapped itself around her legs. Kraig gave it a sharp pull, yanking her off her feet. Once she was down, the rope grew shorter and flattened to a point, creating a spear-like weapon. She barely managed to deflect the attack. The sharp sound of metal on metal rang out as she pushed the point aside; it drove into the stone floor beside her head. Rolling out from under Kraig, she quickly got to her feet and barely avoided being hit by a long-handled hammer. Stumbling back, she put the anvil between them. It would appear Kraig’s experience with the memoria metal far exceeded her own. 
 
    Surprisingly, he didn’t press his advantage. Instead he stood between her and the exit, holding what now appeared to be a roundheaded swordlike ax. It defied classification, but it didn’t seem to bother him as he wielded it with ease. Behind him, Emily could see Galbassi collect the last of the fyn from the floor. He was now running toward the door on the far side of the room. If he made it into the maze that was the forge, she might never find him. He probably knew every bolt hole and exit to the place. It would only be a matter of time before he found his way back into the city. She also had to worry about Crooked Nose. He wouldn’t be out for much longer. She didn’t need him regaining consciousness anytime soon. 
 
    Her only option was to take Kraig out as quickly as possible, and that meant bringing the fight to him. A prolonged battle would only be to the vir’s advantage. Emily adjusted her grip on her tyng. She would have to move fast, stay out of his reach, throw caution to the wind, but most importantly of all, completely ignore the first tenet. Surprisingly, the last part was no longer a concern. 
 
    Leaping up onto the anvil, she launched herself through the air at her target. A two-handed over-the-head attack. Kraig easily knocked it, and her, aside. She knew he would, but she had to start somewhere. Hitting the ground, she rolled and came up behind him where she attempted her second strike, but he managed to block that one as well. From there, she spun to the left but pulled her attack, drawing him off balance, and whipped the tyng around to strike him below the rib cage. It was a good solid hit, or it would have been if he hadn’t been wearing some type of padded armor under his shirt. As he countered, his weapon slithered its way around her defenses, and like a snake, it bit her. It was a sharp pain, but nothing she hadn’t felt before. Kraig remained on the offensive, and his weapon flowed like liquid in his hands. It was impossible to tell where his next attack would come from or what form it would take. She took a few more hits, but nothing serious; it was almost as if he was playing with her. Countering his strikes, she tried feigning to the right this time but managed to turn at the last moment to take out the knee. She never connected. Kraig’s memoria metal rod wrapped itself around her tyng and yanked it out of her hand. It then tossed it across the room before trying to flatten her by turning into a large silver fist. Striking the ground at her feet, it cracked the stone floor. It was also the first mistake Kraig made—he overcommitted himself to the attack. 
 
    Jumping back, Emily pulled the small knife from her pocket and flung it in Kraig’s direction. It was never meant to hit him, and he easily avoided it, but it gave her the opening she needed. When he turned his head, she leaped onto the metal fist and, drawing the second tyng from her sleeve, found her target. It was a small point, right below and slightingly behind his right ear. As her momentum carried her past, she struck it with the end of the tyng, violently forcing his head forward. Kraig stumbled and collapsed, bouncing off the anvil before hitting the floor. 
 
    She never waited to see if he was getting up. Retrieving her lost tyng, she pursue Galbassi into the heart of the forge. 
 
    The howne had a head start. If he got away, she had no doubt he would spring up somewhere else in the city and start all over, so this had to end now. Fortunately, he was making it easier for her. The armfuls of cash he carried left a visible trail she could track. Down through a series of lit corridors, she followed the fallen fyn like breadcrumbs, until they led her to a narrow metal bridge. It crossed over the heart of the forge, a forty-foot drop to the floor below. Huge blast furnaces rose up from the ground like great stone trees while a series of platforms and interconnected bridges wove their way between them. It looked like a metallic version of some forgotten elfish playground. Overhead, massive cast-iron cauldrons were suspended on steel rails. Metal cars on tracks that had once carried supplies and material were now rusted in place. So much of the dower’s way of life was lost when the vir took over Kameria. 
 
    Emily tested the bridge before attempting to cross. It seemed stable enough, but when she reached the halfway point, something struck one of the support cables. Diving for cover, she hid behind a large metal cog. It offered as much protection as she could hope for, but it meant she’d walked into a trap. For some reason, instead of escaping, Galbassi was lying in wait. He seemed as determined to stop her as she was to stop him. 
 
    Sitting with her back against the cog, she weighed her options: returning the way she came or making a run for the far end of the bridge. It was about the same distance in either direction. Going back would be safer, but it would give Galbassi a chance to escape. There was also the risk of not knowing where he was. 
 
    Emily peeked over the top of the cog, but there was no sign of the howne. She knew he was out there, and she had a pretty good idea of what he was armed with. She had seen it before, in the hands of a Blue Tiger Merc as well as an inebriated dower. A small cylinder that fired… something. Whatever it was, it was not something she wanted to get hit by, seeing as the support cable was still smoking. 
 
    If she could get to the far side of the bridge and reach the platform on the other side, the stacks from the blast furnace would offer her better protection. It might even give her a better vantage point. With a deep breath, she jumped to her feet and made a run for it. She heard the second shot. It struck the bridge so far behind her she had to stop and see what he was aiming at. As far as she could tell, there was nothing back there worth targeting. 
 
    Taking a chance, she stood motionless on the bridge and waited for Galbassi to appear. It took a few moments, but she spotted him hiding behind a broken cauldron, one that had fallen from the rails above. The section of the platform he was on had been damaged, and the bridge behind him was gone. It would appear the howne had trapped himself. That would explain why he didn’t try to escape—he couldn’t. 
 
    As he leaned around the broken cauldron, he held something with both hands. There was a flash of blue light followed closely by the sound of another impact. This one was nearly ten feet to the left of where Emily was standing. It would appear Alaric Galbassi was not very proficient with this type of weapon. Still, she had a feeling it would only take one shot to mess up her day. As he ducked back behind the cauldron, she made for the safety of the furnace stack. 
 
    It seemed to take him a few minutes to load the weapon. If she timed it right, she should be able to reach the stack on the next platform, the one he was hiding on. Then it was simply a matter of stopping him before he could get off another shot. Unfortunately, the closer she was, the better his chances of hitting her. 
 
    Picking up a small stone, she tossed it down the bridge, toward the metal cog. Sure enough, the howne popped out from behind his cover to fire again. The shot hit the stack right above her head. Either his aim was improving, or he was getting worse. Using the few minutes it took him to reload, she made for the second platform. She was already behind the stacks when he took another shot. Where he was aiming that time, she had no idea. 
 
    “Give it up, Galbassi. The Red Wolves have the place surrounded.” 
 
    The lie worked once before—why not try it again? 
 
    “I… I don’t believe you. I know what you really are and who you’re working for. I won’t let you take me to her.” 
 
    That wasn’t the reaction she expected. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “They sent you, didn’t they? Don’t deny it. They… they want me dead.” 
 
    “Who wants you dead?” 
 
    “Don’t pretend you don’t know.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You’re working for them. I… I know what you are. I had nothing to do with her death, but they don’t believe me.” 
 
    “Whose death?” 
 
    “That… that female Yastazie.” 
 
    “Yastazie?” 
 
    “The one they called Amanda.” 
 
    That was all Emily needed to hear. Charging out from behind the stacks, she rushed Galbassi’s hiding place, but he wasn’t there. He had somehow gotten around behind her. Howne could be quiet when they wanted to be. She turned; he fired. The shot burned into her left shoulder. The recoil caused him to stumble backward toward the edge of the platform. As she fell to the ground, she extended the tyng in her right hand. The memoria metal rod curved into a hook, catching him as he went over the edge. 
 
    He was surprisingly heavy for such a short howne. His weight nearly pulled the tyng out of her hand. Sliding toward the edge of the platform, she grabbed a section of railing, but the pain in her arm made it hard to hold on. 
 
    “Don’t let me fall. Don’t let me fall.” 
 
    She could hear him crying as he tried to climb up the metal rod. Bracing herself on the platform, she made her way to the edge. Galbassi was staring up at her, clinging to the end the hook. He looked terrified. 
 
    “What do you know about Amanda?” she demanded. 
 
    “Pull, me up and I’ll tell ya.” 
 
    “Not until you tell me about Amanda.” 
 
    “All I know is she’s dead.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but it’s true. I saw her die.” 
 
    “You lie.” 
 
    “It’s the truth. I—” 
 
    The tyng straightened out, and Galbassi was gone. 
 
    Emily stared into the darkness. 
 
    Rolling away from the edge, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The memoria metal betrayed her, or maybe it did what she couldn’t. It didn’t matter now. She had broken the first tenet beyond repair. Galbassi was gone and if she believed the howne, so was her sister. The whole reason she came to New Doral was to find Amanda, and now it would appear she was too late. 
 
    As Emily struggled to get to her feet, something ricocheted off the cauldron. She quickly turned to where the shot came from. Kraig was standing on the bridge. 
 
    He seemed a little wobbly and was having trouble aiming. Her attack might have left him dazed, but he was still a better shot than Galbassi. Emily took cover behind the cauldron. 
 
    “Come on out,” he shouted. “You got nowhere to run.” 
 
    She heard him stumble as he crossed the bridge. His footsteps were unsteady. He was hurt, but she was in no condition to continue their battle. 
 
    Another shot rang off the top of the cauldron. 
 
    “Don’t make me come over there,” he shouted. 
 
    “If you leave now, you might still get away.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that char, skelk. I know you’re alone.” 
 
    He fired a third shot, which was followed closely by a fourth. There was no way he could reload that quickly. She peeked over the top of the cauldron. Kraig had reached the platform, but he was just standing there. If it wasn’t for the large hole in his chest, she might have thought he was simply waiting for her. He slowly sank to his knees and fell on his face. 
 
    Emily moved out from behind the cauldron and carefully approached Kraig. There was no doubt about it: he was dead. 
 
    “The Cabba wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    Shagra stood on the far side of the bridge, green overcoat and all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
     A Successful Audition 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shagra said nothing more. He simply turned and walked away. Emily ran to catch up with him. 
 
    “What are you doing here? How did you even know where to find me? What did you do to that man?” 
 
    “You should know by now. You speak with the Cabba first.” 
 
    “You can at least tell me how you found me.” 
 
    “We were told you were here.” 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Tar. It was Tar, wasn’t it? Is he all right? What have you done with him? How about the others? Did everyone get out safely?” 
 
    Shagra stopped walking, hung his head, and sighed. “We have done nothing with your friend,” he answered. “He is safe, as are Galbassi’s recent victims. Now, if you would please hold your questions until you see the Cabba.” 
 
    “Fine. Lead the way.” 
 
    They didn’t go back the same way Emily came in. Instead, Shagra took her through the lower levels of the forge. He seemed to know the place well and led her down through the storage areas to the main foyer, where several well-dressed men were waiting. They wore dark suits and even darker expressions. Not the type of men one would want to encounter alone while in an abandoned dower forge. 
 
    Shagra waved two of them forward. One was a thick, compact, square-jawed old man while the other was much younger and had a thick mass of unkempt blond hair. They stood silently in front of Shagra, awaiting their orders. 
 
    “Lee, see to our little friend here,” Shagra said, directing the younger man toward Emily. He then led the older man a few steps away before engaging him in conversation. 
 
    Emily wanted to hear what they were talking about but found it difficult with Lee trying to steer her away from them. Resigning herself to the fact that she wasn’t going to learn anything more from Shagra, she reluctantly followed the young man. When they were far enough away from the others, he removed a gray cloth satchel from around his neck and set it down on the floor. 
 
    “Can you lift up your shirt?” he asked. 
 
    It seemed like an odd request until she realized he was some kind of healer. The gray cloth satchel on the floor was filled with bandages and small jars of ointments. Emily had almost forgotten she was injured, but the red splotch of blood soaking into her shirt was a quick reminder. She carefully removed her jacket. 
 
    The wound caused by Kraig’s memoria weapon wasn’t as bad as it looked. It was a six-inch gash above her hip. Peeling the shirt away reopened the wound and it started to bleed. 
 
    “That looks pretty deep,” Lee remarked. He dug into the satchel and came out with a roll of cloth tape. “This should take care of it.” Tearing off a strip, he applied it to the wound. Much to Emily’s surprise, the pain subsided almost instantly. “Leave that on for two to three days. You should be able to remove it then with no trouble. Are you hurt anywhere else?” 
 
    She thought for a moment before flexing the fingers of her left hand. “My arm is still a little numb.” 
 
    Lee gently took hold of her hand and proceeded to run his fingers up and down her arm. He had a delicate and skilled touch. It was only when he reached her shoulder did she pull back. 
 
    “Sorry. Did that hurt?” he asked. 
 
    “A bit.” 
 
    “There doesn’t seem to be anything broken or out of place. How did you manage to injure it?” 
 
    “I’m not really sure. Galbassi shot me with this metal tube like—” 
 
    “A mana sling.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    Lee laughed. “Latest thing to come out of Mana-Tech. They’ve been trying to peddle it to the Mercs, although it seems as if everyone but the Mercs is getting their hands on them. It’s a real game changer.” 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    “It’s basically a sling that throws mana. Some people call them techno-wands. Sort of an updated version of the wands mages used a long time ago. Seeing as you still have your arm, you must have been hit with the standard version.” 
 
    “Standard version?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re not all that lethal, but they pack a punch. You get hit in the chest, you’re out for hours. You get hit in the head, you could be out for days, if not permanently.” 
 
    Lee rummaged through his satchel and removed a thin vial. Flipping open the lid, he tipped two small pills into his hand. 
 
    “If you take these with—” 
 
    “I can’t,” Emily said, cutting him off. “I’m sorry, but it goes against my teachings.” 
 
    “You follow the path?” he asked. 
 
    “How did you—” 
 
    “I’ve treated a few dowers in my time.” He dropped the pills back into the vial and the vial back into the satchel. “The feeling in your arm should return in time. I’m afraid I don’t have anything on me that will alleviate the discomfort.” 
 
    “That’s okay. Thank you anyway.” 
 
    “As I said, you’re lucky it was a standard-version mana sling.” 
 
    Emily thought of the hole in Kraig’s chest. 
 
    “There are other versions?” she asked. 
 
    “Officially—no.” 
 
    “But Shagra—” 
 
    “Don’t even ask,” Lee said. He looked over to where Shagra was still talking to the square-jawed old man, then leaned in closer to Emily and wispered. “Let’s just say there are some… modified versions. Highly lethal and highly illegal. Technically, they don’t exist, but you can’t have a standard version without an upgraded version, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    Lee packed up his satchel and slung it back over his shoulder. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can help you with?” 
 
    Emily thought of Sarah and wondered if the young man was married. She doubted her friend would say no to a healer. 
 
    “Thank you. You’ve been great.” 
 
    “Take care of yourself.” He smiled. 
 
    She waited until he joined the rest of his team before making her way back to Shagra. Standing quietly behind him, she managed to catch the last few words of the old man’s report. 
 
    “…as well as the other two, sir.” 
 
    “Very good, West,” Shagra replied. “And what of Stefan?” 
 
    “We have eyes on him.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    “As you wish, sir.” 
 
    “Wait.” Emily stepped between them. “What’s going on? Who’s been dealt with, and what are you planning to do with Stefan?” 
 
    Her sudden outburst startled West. The old man seemed unsure of how to respond to her and looked to Shagra for help. Shagra closed his eyes and sighed. 
 
    “Go,” he said, waving West away. “If you start answering her questions, we’ll never get out of here.” 
 
    “And what’s that supposed to mean?” she asked. 
 
    “See? They never end. Go now while you still can.” 
 
    West barely managed to hide a smile as he turned to the other men and waved them out the door. 
 
    “What’s happening? What are they going to do to Stefan?” 
 
    “It no longer concerns you.” 
 
    “Of course it does. This is my case.” 
 
    “Your case?” Shagra looked at her sideways. “If I’m not mistaken, you’re not exactly a Merc.” 
 
    “That’s a technicality. The fact is, I found Galbassi’s operation. I stopped… him.” 
 
    “Yes, you did, and the Cabba will be pleased.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure why she cared so much about Stefan. He was a predator who hunted the innocent for profit, although now it sounded as if he was the one being hunted. In the end, Shagra was right. She wasn’t a Merc. She had no authority in New Doral. It wasn’t as if she could punish Stefan for his part in Galbassi’s operation, but that didn’t mean Shagra’s way was better. 
 
    Once outside the forge, even the stale air of the city was an improvement. Emily looked up at the underside of the layer above. She thought if she concentrated hard enough, she could sense where the sun was located, but it was no use. It would always be twilight in the Chimney. 
 
    There were three currus parked in the courtyard as well as Galbassi’s lorry. There was no sign of the two men who drove it. She had a feeling she wasn’t going to see them again. It would seem Fat Foh was tying up all of her loose ends. 
 
    As two of the currus pulled away, Shagra held open the door of the third. 
 
    “The Cabba is waiting.” 
 
    “Let him,” she mumbled before climbing into the back seat. She made herself comfortable as Shagra got behind the wheel and followed the rest of the vehicles through the old metal gates. Emily already knew she wasn’t going to get any answers from him. The man was as tight-lipped as ever, so she settled in for the long ride. Slipping her hand into the courier’s bag, she ran her fingers over the surface of the mask. She wanted so much to take it out and examine it. Make sure it was still okay, but she couldn’t. Not here. Not now. They would never understand. Instead she took out one of the tyng and thought it a one-foot length, then curved it into a hook before straightening it out again. It was that simple, and yet all she could think of was the terrified look on Galbassi’s face when he fell into the darkness. She never wanted that to happen… or maybe she did. It didn’t matter. Either way she looked at it, she’d violated the first tenet beyond redemption. It would be a long walk along the path before she could seek forgiveness. 
 
      
 
      
 
     ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re here, Miss Doyle.” 
 
    Opening her eyes, the first thing Emily saw was the large, but dry, two-tiered fountain outside the currus’s window. She was back at Fat Foh’s retreat. As the vehicle pulled up to the curb, the orc in a well-tailored gray suit opened the back door for her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said while climbing out. 
 
     Shagra walked ahead of her into the main house. As they passed through the halls of curiosities, Emily stopped to look, once again, at the ritualistic masks. They were all very ornate, especially when compared to the one she carried. 
 
    “The Cabba is waiting,” Shagra reminded her. 
 
    Following the man farther into the manor, they stopped outside Fat Foh’s office. Shagra gently knocked on the door before opening it. He never set foot in the office and simply leaned in to announce her arrival. 
 
    “She is here, Cabba.” 
 
    “Fine. Fine. Send her in,” came the voice from within. 
 
    Not much had changed since the last time Emily was in Iakob’s office, although she didn’t really expect it to. It was only a couple of days ago. The books were the same, the desk was the same. The only thing she took a moment longer to study were curiosities. They sat on their shelves in neat little rows, and after seeing Galbassi’s collection, she couldn’t help but wonder where the Cabba had acquired his artifacts. 
 
    “It is good to see you again, Mrs. Doyle,” Iakob said as he leaned back in his chair. The creaking sounded louder this time around and she was sure the poor piece of furniture wasn’t long for this world. 
 
    “So.” Emily started to pace the floor. “How much of this did you already know?”  
 
    Iakob looked at her and frowned. “I do not think I understand.” 
 
    “You knew Galbassi was behind this.” 
 
    “Only after you spoke with Shagra.” 
 
    “And the Henol? The poison that was used to abduct his victims. Did you know about that?” 
 
    “He has used it before.” 
 
    “Did you also know he was hiding in the dower forge?” 
 
    “Ah. Now you give me too much credit.” 
 
    “Then how did you know where to find me?” 
 
    Iakob shifted his massive bulk in the chair, leaning to one side. “A mutual friend informed me you visited him in the goblin district,” he explained. “You may know him as Rip. I told him it would be in his best interest if he let me know if you were down there asking questions.” 
 
    “You had me followed?” 
 
    “No. I had Stefan followed. After I learned the name of Galbassi’s flesh hound, I had him watched.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you stop him yourself.” 
 
    “Because I had to see if you were good enough.” 
 
    “Good enough? Good enough for what?” 
 
    Iakob leaned forward in his chair. A broad smiled crossed his face. “Good enough to come and work for me.” 
 
    “That… I’m afraid… is out of the question,” she replied. 
 
    “You are refusing?” 
 
    “I have a feeling your path and mine aren’t exactly heading in the same direction.” 
 
    “I can make it worth your while. Take some time and think about what I’m offering.” 
 
    “I did. Thank you, but no thank you.” 
 
    Iakob sank back in his chair and sighed. He wasn’t angry, but he did seem disappointed. “Very well,” he said. “I admire you, Mrs. Doyle. You have… okspata.” 
 
    Emily wasn’t sure if she was insulted or complimented. Seeing as the man didn’t appear annoyed, she opted for the latter. 
 
    “Um… thank you?” 
 
    He laughed. “At least let me reward you from removing that howne-sized thorn from my side.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that. I have a feeling such rewards come with very long strings attached.” 
 
    “Perhaps they do.” He sighed. “You are a worthy opponent, Mrs. Doyle. You play the game well.” 
 
    “I’m not much for playing games, Mr. Foh, but I guess if I’m staying, I’ll have to learn the rules.” 
 
    “Then you are choosing to remain in the city?” 
 
    “For a while, at least. I still have a few personal matters to see to.” 
 
    “Then I wish you well.” 
 
    Iakob reached under his desk and the office door opened. 
 
    “You wish to see me, sir?” Shagra asked. 
 
    “Will you take Mrs. Doyle to wherever she wishes to go?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Shagra stepped aside, allowing Emily to exit the office. Once in the hall, he closed the door and motioned for her to follow. 
 
    “So. You turned the Cabba down,” he said without looking at her. 
 
    “How did you know?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re leaving—aren’t you?” 
 
    He was a difficult man to read, but she had a feeling he approved of her decision. 
 
    “You think I made the right choice?” 
 
    Shagra stopped walking. He turned and looked back the way they came. Although he couldn’t see him, she knew he was looking at Iakob Foh. “I do,” he said after a while. “This is not the life for someone like you.” 
 
    “Is it for someone like you?” 
 
    The man smiled wistfully and slowly shook his head. “Some of us were never given that choice.” 
 
    Emily had a feeling that was about as much personal information she was ever going to get from Shagra, but maybe it was enough. As they reached the front door, the orc in the gray tailored suit held it open for them. Once outside, Emily spotted a familiar vehicle parked in the driveway. Tar pushed himself away from the jitney and opened the passenger’s side door. 
 
    “It would appear your ride is already here,” Shagra said. “I suppose this is goodbye.” 
 
    “I suppose it is. Goodbye, Shagra. And thank you for… you know. Saving my ass back there.” 
 
    He said nothing more and simply returned to the main house. Emily ran down the walk to where Tar was waiting. 
 
    “Thought ya might need a ride,” the orc said. 
 
    “And how did you find me this time?” 
 
    “No big secret. I returned to the forge, but I saw Foh’s men picking you up.” 
 
    “And you figured I’d need a ride home?” 
 
    “Don’t ya always?” 
 
    “What about Mark and the girls?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about them,” Tar said as he got behind the wheel of the jitney. “They’re safe. I got them to the lift. I was going to take them all the way to the Yellow Snakes, but Alison insisted I go back for ya.” 
 
    “You think they’ll be all right?” 
 
    “As all right as anybody is in the Chimney. Come on. I’ll take you home unless ya plan on hunting more slavers.” 
 
    “No. Home sounds great right about now.” 
 
    As the jitney pulled away from the Foh manor, Emily leaned back in the passenger seat and looked out the window. 
 
    “You know, you still haven’t answered my question,” she said. 
 
    “Which question would that be?” Tar asked. 
 
    “When we were in the forge, how did you know where they were keeping their prisoners?” 
 
    “Oh. That.” 
 
    “Yeah. That. How did you know?” 
 
    Tar fell silent for a moment. He seemed reluctant to talk about it at first. “Do you remember what I told ya, earlier—about my family being descendants of the shaman?” 
 
    “Are you saying you used some kind of magic?” 
 
    “Char. No,” Tar answered quickly. 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “It’s as I told ya. The far-sight. Shamans have the gift of… visions. It’s not something I talk about or even practice. As ya know, magic isn’t very welcome in the Chimney. It’s as good a way as any to get ya-self thrown into the abyss.” 
 
    “Do you have these… visions often?” 
 
    “Not very, but when I do, I try ta listen to them.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you did.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The Thatcher Method 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trip back home was, thankfully, uneventful. Tar drove her to her apartment, which, she was happy to find, was empty. It wasn’t that she didn’t wish to speak with Sarah, but she needed the time to reflect on the events of the day and realign herself with the path she had wandered away from. In other words, she needed to meditate. 
 
    There was no doubt about it this time. She disobeyed the first tenet, but it went beyond that. She didn’t just cause harm, she took a life. She killed Alaric Galbassi. It may not have been what she set out to do, but it still didn’t negate the fact that it happened. The howne’s death was her fault. 
 
    At first, she tried to justify it. She told herself that Galbassi was evil. He hurt people, stole from them, lied. If she measured him against the path, he came up short in nine out of eleven tenets, and she was pretty sure he didn’t care much for the other two. However, in the end, life is too precious. 
 
    The paths had, once again, diverged, and once again she took the wrong one, only this time she followed it too far. Was this the path she was meant to walk? Was this what her father was afraid of? 
 
    Was she Yastazie? 
 
    She only heard the word used once before, and that was when her sister claimed to be Yastazie. It was during an argument she had with their father. Emily never knew what the argument was about. Her sister refused to tell her and her father simply said it was a misunderstanding, her father being the master of the understatement. After that day, the word simply slipped from her memory until Hardbrew brought it back. He believed she was Yastazie, and he wasn’t the only one. Rip held the same belief, as did Galbassi, but what exactly were the Yastazie? The howne feared them so much he ran blindly into the depth of the forge, only to take a wrong turn and trap himself on a platform. 
 
    Emily couldn’t remember much about her life before the monastery—she was too young. Her earliest memory was that of her sister and her huddled together in a dark cave while it was raining. She wasn’t even sure if the memory was real. Supposedly, they were found in the wild and brought to the monastery, where Konoe took them in. He was the first to teach them how to walk the path. He was also the only father Emily ever knew. 
 
    A loud thump in the other room quickly ended her meditation. Her journey to find the path again would have to wait for another time. Unfortunately, she didn’t find the answer she was looking for. She would have to try again when her mind was more settled. 
 
    Getting to her feet, she quickly got dressed and exited her bedroom only to find Sarah in the kitchen. Her roommate was mixing something up in a large bowl—hopefully it wasn’t more of her charcoal muffins. It was hard to tell if she was just getting up or just getting in. 
 
    “Did I wake you?” Sarah asked. 
 
    Emily made her way into the kitchen and took a glass from the cupboard. “No. I was going over a few things,” she answered. 
 
    Filling the glass with water, she took a seat at the table and pulled the morning paper toward her. The main story was about the Crystal Exploration Corporation exceeding its quota on mana crystals. There was also something about the arrest of an orc by the name of Rakgu as well as a Bureau member talking about the Terra dust epidemic. That brought back memories. The sight of that vir, sitting alone in Goblin Town, one breath away from death. Emily pushed the paper away. 
 
    “Not much in it this morning,” Sarah said as she added a few more ingredients to the mix. “Pretty much the same news every day.” 
 
    Somehow, Emily didn’t doubt that. From what she’d seen so far, the morning paper was nothing more than a long list of depressing stories. They simply changed the names and locations. 
 
    “Did you just get in?” 
 
    Sarah smiled mischievously. “Is that the sound of disapproval I hear?” 
 
    “It’s none of my business.” 
 
    “Maybe it seems that way because you went to bed early.” 
 
    “Probably. How can anyone tell what time it is in this city?” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it.” Sarah laughed. 
 
    She spooned the mixture into the bays of a muffin pan and slipped it into the oven. Emily cringed. She could almost taste that charcoal flavor. Sarah poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down at the table across from her. 
 
    “So, where were you yesterday?” she asked. 
 
    Emily leaned back in her chair. She wasn’t sure how much she wanted to tell Sarah. The regrettable event at the forge was a path she felt had to be traveled alone. Besides, she wasn’t sure how Sarah would react to the news of the howne’s death. If she was horrified, it might strain their relationship. If she approved of it—well then, that would probably be worse. Best to skirt the issue altogether. While the tenets forbade lying, leaving out certain details was acceptable. 
 
    “I found Galbassi.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes widened. “You found him? Where?” 
 
    “He was hiding out in the dower forges on tier eleven. Tar helped me locate him.” 
 
    “Well, what happened?” 
 
    “Nothing… really. After I confronted him I let Foh’s men handle the situation.” 
 
    “Foh? You mean Iakob Foh, that crook who hangs around with those sl— those orcs?” 
 
    Emily smiled. At least Sarah was trying to change her views of the other races. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one. He wanted Galbassi as much as I did. So his people dealt with Galbassi’s crew.” 
 
    “Does that mean it’s finished? Did you find what you were looking for?” 
 
    “Yes and no.” Emily shrugged. “In the end, what does it matter? All that matters is it’s over.” 
 
    “I suppose. Still, I have to admit, I didn’t think you would find him.” 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it that way,” Sarah said. “I mean—I don’t know. Finding someone in a city this large, and a city you know little about, that’s something. You’re like a natural-born Merc. It’s a shame they don’t hire women. Me, I wouldn’t even know where to start.” 
 
    “Thanks… I guess. Speaking of Mercs, did Berk say anything when I left?” 
 
    “Plenty. Actually, we spent most of the night together.” 
 
    Emily stared at her in disbelief. “Seriously.” 
 
    Sarah laughed. “Not like that, silly. He’s nice and all, but he is still just a Merc.” 
 
    “So, what did you guys do?” 
 
    “Exactly what you told him to do. We investigated the MRC.” 
 
    “You went with him?” 
 
    “You left him holding a magic amulet.” Sarah actually rolled her eyes. “Did you honestly believe he was going to use it?” 
 
    “Oh. I guess I didn’t think that all the way through.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t. That’s why I had to tag along, to use it for him, not that it did any good.” 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t mean to get you involved in this.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s all right. It was kind of fun in a strange sort of way. It’s not every day you get to play at being a Merc.” 
 
    Emily drank the last of her water and set the glass aside. “So, I take it you didn’t find anything.” 
 
    “No,” Sarah replied. “We spoke with a Mr. Jacob, but according to Berk, he didn’t have anything new to add. He did, however, offer a reward if we find the dower’s research.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t that nice. It sounds like he was quite broken up over the deaths of Hardbrew and the others. So, I guess Mira’s little trinket didn’t work?” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” Sarah confessed. “It didn’t come with any instructions. I held it up and walked round the room while Berk questioned a few of the employees, but nothing happened. I didn’t know if it was supposed to change colors or vibrate or what.” 
 
    “Mira wasn’t all that clear on its use, was she?” 
 
    “She didn’t seem to hold out much hope in it to begin with.” 
 
    Sarah sipped her coffee. Emily took another look at the paper, and that’s when she saw it. It was obvious, really, if she thought about it. Then again, her mind was preoccupied with other matters. 
 
    “You know, I think we might be looking at this all wrong.” 
 
    Sarah looked at her from over the rim of her cup. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t think the MRC had anything to do with Hardbrew’s death or the other dower’s. Sure, they’re more interested in the research than anything else—but why kill off the three people who could provide that research for you?” 
 
    “I thought it was obvious, because they didn’t want to share it,” Sarah answered. 
 
    “But that’s the problem. You would only have to share the research if you had it in your possession, and it doesn’t sound as if the MRC have it in their possession. If they did, they wouldn’t still be looking for it.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Sarah said. “Why kill off the only three people who know where that research is, or if it even exists?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Then it was the Church after all.” 
 
    “No.” Emily shook her head. “I don’t think it was the Church either.” 
 
    “Then who?” 
 
    Turning the paper around, she tapped on the headlines. Sarah pulled it closer. 
 
    “I don’t see how an orc getting arrested has anything to do with this case. Unless you think the orcs are behind it.” 
 
    “No. Not that one. The one about the Crystal Exploration Corporation.” 
 
    Sarah looked at the paper again. “I’m still not following you.” She skimmed over the story. “It says the CEC managed to exceed its Bureau quota in spite of heavy protests for the Church of Gaea and the destruction of one of its heavy drillers.” 
 
    Emily tapped the paper before getting up from the table. “Think about it,” she said. “Hardbrew explained that, if implemented, their technique could double, if not triple, the mana output. That would easily put whoever owns it ahead of their competition.” 
 
    “Oh. I see what you’re saying,” Sarah exclaimed. “And if that happened, the Bureau, being the Bureau, would pull its contract from the CEC and reward it to the MRC.” 
 
    “If the MRC was in possession of the research.” 
 
    “But what does the Church have to do with it?” 
 
    “Nothing. The Church of Gaea is a convenient scapegoat. Blame it on the Church and nobody investigates the mining companies. Besides, it also implicates the church in something more serious than nonviolent protests. The killing of three dowers would have to affect the church’s credibility.” 
 
    “Well, I guess,” Sarah said, although she didn’t sound fully convinced. “But nobody knew the Church was supposedly behind the assassinations.” 
 
    “That’s only because whoever is behind this underestimated how little everyone cared about the dower,” Emily answered. 
 
    “I’m not following you.” 
 
    “After the death of Boulderjaw, the MRC must have realized their research was in jeopardy. I don’t think they cared who killed Boulderjaw. They simply needed to secure the research. They knew they had to make it look good for the Bureau, so they hired the Red Wolf Company to look into the matter, but really the Red Wolves were trying to find and secure whatever information they could from the other dowers. They didn’t want to waste resources investigating the deaths, so they assigned the case to Berk. Berk had already confessed he’d never done an investigation before, so he went along with Captain Petrova’s theory that Boulderjaw’s death was an accident, caused by a fire.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is, the CEC tried to frame the Church, but no one was looking into the whole Church of Gaea angle to begin with,” Sarah concluded. 
 
    “Not until we came along.” 
 
    “Where does that leave us?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, it’s only a theory. Without evidence, there’s nothing we can do. The next stop would be to check out the CEC. Maybe Mira’s little amulet will work there.” 
 
    “Actually, the next stop is the Bird,” Sarah said. “Our shift starts in an hour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emily sat in the corner of the kitchen, peeling potatoes while trying to figure out how to prove the CEC was behind the assassinations. Unfortunately, all she could think about was Galbassi and the terrified look on his face when he disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    The more she replayed the events in her mind, the less they made sense. The only conclusion she could reach was that her tyng betrayed her; but that was oversimplifying the situation. There was no way the memoria metal could have straightened out on its own. She never had to maintain concentration before. Once she thought the tyng to the length she wanted, that was the length they remained. The only explanation was that she must have thought the rod straight, and therefore she was directly responsible for Galbassi’s death. 
 
    If she was being honest with herself, there was a side of her that wanted him to pay for what he did: not only to her, but to Alison and Marc as well as all the other victims whose trophies were hanging on the howne’s wall. Then, of course, there was the matter of Amanda. Galbassi claimed he watched her die. At least that’s what it sounded like. Somebody believed he was responsible. Somebody was seeking revenge—but who? 
 
    Amanda was more headstrong than Emily could ever be. Stubborn, confrontational, never one to let small matters like the tenets get between her and what she wanted. So why did she come to New Doral? What was she looking for? Emily couldn’t imagine a worse place for her sister—a place where women were treated less than equal. Amanda would never have tolerated such a system. She would have rebelled against it. Maybe that’s what got her killed. 
 
    Kate burst into the kitchen, slamming her tray down on the counter. She was grinning from ear to ear. One thing Emily learned was that when Kate was happy, something was wrong. 
 
    “You have a visitor,” she said in her singsong voice. 
 
    “Who is it?” Emily asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. He didn’t say, but he is kind of cute.” 
 
    “What does he want?” 
 
    “He didn’t say.” 
 
    “Did he say anything?” 
 
    “Yeah. He said he wanted to see you, and he sounded desperate.” 
 
    Who would be desperate enough to come to the Bird to see her at work? Her first thought was Tar, but she quickly nixed that idea. Not only wouldn’t Tar be allowed in the place, but Kate would never refer to an orc as being cute. Getting up from the stool, she wiped the stray potato peels off her lap before heading for the door. 
 
    “I think he’s a Merc,” Kate called out. 
 
    Emily stopped walking. 
 
    That little bit of information should have been expressed sooner. The thought of a Merc desperate to see her didn’t bode well. Did the Blue Tigers finally catch up to her? Taking a deep breath, Emily continued into the main room. She was relieved to see the back of Berk’s head. He was sitting at the bar, talking to Sarah. His hand nervously tapped on the tanker of ale he was nursing. When Emily entered, he quickly turned around and a look of relief washed over his face, but it soon turned to one of curiosity—or was that disappointment?” 
 
    “I thought you were a waitress,” he said. 
 
    “I was, but I had a slight disagreement with a few of the—wait a minute. Did you come here to see me in one of those skimpy outfits?” 
 
    Now his face turned red. “Ah… No, no, of course not.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “Because I need your help.” 
 
    “I thought we were helping you,” Sarah said. 
 
    “I know. You are, and I’m grateful…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “Captain Petrova has been on my back. He’s coming down hard on me to close this case, especially after what happened to Hardbrew, and to tell you the truth, I don’t know where to go next. I was positive the MRC had something to do with the assassinations, but now… I don’t know.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about it.” Sarah placed her hand on Berk’s shoulder. “Emily’s got it all figured out.” 
 
    “She does?” 
 
    “Now wait a moment,” Emily said. “It’s only a theory.” 
 
    Sarah wasn’t listening. 
 
    “Yeah, she says the CEC is behind the assassination. They wanted to stop the dwarfs from sharing their research with the MRC. Maybe even steal it for themselves, and then pin the blame on the Church of Gaea because they’ve been causing them so much trouble.” 
 
    Berk’s eyes lit up. “That’s great,” he said. “It all makes sense. With this information, I can close the case and get the captain off my back. I can go back to doing buster work.” 
 
    “It’s only a theory,” Emily shouted. “We have no proof.” 
 
    Berk slumped back down on his stool. “Oh yeah, I forgot. The captain’s going to need proof.” 
 
    “That’s usually how it works.” 
 
    “So, we go to the CEC and poke around,” Sarah suggested. 
 
    “It won’t be that easy,” Emily said. “If they’re behind this, they’ll never let us in, let alone answer any of our questions.” 
 
    Berk bolted up straight. “Ross Mullen,” he said. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Ross Mullen. He’s head of the CEC’s manufacturing and distribution. If anyone knows anything about it, he will.” 
 
    “And this Ross Mullen, he’s going to talk to us?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, he’s my cousin,” Berk said. “Well, second cousin really. He’s my great-aunt Trudie’s eldest daughter’s son. I’ve only met him once or twice, and that was a few years ago, but I’m sure he’ll remember me.” 
 
    Somehow Emily didn’t doubt that. Berk wasn’t someone you could forget easily. 
 
    “You coming?” Berk asked. He was already standing at the door. 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re working.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” He looked around the main room. Their loud conversation had attracted a bit of attention. “I’ll wait for you guys then,” he said before returning to the bar. 
 
    Emily shook her head and walked back to the kitchen. It was going to be a long day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Berk was true to his word. He sat at the bar for the remainder of Emily and Sarah’s shift, which was another four hours. Although Tom usually enjoyed having Mercs at the Bar, often pointing out how good they were for business, he wasn’t too pleased with Berk. Mainly because the man nursed his one drink for the duration of the time he was there. Emily cleaned up the kitchen, then waited for Sarah to get changed before joining Berk in the main room. From there it was off to the CEC headquarters. Fortunately, he was still in possession of one of the Red Wolve’s hot-tops. 
 
    The CEC headquarters was located on tier nine, right across the street from the MRC headquarters. All in all, there were three similar-looking buildings in the area, the third one belonging to the TWC, otherwise known as the Tunnel Works Corporation. They were a smaller mining company and nobody was sure who owned it, but it was said to be friendly to the uhyre and even employed orcs in positions of authority. 
 
    Each of the buildings was clearly marked with enormous letters mounted on their exterior walls. Berk pulled up to the main entrance outside the CEC where a humongous ogre stepped out of a tiny gatehouse. He was dressed in a blue uniform and wore a hat that was three sizes too small for his head. As he leaned on the roof of the hot-top to see into the driver’s side window, the vehicles tilted to one side. 
 
    “Appointment?” 
 
    “Merc Business.” Berk held up his ID. “Red Wolf. Here to see a Ross Muller.” 
 
    The ogre squinted at the small piece of paper Berk was holding, then took it out of his hand. The fact that he had to turn it around a few times would indicate he was having some difficulty reading it, assuming he could read. Ogres were not known for their intellect. 
 
    “What did you say your name was?” 
 
    Berk snatched his ID back. 
 
    “Officer Berkeley Morris.” 
 
    The ogre stared at him for a while before returning to the gatehouse. Squeezing his frame through the narrow door, he leaned over a console with his finger raised and looked unsure of what to do next. Eventually he tapped one of the buttons. Nothing happened. He tried another one. Still nothing. On the third try, a small green stone on the top of the console lit up. 
 
    “What is it, Meareg?” the stone asked. It appeared to be some version of a whisper stone. 
 
    “I have an Awful Broccoli Moses to see Mr. Mallet.” 
 
    “Berkeley,” Berk shouted, but the ogre didn’t seem to be listening. 
 
    “What does he want?” the stone asked. 
 
    Meareg thought for a moment, then leaned closer to the console. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    There was a long pause before the stone responded. “Ask him, you moron.” 
 
    Squeezing out of the gatehouse, the ogre leaned on the hot-top again. 
 
    “Why you want in there?” he asked. 
 
    “I need to speak to Ross Muller. I’m his cousin. I’m hoping he can answer a few questions related to a crime that was committed.” 
 
    Meareg stepped back from the hot-top. He seemed even more confused than when he started. Squeaking into the gatehouse, he hit another three buttons before finding the correct one. 
 
    “What is it, Meareg?” 
 
    “That man, Awful Broccoli Moses, he’s still here.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. And what does he want?” 
 
    “He wants to commit a few crimes with a rusty mallet. He says he’s a muffin.” 
 
    “He says he’s a what? Don’t do anything. I’ll be right there.” 
 
    The ogre squeezed out of the gatehouse again and leaned on the hot-top. “Mr. Moon will be with you shortly.” 
 
     “Yeah. I think that’s probably for the best,” Berk said. As Meareg stepped back from the vehicles, Berk looked over at Emily. “They must be hard up for employees.” 
 
    “Come on. Don’t be like that. He’s doing his best.” 
 
    “And that doesn’t worry you?” 
 
    The doors to the CEC building opened and a short, wide man came storming out. As he made his way across the yard, he waved frantically for Meareg to go away. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said when he reached the hot-top. “We don’t usually let him monitor the gates alone, but we weren’t expecting anyone this late in the day. Almost everyone’s gone home. Mind you, nobody tries to sneak in with him on guard.” 
 
    He was dressed in the same blue uniform with a name tag that read Moore on the shirt pocket. 
 
    “Have you often had problems with people sneaking in?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Those religious freaks are always trying to sneak into this place. Caught three of them trying to climb the back wall only last week. They won’t try that way again.” 
 
    “So the Church of Gaea has been causing trouble.” 
 
    “Yeah, and we’re not the only ones. MRC had a break-in two weeks ago. Seems the only one that hasn’t had to deal with those freaks is TWC. Like to know why they’re immune.” 
 
    “Maybe their mining techniques are more favorable to the earth.” 
 
    The man laughed. “More than likely it’s because of the slags they hire. Now, how can I help you?” 
 
    “I came to speak with Ross Muller,” Berk said. 
 
    “May I ask why you wish to speak with him?” 
 
    “He’s my cousin. I was hoping he could help me on this case I’ve been working on.” 
 
    Mr. Moore stepped back, and a fiendish grin crossed his face. “Okay. Let me see if he’s in.” Entering the gatehouse, he pressed the button that lit the small green stone. “Walter? Walter? Are you there?” 
 
    “What is it Rick?” 
 
    “Has Mr. Muller gone home yet?” 
 
    “No. I think I saw him go into his office a moment ago.” 
 
    “He still being a complete vots?” 
 
    “Isn’t he always?” 
 
    “Thanks, Walter.” Moore stepped away from the console and returned to the vehicle. “So, you say you’re his cousin.” 
 
    “Second cousin, actually, on my mother’s side.” 
 
    “Good enough for me.” Moore shrugged. “You’ll find him in his office. First floor, room 232.” Moore backed away from the hot-top and waved them through the gate. 
 
    “What is a vots?” Emily asked Berk. 
 
    “Oh, it’s a… well it’s kind of a… you know it’s sort of—” 
 
    “Forget I asked.” 
 
    “Probably for the best.” 
 
    When the hot-top pulled up outside the entrance, Emily climbed out of the passenger seat. “I’m kind of surprised it was this easy to get in,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not.” Sarah grinned. “You heard them. They only let us in to mess with this Mr. Muller. They didn’t seem very fond of him.” 
 
    “What kind of a man is your cousin?” Emily asked. 
 
    Berk shrugged. “As I said, I’ve only met him once or twice. The first time was when my father tried to get me a job here, but I wasn’t suited for this type of work.” 
 
    “Can’t be easy, working the mines.” 
 
    “Vir don’t work the mines, not anymore. Only the goblins are down there now. They’re the only ones who aren’t affected by the stray.” 
 
    “The stray?” 
 
    “The gasses that fill the caves where the mana crystals are. Only goblins can breathe that char without going mad.” 
 
    When they passed through the main doors, they were met by another vir in a blue uniform. He was tall and slim with tufts of white hair sticking out from under his hat. The patch on his shirt read Sullen. 
 
    “You the ones looking for Mr. Mullen?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s us,” Berk answered. 
 
    “I saw him in his office a few minutes ago. He should still be there. Go down the hall, take the first left, and the second right. Try not to wander around too much.” 
 
    The corridors of the CEC were spacious, well-carpeted, and lit with the most up-to-date mana-powered lighting. The doors, which lined each side of the hall, bore bright gold-numbered plaques. Emily silently read the numbers as they passed. They seemed to jump around going from single digits to double digits back to single before they reached the two hundreds. It was amazing how anyone could find the room they were looking for. Between the doors, the spaces on the walls were occupied by pictures. Most were abstract designs of colors and shapes, but a few were portraits of men dressed in dark suits. There was even one of a landscape, although it definitely wasn’t anyplace in Eryona, or if it was, it was before the Dusting. 
 
    “Hold up, you guys,” Sarah said. She had fallen behind and was now turning around slowly in the hallway. A red glow emanated from her cupped hands. “I think this thing is finally working.” 
 
    The amulet of Osara decided to wake up. 
 
    “What’s it saying?” Berk asked. 
 
    “It’s not saying anything, but it’s glowing,” Sarah answered. “And it seems to be glowing brighter when I turn in this direction.” 
 
    “That’s not the way to Ross’s office.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but it’s the way to something.” 
 
    Emily and Berk followed as Sarah slowly walked down the hallway. She kept a watchful eye on the amulet and only stopped when the light grew dim. Every so often, she would turn around a few times, comparing the brightness until she was sure she was still heading in the right direction. Eventually, it led them to room 143. 
 
    Sarah looked up at the door, then down at the amulet. “Now what?”  
 
    “I guess we go in,” Emily answered. 
 
    Berk hesitated. “But my cousin’s waiting for us.” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t think he even knows we’re coming. But it doesn’t matter. According to Osara, the evidence we’re looking for is in there.” 
 
    “Assuming you can trust that magic,” he spat the last word out. 
 
    “Do you have a better suggestion?” Emily asked. 
 
    He looked defeated. “No.” 
 
    Taking a few steps back from the door, he rolled his shoulders and arched his back. “You might want to stand clear.” 
 
    Emily jumped in front of him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “What I always do. Bust down the door.” 
 
    “Did you think to check to see if it was locked first?” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, that’s probably a better idea.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    Berk stepped past Emily and tried the door. It swung open with ease. 
 
    “Come in, come in,” someone called from inside. “I’ve been expecting you.” 
 
    Although the room was quite large, it was nowhere near as posh or well-lit as the hall. Bare stone floors, drab gray walls, and crates of supplies were stacked in all four corners. A crudely made desk, with its legs cut off, dominated the far wall. It was covered with papers as well as strange metal devices that bore numbers alongside symbols and dials. Behind it sat a short, round man with a large nose and dark red hair that stuck out in every direction. He smiled when he saw them. 
 
    “Come in, come in,” he said excitedly. 
 
    “You were expecting us?” Berk asked. 
 
    “Sort of,” the man answered. “I was expecting you, not so much two lovely young ladies, but they are welcome if they wish to stay. You are from the Red Wolf Mercenary Company, are you not?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s right.” 
 
    “I knew it the minute I saw the hot-top at the gate.” He shook his head and sighed. “It was only a matter of time before you linked me to that mystic, especially after the damned fool lost his arm. He didn’t have to go after that last dower, you know. I already completed the research. Hardbrew didn’t have anything that I needed. Fact is, that wretched drunk was more a hindrance than a help. I told Boulderjaw to drop him, but dowers stick together no matter what.” 
 
    “You’re not a dower?” Emily asked. 
 
    The man frowned. “Please, my dear.” He stepped out from behind the desk and spread his arms. “Do I look like a dower? I’m a gnoma, for char sake.” 
 
    He was the same height as a dower, the same build as well, although more on the softer side. The only real difference was no facial hair. 
 
    “I have to admit”—he pointed at Berk—“I wasn’t very impressed with you at the beginning. I thought for sure I was going to get away with it, but you proved me wrong. Where did I make my mistake?” 
 
    Berk shrugged. “Well… it’s…” 
 
    The gnoma waved his hands. “I don’t suppose it matters,” he said after a while. “Although I thought you’d be here sooner.” 
 
    “We had to work today,” Sarah added. 
 
    Emily raised her hand. “Excuse me, sir. Who are you?” 
 
    The gnoma looked startled. “Why, I’m Amias Samuel Thatcher.” 
 
    “Of course you are, and you knew Boulderjaw?” 
 
    “Did I know Boulderjaw? My child, who do you think gave him the idea for the research? Did you seriously think the dower came up with it all by themselves? Mining, crafting, engineering—yes, but this—” He grabbed a stack of paper from off the desk. “This my dear is a work of art. So elegant in its simplicity. They don’t call it the Thatcher Method for nothing, or they will, after today. Boulderjaw, Flintmace, Hardbrew, and I… well, maybe not so much Hardbrew, but the other two, we worked on this for nearly four years.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    Amias sighed and pulled open one of the desk drawers. He carefully set the papers inside before closing it again. “You want to know why I did it—why I had them killed. It’s quite simple, really. Greed.” 
 
    “I thought so,” Berk said. “You got a higher bid for the research.” 
 
    The gnoma started laughing. “Are you serious?” he said. “The CEC hired us to find a better way to mine mana crystals, but Boulderjaw sold us out. He went behind our backs… or actually it was more like he went behind my back, seeing as the other two sided with him. As I said, dowers stick together. He made arrangements to sell it to the MRC without my consent.” 
 
    “Are you saying you had them killed out of loyalty to the CEC?” 
 
    “Loyalty? To the CEC? My good man, don’t you see how valuable this research is? This shouldn’t be exclusive to one mining company.” 
 
    “You don’t want the CEC to have it,” Emily said. “You wanted to give it to all three companies.” 
 
    “She understands. It’s the only way. Unfortunately, the others wouldn’t give up their claims to the research, so I was forced to take it from them. Boulderjaw’s portion was more extensive and therefore his rights to the final product were nearly equal to that of mine. I had to remove him from the equation. After that, Flintmace tried to take it to Coaltank. If that old miser had gotten his hands on it, he would have hidden it away somewhere in Talomria, and then where would I be? As for Hardbrew, it’s as I said before. He didn’t contribute nearly as much. I was easily able to reproduce his experiments and even improve on them, so in truth, the Thatcher Method is mine and mine alone. It wasn’t personal—it was simply business.” 
 
    Emily was stunned. The way Amias spoke, he could have been talking about chopping down trees to expand a field. The gnoma had no regret about what he had done. 
 
    “You can’t go around killing dowers to settle disagreements.” 
 
    “Of course I couldn’t,” Amias said. “That’s why I hired the Inferus.” 
 
    “The Inferus.” Berk seemed surprised by the announcement. 
 
    “You’ve heard of them?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but they’re a myth. A shadow organization of assassins and thieves. Stories we told when we were kids. They don’t exist.” 
 
    “Oh, but they do,” Amias said. He was moving toward the door on the far side of the room. At first, Emily thought he was going to try to make a run for it, but he stopped beside the stack of crates in the corner. “You have to know where to find them,” he continued. “You see, my child, I couldn’t kill anyone. How could I? I’m an alchemist, a scientist, a man of learning, not some common street thug. That’s how I knew how to make this.” From behind the crates, the gnoma pulled out a small wooden box. 
 
    It wasn’t difficult to figure out what was in the box. They had left a similar one with Mira. The one that killed Hardbrew. Sarah had dubbed it the box of death. Now, it would appear, there was more than one. 
 
    Amias looked down at the small wooden box in his hands, almost as if he was surprised to see it there. He seemed conflicted as he turned to the door behind him. He was weighing his chances, Emily thought, wondering if he could get through the door in time. Pulling a tyng from her sleeve, she thought it to a three-foot-long staff. She wasn’t sure what good it would do, but there was no way they could get clear of the crystal’s effects should the gnoma prove crazy enough to open the box. 
 
    “Why don’t you put that down and we can talk about it,” Emily said. 
 
    Amias looked at her and smiled wistfully. “If only I could. I had hoped it wouldn’t come to this.” 
 
    Without warning, he threw the box at her and ran for the door. 
 
    Emily hefted the staff and hurled it at the incoming box, hitting it in midflight. The dead wood exploded on impact and the tyng connected with the crystal inside. There was a bright flash of blue light, followed closely by that of red, then complete darkness. When she could see again, she was standing in a room of ash. 
 
    The damage was quick and extensive. Everything the darkness touched was destroyed. The crates, stacked in the corners of the room, were now crumbling under their own weight, spilling their contents of gray across the floor. Whatever they held, was now unrecognizable. The door behind them was gone, and the effects of the crystal fanned out into the hall. Where the darkness touched the carpet, it was stripped of color. Even the mana-powered lights weren’t safe. 
 
    The exposed negatively charged mana crystal had drawn the life out of everything in the room, except for where they were standing. It was a perfect circle, nearly six feet in diameter, centered around Sarah. 
 
    “Why are we still alive?” Berk asked. He seemed as confused as she was. 
 
    Emily looked at Sarah. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Sarah held out her hands, showing Emily the remains of Osara’s amulet, which looked more like a chunk of coal. 
 
    “I felt it,” Sarah said, flexing her fingers. “It passed through me. It was all… tingly…” 
 
    “It must have reacted to the mana crystal.” 
 
    “That’s not the only thing.” Berk pointed to the tyng that was lying on the floor next to the remains of the crystal. It appeared unaffected, except that it was now glowing a faint shade of blue. The same thing had happened when Emily deflected the mystic’s attack at the warehouse. Carefully, she picked up the tyng. It didn’t feel any different. 
 
    “Is that thing still safe?” Berk asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Emily thought it to its smaller size and slipped it back up her sleeve. “Maybe Mira can shed some light on what just happened.” 
 
    “I know what happened. That little char tried to kill us. When I get my hands on him—” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” Sarah said. 
 
    She was standing on the far side of the room beside the back door. On the floor in front of her, was the dried-out husk of Amias Samuel Thatcher. He never made it out of the room. “Why did he do it?” she asked. “Do you think he wanted to die?” 
 
    Berk shrugged as he kicked at the gnoma’s remains. He scattered Amias’s left leg across the floor. “Probably thought he could make it out in time. Might have too if Emily hadn’t destroyed the box the way she did.” 
 
    Chalk up another transgression against the first tenet. 
 
    “What should we do with him?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Not much left of him to do anything with,” Berk answered. “So much for closing the case. What am I supposed to show Captain Petrova, a handful of dust? I can’t very well turn that in. I doubt if he’ll believe any of this.” 
 
    Emily picked up the dead mana crystal and tossed it to Berk. “You can always give him that.” 
 
    “I suppose, although it’s going to take some convincing. Why didn’t I sign it off as death by accidental fire to begin with?” 
 
    “Because you knew it wasn’t.” 
 
    “Too bad we couldn’t recover the research,” Sarah added. 
 
    The research. Amias made sure to place it in the desk drawer before retrieving the box of death. Although it was never in good shape to begin with, the desk had somehow managed to survive the crystal’s effect. 
 
    “Dead wood.” Emily tapped on the surface. “Amias must have made the desk out of dead wood.” Pulling open the draw, she removed the papers the gnoma had placed inside. They too were unaffected by the crystal. 
 
    “The dower research,” Berk exclaimed. “That’s perfect. Captain Petrova will have to believe me now.” 
 
    “We can’t give this to Petrova,” Emily replied. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because he’ll hand it over to the MRC.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “They’re not the true owners. You heard Amias. The CEC hired the dowers, not the MRC.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but he said Boulderjaw sold the research to the MRC, so it’s theirs now.” 
 
    “Maybe we should hand it over to the Bureau,” Sarah suggested. “They’ll know who to give it to.” 
 
    “Yeah, whoever pays them the most,” Berk added. 
 
    “We’ll give it to Coaltank,” Emily said. 
 
    Berk looked stunned. “Why the dower? You heard the gnoma. He’ll hide it away.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I don’t think so. Boulderjaw, Flintmace, and Hardbrew put four years of their life into this research. It was as much theirs as it was Amias’s. Regardless of what Amias might have believed, I think Coaltank will know what to do with it.” 
 
    “Fine,” Berk said. “But we should probably think about getting out of here. I’m surprised no one’s come to check up on what happened here, although they’ll probably blame the Church of Gaea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The Purple Puffins 
 
      
 
      
 
     Emily opened the door to the Occulta-Initia, allowing Sarah to go in first. The place was crowded compared to the last time they visited. There was one whole customer standing at the counter. 
 
    She was an older woman, bordering on ancient. Thin and frail with long white hair tucked under a black hood. Her modest clothing reminded Emily of the farmers back home. On the counter was a variety of different herbs, all neatly packed in small parcels. It seemed odd to find a hedge witch in New Doral. 
 
    “I’ll be with you in a moment,” Tilly called out. She never looked up from the counter as she tallied up the bill. Once the transaction was completed, the old woman carefully placed each of the small packages in a black bag before heading for the door. She avoided any form of eye contact and seemed in a hurry to leave the store. From what Emily had observed so far, the mystic arts were not very popular in the Chimney. 
 
    “Welcome to the Occulta-Initia—oh, it’s you again.” 
 
    “You seem a little surprised to see us,” Emily said. 
 
    Tilly looked over her shoulder at the back room. “Between you and me,” she whispered, “business hasn’t been too good. Mistress Mira doesn’t get too many return customers.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine why,” Sarah mumbled. 
 
    Emily ignored her. “Is she available? We’d like to speak with her.” 
 
    “Isn’t the Merc with you?” Tilly was looking past Emily toward the front door and seemed a little disappointed. 
 
    “Berk had to go back to the Red Wolf Base to report in. I don’t think he’s very comfortable around—” 
 
    “Mira,” Sarah quickly interjected. 
 
    “I was going to say the mystic arts, but I think that’s equally as a valid.” 
 
    Tilly started laughing but quickly stopped herself. She looked over her shoulder toward the back room again. “She can be a little off-putting.” 
 
    “That’s a bit of an understatement,” Sarah said. 
 
    “I don’t think she understands how bad for business it is. If she’d only be a little nicer to the customers and the tenants, we wouldn’t be in—” Stopping herself in midsentence, the girl quickly cast her eyes to the floor. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be telling you this.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Emily said. “What are friends for if not to have someone to complain to?” 
 
    Tilly’s face brightened. The young woman probably didn’t have too many friends. Her rather unique appearance and working for the only elf in the Chimney isolated her from the rest of the city. “I’ll see if she’s busy,” she said before rushing off to the back room. 
 
    While waiting, Emily started poking through the stack of scrolls scattered across one of the display tables. 
 
    “Think we should get this for Berk?” Sarah asked. She held up an old leather book. The title was difficult to make out, but the picture on the cover was that of a wand hovering over a potion bottle. “It’s like a spell book for beginners.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t tease him.” 
 
    “You didn’t see him when we went to the MRC. The man’s as big as a lorry but shrieked when I got too close to him with that amulet.” 
 
    “Some people aren’t comfortable around this stuff.” 
 
    “What about you? What are your feelings on things like this?” Sarah was now holding up a glass jar, the contents of which looked pink and squishy. 
 
    “We had mystics in the monastery, although they mostly practiced elemental magic. They didn’t have need for… things like that.” 
 
    “You don’t think this is someone’s innards, do you?” 
 
    “I seriously doubt it.” 
 
    “I can give that to you at a discount.” Tilly was standing behind the counter again. Neither of the women heard her arrive. 
 
    Sarah carefully set the jar back on the shelf. “I’m not sure if it goes with my decor.” 
 
    “If nothing else, it is a good conversation piece.” 
 
    “What conversation would you have about that?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “You could probably try to guess what it is,” Emily suggested. 
 
    “Or who.” 
 
    Tilly laughed. It was an infectious, childish laugh and before long, the others joined in. 
 
    “Is Mira available?” Emily asked. 
 
    “She should be now. Go right in.” 
 
    Mira was sitting in her wheelchair behind a desk with a quill in her hand. Papers filled with strange diagrams and even stranger writing were spread out in front of her. The original box of death sat off to one side. On top of it was a glowing red stone set into a shiny metal disk. The stone was pulsating at the rate of a heartbeat. 
 
    “What have you brought me this time?” Mira asked, looking up from her work. 
 
    Emily pulled out a stack of papers and set them down on the desk in front of her. “We thought you might be interested in these.” 
 
    “Pala-script? Gnomas only used this for their private records. Who did you have to kill to get this?” the elf asked. 
 
    “Amias Samuel Thatcher,” Sarah answered. 
 
    Mira’s eyebrows raised ever so slightly. “That was a rhetorical question, but seeing that you answered it, do you care to elaborate?” 
 
    “Amias Thatcher was the gnoma who created the box of death,” Emily told her. “These were his notes. We thought you might be able to learn something from them.” 
 
    “Assuming you can read pala-script,” Sarah added. 
 
    Mira flipped through the pages. “Of course I can. Gnomas think they invented it, but it’s an old fay language.” She paused to slide a couple of the sheets out of the stack and set them aside. “Interesting, but was it worth killing for?” 
 
    “We didn’t kill him,” Emily said defensively, then added, “At least not directly.” 
 
    “You killed him indirectly?” 
 
    “He had another one of those boxes of death, and it kind of got out of control.” 
 
    “I see.” Mira looked over at her own box of death. “That is… unfortunate, but it would appear you two survived.” 
 
    “That’s what we wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    They explained everything that had happened from the moment the amulet of Osara woke up in the hallways of the CEC, to the moment it died. Mira was studying the gnoma’s notes and didn’t seem to be listening. When Emily finished the elf looked up at Sarah. 
 
    “Where is the amulet now?” she asked. 
 
    Sarah fished it out of her pocket and set it on the desk. The once-shiny red gem was now black with a large crack along the face. Mira picked it up and held it in her hands. Closing her eyes she whispered something in her native tongue, then set the amulet back on the desk. Nothing happened, although the elf didn’t seem to expect anything. She turned her attention to Emily. 
 
    “This tyng you speak of. What and where is it?” 
 
    Emily drew the tyng from her sleeve and thought it a two-foot length before setting it on the desk. It still possessed a faint blue glow. Mira reached out to it but never touched it. She simply held her hand over it for a few seconds. 
 
    “That explains that,” she said after a while. “Inanis-metallum.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I thought it was memoria metal.” 
 
    The elf looked up at Emily. “You’ve been listening to the dowers,” she said. “This is void metal. It is not from our world. Although the dowers have laid claim to it and believed themselves to be its masters, the elves were the first to use it. But it’s rare, or at least it was. It would seem the Chimney still holds some secrets in the tunnels below. Tell me, how did you come by this?” 
 
    “I sort of liberated it from a couple of Blue Tiger Mercs.” 
 
    “And you’ve learned to control it?” 
 
    “It was a dower by the name of Hardbrew who showed me. He said pain was the quickest way to bond with it.” 
 
    Mira shook her head and sighed. “Leave it to a dower to choose that method.” 
 
    “Does that mean there’s something wrong with it?” Emily asked. “It is glowing after all.” 
 
    “It’s… fine.” The elf answered, but she didn’t sound too sure. Rolling her chair away from the desk, she motioned for Sarah to come closer. “Let me take a look at you, child.” 
 
    Sarah looked at Emily and seemed unsure of what to do. Eventually she walked around the desk and stood before the elf. 
 
    “Spare me the indignity of having to get up to look into your eyes,” Mira said. 
 
    When Sarah crouched down beside the wheelchair, Mira placed her hands on either side of the young woman’s head. She then gazed into Sarah’s eyes, first one, then the other, and then both at the same time. 
 
    “Very interesting,” the elf said upon releasing Sarah. “You may go back now.” 
 
     Mira pulled her wheelchair back up to the desk and sat silently staring blankly at the far wall. Neither Emily, nor Sarah, said anything to disturb the elf. After a few moments, Mira slowly nodded. 
 
    “That must have been what happened.” 
 
    “How what happened?” Emily asked. 
 
    “How you managed to survive the exposure to a negatively charged mana crystal.” 
 
    “Would you care to explain?” 
 
    “It’s quite simple, really. Inanis-metallum, or void metal, works on a different reality to that of ours, therefore it doesn’t adhere to our natural laws. That is why it seems impossible. The ability to change shape, mass, and size is only a portion of its characteristics. Inanis-metallum also has the ability to absorb different forms of energy, or in this case act as a conductor. It is my belief that when the metal came into contact with the crystal, it did just that. Instead of drawing all the energy from the area around it, the crystal used the inanis-metallum as a sort of wick and absorbed the energy from the strongest source available, the amulet of Osara. The last Dais gave that amulet to his apprentice as a means of protection, which is what it did. The amulet created a field around you, or more precisely, around Miss Cotton. You and… the Merc were simply close enough to benefit from the protection. All such amulets have some basis in the earth element. This allows any incoming energy to pass through the amulet and back to the earth. In this case, it would seem the reverse is also true. Instead of grounding the energy, it drew the energy from the earth, through Miss Cotton, through your tyng, and into the crystal, thus limiting the overall effects of the crystal, at least where you were standing.” Mira touched the cracked ruby. “It would seem all that energy was too much for the amulet.” 
 
    Sarah looked stunned. “Too much for the amulet. What about me?” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “Should I be worried?” 
 
    Mira sighed. “I don’t think it’s anything to be concerned with.” 
 
    “You don’t think so?” 
 
    “You were simply used as a grounding rod.” 
 
    “A grounding rod?” 
 
    “The crystal drew the energy through you. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Then am I all right?” Sarah asked. 
 
    Mira shrugged. “I suppose so.” 
 
    “You suppose so.” 
 
    “Do you feel all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    “Then you’re fine—unless you don’t wake up tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “What happens if I don’t wake up?” 
 
    “Well, then you’ll be dead, won’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t think you have to worry about that, Sarah,” Emily assured her. 
 
    “No. No. Of course not,” Mira said dismissively. She started looking over Amias’s papers again. “There seem to be a few pages missing. You wouldn’t happen to know where they are, would you?” 
 
    “They’re in Talomria,” Emily said. 
 
    Mira raised her eyebrows ever so slightly and went back to her reading. That’s when Emily knew their meeting was at an end. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~~***~~~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you think she meant when she said I suppose so?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Sorry. What did who mean?” 
 
    “Mira. When I asked if I’d be okay, she said, ‘I suppose so.’ What do you think she meant by that?” 
 
    Emily shrugged. “I’m guessing she meant you’d be okay.” 
 
    “It’s not exactly a solid answer, is it?” 
 
    “Look, I’m sure she was probably just leading you on. You’ve seen her place. There’s as much make-believe as there is mysticism. She may know her stuff, but I think she enjoys the mystery around it more.” 
 
    “Still…” 
 
    “How did you feel this morning?” 
 
    “I felt… well… pretty good actually.” 
 
    “There you go. You woke up, so everything must be fine.” 
 
    “Thanks. That makes me feel loads better,” Sarah replied sarcastically. She picked up the next order and loaded it onto the tray. 
 
    “How many more customers out there?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Only three tables and two of them are drinking. Tom already sent Kate home.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought it was quieter.” 
 
    “I’ll have to tell her you said that.” Sarah carried the last meal out of the kitchen. 
 
     Emily wiped down the rest of the counter and tossed the dirty rag into the hamper by the back door. Someone would come along and collect them at the end of the week. It was a slow yet peaceful day at the Bird and Bay, something she hadn’t had in a long time. With the gríma back in her possession, Galbassi gone, and the research dealt with, she could finally take a step back and figure out what to do next. 
 
    They had decided to give the mana research, otherwise known as the Thatcher Method, to Coaltank in Talomria. It wasn’t Berk’s first choice. If he had his way, he would have turned it in with his final report, but Emily thought it was for the best. The dowers seemed to be the only ones who could make heads or tails of the method, aside from possibly Mira, not that the elf would have even bothered. Evidently, Coaltank was surprised by the offer. He was sure that after Hardbrew’s death, the research and the dowers would have simply been forgotten. It might not have removed all the distrust between the dowers and the vir. In fact, it probably didn’t even put a dent in it, but it was a good start. If nothing else, it did restore Coaltank’s trust in Emily. He was so grateful, he granted her an open invitation to visit Talomria whenever she felt lost. Her father was the first and only Domatta she had ever followed on the path. It would be a unique experience to view it through the eyes of a dower. Even the brief conversation she had with Coaltank set her mind at ease. 
 
    The dower’s version of the Way differed slightly in its teaching from that of the vir. As Coaltank explained it, she could only follow her own path, no one else’s—just as Amias followed his. When their two paths crossed, the gnoma’s Way was already laid out for him. She could not have prevented his death. It was his actions alone that led to his end. As for Galbassi, that was a different story. She would have to make amends for her violation of the first tenet. 
 
    For every misstep one takes on the path, they must take one hundred steps to make up for it. Only then will they be moving in the right direction. 
 
    In other words, she had a lot of steps to make up for—but where does one start? She wanted to look into the death of her sister, but she had already made too many waves. It might be better to take a few of those steps back, and, as Coaltank said, wait for the path to show itself. 
 
    Grabbing another cloth from the cupboard, Emily filled a bucket with water before heading to the main room. It was part of her job now to wash down all the tables at the end of the day. At least that’s what Tom told her. Actually, Tom told Beth to tell her. He was still avoiding her. 
 
    She started with the table in the corner, as far away from the remaining few customers as she could get. The last thing she wanted was for the people to think she was rushing them out the door. As it was, one of the tables was already leaving when she started cleaning. By the time she reached the third booth, she heard Tom at the bar. 
 
    “We’re closing,” he said to someone who had just walked in. 
 
    “Just one ale, please.” 
 
    Emily knew that voice. 
 
    She looked out from the booth and, sure enough, saw Berk take a seat at the bar. Setting her cloth aside, she walked over to the Merc and sat down beside him. He didn’t look at her at first and was simply sliding his mug across the surface of the bar, from one hand to the next. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” she asked. 
 
    Picking up the mug, he downed the ale in one gulp, then singled for Tom to refill it. As long as he was drinking, Tom didn’t mind. He would stay open all night if it meant even one more fyn in his coffer. 
 
    “Not too well,” Berk said with a lopsided grin. “Petrova fired me.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Only wish I was.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “He found out you were helping me.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Someone from the MRC, someone from the CEC, who knows. Doesn’t matter how he found out. All that matters is he did.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Berk.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. I knew I was taking a chance. Besides, you taught me a lot and… it was fun while it lasted.” 
 
    “I thought I heard your voice,” Sarah said. She had finished changing in the back room and was now in her civilian attire. When she reached the bar, she looked at Berk, then at Emily. “What’s the matter? What happened?” 
 
    “Berk got fired,” Emily said. 
 
    “Oh, Berk, I’m sorry.” 
 
    He held up his hand in a vain attempt to stop her pity. “Thanks, but don’t worry yourself about it.” 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” 
 
    Downing his second ale, he pushed the mug aside and looked around the main room. “Does the Bird and Bay need a bouncer?” He laughed but then quickly waved the suggestion away. “I’m only kidding. I guess I’ll have to look into another Merc company, although it’s not going to be easy.” 
 
    “Why not?” Emily asked. “You’re qualified.” 
 
    “Because I’m on the list now.” 
 
    “What list?” 
 
    “You get fired from a company, you get put on the list. It’s not supposed to exist, but it does. Companies aren’t too fond of hiring Mercs who were fired from other companies. Still, there’s always a chance. I guess I can try the Yellow Snakes or the Orange Badgers.” 
 
    “As long as it’s not the Blue Tigers,” Emily said. “I think I’m still on their wanted list.” 
 
    “I do have a cousin in the Black Eagles. He may be willing to put in a good word for me.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t try them, mate. Those Black Eagles are as crooked as a goblin’s nose, or so I’ve heard.” 
 
    Emily quickly looked up to see Arthur Sinclair standing behind the bar. He was casually scanning the wall of bottles. Carefully selecting one, he poured himself a drink. Before Tom could protest, he set a few fyn down on the counter, more than enough to cover the cost. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked. 
 
    “Came in through the back door, but you weren’t in the kitchen, so I followed your voice out here,” he answered. 
 
    “That still doesn’t explain what you’re doing here.” 
 
    “I’m trying to help, and believe me when I tell ya, you don’t what to go joining the Black Eagles.” 
 
    “Do I know you?” Berk asked. 
 
    “Sinclair.” He extended his hand. “Arthur Sinclair. I’m a close friend of Emily’s.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t exactly say that,” Emily added. 
 
    “Berkeley Jaral Morris,” Berk said as he shook Sinclair’s hand. “Formerly of the Red Wolf Merc Company. So, what’s this about the Black Eagles?” 
 
    “They’ve been in the back pocket of Rufus Webster for the last six years.” 
 
    “Rufus Webster?” 
 
    “He’s the new head of the Hill Clan ever since Trevor died of mysterious causes related to a jitney falling on him.” 
 
    Berk shrugged. “Still, it’s not like I have a lot of choices.” 
 
    Sinclair set his drink down on the bar and reached into his vest pocket. “Fate is a funny mistress, my friend.” He grinned. “You may actually have one more choice you hadn’t considered.” He pulled out a piece of paper, but instead of handing it to Berk, he handed it to Emily. 
 
    “What’s this?” she asked. 
 
    “Read it. It’s your Merc license,” he said. 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “Your Merc license. You’re a Merc. Well, almost. You still have to pay the registration fee.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Where did this come from?” 
 
    “Let’s just say my uncle pays his debts. He doesn’t like anyone having anything over him.” 
 
    Emily handed the license back to Sinclair. “Tell your uncle thanks, but no thanks.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Sarah asked. “This is what you wanted.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I know what these little favors cost.” 
 
    Sinclair reached into his vest pocket again. “My uncle knew you’d react this way. He said, if you refused his gift, I was to give you this.” He handed Emily a bit of twine. 
 
    She smiled. “I’m guessing this is his way of telling me he’s not holding the other end of the string.” 
 
    “I suppose that makes sense,” Sinclair said before pouring himself another drink. 
 
    Emily looked over the license. 
 
    It seemed to be legitimate, the same license Petrova had hanging on the wall in his office. The only difference being that it was made out to her… almost. 
 
    “Emil Doyle?” 
 
    “You noticed that.” 
 
    “It’s a little hard to miss.” 
 
    “The Bureau was reluctant to issue a Merc license to a woman, and seeing that the mistake was already on the paperwork you filled out, it seemed easier for all parties involved to go with the more masculine name.” 
 
    “And that’s not going to be a problem?” 
 
    “Doubt it,” Sinclair said. “It’s not like anyone checks once it’s filed.” 
 
    “If I accept this, it doesn’t mean I’m working for your uncle.” 
 
    “He doesn’t expect you to. He has enough Mercs in his pocket. He doesn’t need anymore.” 
 
    “Then why give this to me?” 
 
    Sinclair looked down at his drink as he swirled the contents of the glass. “You have to understand something about my uncle,” he said. “He’s… well… he doesn’t see the good side of people often. He’s dealt so long with the dregs of society, it’s all he knows. To him, the world is corrupt and all you need is enough fyn to buy your way to the top. You, on the other hand, are a curiosity, or possibly, an experiment.” 
 
    “What kind of experiment?” Emily asked. 
 
    Berk laughed. “He wants to see how long it takes before you become as corrupt as every other Merc in the business.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s ridiculous,” Sarah said. “It will never happen.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure. You think Petrova started out accepting bribes and falsifying records? From what I’ve heard, he was an honest Merc before he took over the Red Wolves. It starts slow. You bend a few rules here, do a few favors there to balance the accounts, and before you know it…” 
 
    “It’s true,” Sinclair added. “Most of the Mercs who work for my uncle were idealistic dreamers who thought they could change the world.” 
 
    “Yeah well, I don’t want to change the world,” Emily said. “I want to help a few people, the people this city seems to forget.” 
 
    Sinclair held up his glass. “To another idealistic dreamer.” 
 
    “I think Emily is going to surprise you. I don’t think she’s that easily corrupted,” Sarah said. “She’s going to be an honest Merc.” 
 
    “She’s not a Merc yet,” Sinclair pointed out. “She still has to pay the registration fee. I’m sure she can come up with the five hundred fyn, unless, of course, she needs my uncle’s help.” 
 
    “How much?” Emily asked. 
 
    “Five hundred fyn.” 
 
    “And that’s only the fee to file the license,” Berk added. “You’ll still have to come up with the operator’s fee, which could be another five hundred fyn. That’ll allow you to work in the city. And if you want to start a company, that’s going to cost you an easy thousand more.” 
 
    “Two thousand fyn.” Emily looked down at the license. “I can’t afford that.” 
 
    Sinclair grinned. “As it so happens, my uncle did say he was more than willing to float you a loan, should you need the money to get started, at a fair interest rate, of course. You’d also have the option of working some of it off. You know, do a few jobs on the side for him.” 
 
    “And just like that, it begins,” Berk said. 
 
    “Hey, look, I’m making the offer. It’s up to her if she wants to accept it.” 
 
    “That’s only because you knew how much it would cost. You knew she couldn’t afford it.” 
 
    “But I can,” Sarah said. “I’ve been saving a bit over the last couple of years, you know, for my wedding.” 
 
    Berk stared at Sarah. “Your wedding?” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Emily said. “It gets complicated from this point on.” She looked at Sarah. “I can’t take your money. You need it. What about your plans of moving up? Getting off of this tier and moving to the upper nine.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Em. That’s never going to happen, and maybe it doesn’t have to. I mean, sure, the fantasy was nice, but I’ve been watching you, and I see now that maybe I don’t need to get married to make something of myself. Besides, my brother went out of his way to help those in need, and I want to honor his memory.” 
 
    “I can’t take your money. I don’t know when, or even if, I’ll be able to pay you back.” 
 
    “You won’t have to. The way I see it, if we start a Merc company, under your license, then I can legally help you on your cases.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Berk said. “The only way to work a case is to have a license or work for someone who has a license. Most Mercs aren’t licensed. They can’t afford it. That’s why they join companies.” 
 
    “So, what do you say?” Sarah asked. “We become partners. Your license, my money.” 
 
    “If you really think we can pull this off…” 
 
    “I’m positive we can.” 
 
    “Well then, all right. I guess we’re now a Merc company.” 
 
    Emily reached over the bar to shake Sarah’s hand. Berk leaned in closer. “You wouldn’t happen to be hiring, would you?” he asked. 
 
    Sarah grinned. “Are you sure? You’d be working for a couple of women.” 
 
    “The way I see it, I’ve pretty much been working for you guys this past week anyway.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know. I’ll have to ask my partner.” 
 
    “We’re not exactly established,” Emily pointed out. “I’m not even sure we could afford you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Berk said. “I have buster jobs lined up already, but I can’t do them because I don’t have a license.” 
 
    “If that’s all you need, then… I guess you’re hired.” 
 
    “Great. So, what’s the name of the company?” 
 
    “Name?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have to know what Merc company I’m working for.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Sarah said. “We have to come up with a name.” 
 
    “It has to be in the traditional fashion. A color and an animal from the old index. As you know, in this area alone we have”—Berk started counting off on his fingers—“the Orange Badgers, the Yellow Snakes, the Black Eagles and, of course, the Red Wolves.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting the Blue Tigers,” Emily added. 
 
    “How can we forget them?” 
 
    “Seeing as Sarah is putting up the money, I’ll let her decide on the name of the company.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes lit up. “I know exactly what we should call ourselves. The Purple Puffins.” 
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