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Chapter 1
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Chaddick Questwell woke to silk sheets, golden morning light, and the warm weight of two beautiful women pressed against him.

For a long moment, he didn't move. Didn't even breathe. He just lay there in the enormous bed and let this new reality sink into his bones.

This is my life. I’m the Chosen One. My adventuring party is made up of gorgeous girls who are crazy about me. And I’m staying in the most expensive hotel in Port Viridia, which I didn’t even have to pay for. How is any of this real?

The Gilded Swan's penthouse suite smelled like expensive bath oils, candle wax, and sex. Faint traces of Tiriel's perfume mingled with the earthier scent of Goldie's fur and the musk of last night's activities. Sunlight streamed through gauze curtains, painting everything in shades of honey and cream.

It was unreal.

Chaddick had slept in alleys. Doorways. Once, memorably, in a barrel behind a fishmonger's stall. It had taken weeks to get rid of the aromatic reminders of that particular experience. The spartan student’s quarters and Ye Olde Hero Academy were peak luxury compared to his life on the streets.

Now he was here. In a bed that could fit six people comfortably, with heated floors beneath and a chandelier overhead which—if he were a different sort of man—he could probably part out and sell for enough gold to buy a year’s worth of nights in a hotel like this.

But he was not that sort of man.

He was a graduate of Port Viridia’s honorable Ye Olde Hero Academy, not some mercenary out to swindle the good people of Armathia who relied on professionals to solve their problems.

And Chaddick was not just any hero.

He was the Chosen One. The freaking Chosen One. With a magic sword and everything.

As reluctant as he’d been to wear the mantle when it had first been laid upon his shoulders, Chaddick had to admit he could get used to it if this was the life he would be looking forward to.

Tiriel lay curled against his left side. Her fiery red hair spilled across the pillow in a tangled mess. The gorgeous elf’s torn nightgown had given up any pretense of modesty hours ago. Her breasts—impressive even by human standards and frankly excessive for an elf—pressed soft and warm against his ribs. The nightgown's skirt had ridden up around her waist at some point, leaving her lower half bare. She breathed slowly and deeply, gloriously spent by their rambunctious recreation.

He'd taken her virginity last night. Tiriel was sixty-five years young and brilliant in every way, even if she did occasionally blow up a laboratory at the Mage’s Guild. Yet she'd never been with anyone before him, never been shaken from her research long enough to even be interested in anyone before him.

But that hadn’t stopped her from being an absolute lunatic between the sheets. Chaddick had been with a lot of women, and he could safely swear there was no amount of skill that could compete with the pure, unbridled enthusiasm of a sexually repressed virgin experiencing her horny awakening.

After the first nervously awkward attempt, something in the elf had just… cracked. She’d said she was being born again as his hero-whore, and demanded that he use her accordingly. Chaddick had done so with equal measures of unbridled enthusiasm.

Tiriel had approached the whole thing with the same obsessive focus she brought to her research, determined to catalog every sensation, every position, every sound he made. By the end, she'd been too exhausted to form complete sentences. Which Chaddick took to mean the experiments were a resounding success.

She'd earned her rest.

Even in sleep, a small smile curved her lips. She looked satisfied, content, and as beautiful as a fae queen.

But the beast that had been unleashed last night was not going to be going back into hiding any time soon. Tiriel had proven to be as lusty as a tavern wench once she stopped trying to over-analyze everything. He feared he’d created a monster.

Chaddick grinned. He couldn’t believe his luck. A gorgeous woman on each side. What more could a man want? He turned his attention from the sleeping elf to his other companion.

Goldie Guardlight, his loyal paladin sidekick, was on his right. At some point in the night, after dutifully observing Tiriel’s deflowering and intermittently helping with cleanup, the Canin had migrated down the bed. Now, her head rested on his thigh, her honey-blonde curls tickling his hip. Her fluffy tail stuck up from the blankets like a periscope.

And it was wagging.

Chaddick blinked and looked down.

The lump under the silk sheets shifted. Hot breath ghosted across his inner thigh, then higher. Pressure pushed against the base of his cock as she thrust her nose against him. A cool breeze rushed along his sensitive skin as she inhaled sharply, then an explosion of warm air enveloped him as she exhaled.

And did it again.

His body responded before his brain caught up. Blood rushed south with embarrassing speed. His morning erection, already half-present after reminiscing about Tiriel, surged to full attention.

Was she sniffing him?

"Goldie?" His voice came out rough with sleep. "What are you doing?"

The wagging stopped. The lump under the covers froze.

A muffled voice from under the blankets: "I—uh… nothing, sir. I apologize. I didn't mean to wake you."

"That's not an answer."

There was a beat of silence. Then, her very small voice said: "You smell good."

Chaddick propped himself up on his elbows. The motion made Tiriel stir against his side. Her emerald eyes fluttered open, hazy with sleep.

"Mmm." She stretched languidly, putting her exposed chest on full and glorious display. "Good morning."

"Morning, beautiful,” he said, turning his head toward her. “How are you feeling?"

"Sore." Her smile widened. "Deliciously so." She traced a finger down his chest, her touch as light as a feather. "Though not so sore that I'd refuse another round of... experimentation."

"I'll keep that in mind." He nodded toward the wagging lump between his legs. "But someone got there first. I’m afraid you’ll have to wait."

Goldie nuzzled her nose against his sac, jostling him almost roughly to get her face all the way up against his skin. She snuffled in and out, creating the strangest sensation of hot and cold as her breath moved back and forth over his skin.

Tiriel followed his gaze. Her eyebrows rose. "Oh! That’s… um…"

"Apparently I smell good. Or you smell good on me, after last night."

"Fascinating." Tiriel's academic curiosity flickered to life, even through her drowsiness. "Canin olfactory sensitivity is remarkable. Perhaps the pheromonal changes from prolonged intimate activity have—"

"I can hear you," Goldie said from under the blankets. Her voice was mortified. "And I'm sorry, I know it's improper, I know I shouldn't have, I'll stop immediately and—"

"Whoa, whoa, whoa," Chaddick laughed. “I did not ask you to stop.”

The wagging resumed. Tentatively at first, then harder. She poked her head out from under the covers and looked up at him with those big, chocolate brown eyes. “Really, sir? You don’t mind?”

Chaddick noticed a line of drool sliding down her chin.

"If you like how I smell," he said, "you're welcome to do more than sniff."

A whine escaped her throat. High-pitched, eager, utterly canine. Her tail thrashed against the blankets with enough force to create a breeze.

Tentatively, almost shyly, she opened her mouth and let her tongue loll out. It was longer than a human tongue, and he knew from experience it could be quite dexterous when she wanted it to be. Keeping her eyes on his, she reached out until the pink tip touched him.

He shuddered with pleasure as she licked, long and slow, her warm, wet tongue dragging up his length. Not sucking, just licking. Goldie gripped his thighs as she lapped at him, nuzzling her face into the base of his shaft before covering him with wet, sloppy kisses, cleaning him like he was something precious. Something that belonged to her.

Chaddick let his head fall back against the pillow. "Gods."

Base to tip and back again, she licked and lapped, hot saliva dripping down his length and washing over his balls. Her breath came in quick pants against his skin. Each exhale was hot, each inhale came with a little sniff, like she couldn't get enough of his scent.

The bed shifted. Tiriel pushed herself up on one arm, watching with undisguised interest. Her ruined nightgown gaped open and the full swell of her breasts fell out, brushing against Chaddick’s side.

"Oh, Goldie…" She lifted the edge of the blanket and peeked underneath and moaned in delight. "Oh my goodness, girl. That is so hot."

She’d leaned over so Chaddick couldn’t see what she was seeing. He could just feel Goldie on her hands and knees between his thighs, her face buried in his lap. But he could see the Canin paladin’s ass poking up through the blankets, and the lump of her tail wagging beneath it as she worked him in long, devoted strokes.

She was so excited, her whole body wiggled with it.

Tiriel's lips curved into a smile. "What a dedicated little paladin, keeping our hero clean."

Goldie whimpered.

"That's it," Tiriel murmured. She reached down and stroked Goldie's hair, fingers scratching lightly behind one floppy ear. "Such a good girl. Chaddick needs his side-kick to take care of him, doesn't he? To keep him nice and clean so he can be the best hero he can be."

The whimpering turned into a moan. Goldie's licking grew sloppier, more desperate.

The blanket slipped and Goldie's bare backside came into view—round and firm and perfect, her tail wagging like a golden flag of enthusiasm above it. She’d somehow lost her underclothes in the night. One of her hands had disappeared between her thighs, taking advantage of her nudity. Her fingers worked in tight circles as she licked, and her whimpering increased.

"Look at her," Tiriel breathed. "She's touching herself. She likes this so much she can't help it."

Chaddick groaned. His hands twisted in the silk sheets. Goldie had stopped licking and started sucking, taking him deep into the wet heat of her mouth. Her tongue swirled around him as she bobbed. Her throat made eager little sounds with each stroke.

"Good girl," he managed. "Such a good girl, Goldie. Gods, that feels good."

She whined around his cock. The vibration shot through him like lightning. Her tail wagged impossibly faster. Her fingers sped up between her legs.

Close. He was close. The pressure built in his abdomen, tightening with each bob of her head, each worshipful swipe of her tongue—

Until a knock came at the door.

Everyone froze.

"Lord Questwell?" A muffled voice from the hallway intoned in a bored monotone. "Message from Lord Lumistrae. He requests your presence at the manor immediately. There's been an... incident."

Goldie's mouth slid off him with a wet pop. Her ears flattened with disappointment. "No," she whispered. "No. Not now! I was going to—"

"Apologies for the early hour," the messenger continued, "but Lord Lumistrae stressed the urgency. He says to tell you: they had visitors last night."

Chaddick's arousal didn't so much fade as get shoved aside by a spike of adrenaline. Visitors. Surely, Lord Lumistrae wasn’t sending this message to inform him of a social visit. It could only mean one thing. The trap they'd set, the assassin Lord Lumistrae had predicted, had born fruit…

"I'll be down in ten minutes," he called back.

"Very good, sir. I'll wait in the lobby."

Footsteps retreated down the hall.

Goldie looked up at him. Her lips were swollen and wet. Her brown eyes held equal parts frustration and worry. "Do we have to?”

“I’m afraid so, Goldie,” Chaddick said, giving her ears a final pat. “Duty calls.”

The puppy paladin straightened at that. The only thing she took more seriously than pleasing her hero was her sense of duty.

“Father was right then,” Tiriel said, looking a bit worried. “Someone sent an assassin?"

"Sounds like it." He sat up fully, running a hand through his sleep-mussed hair. "Someone tried to kill us last night."

"Tried to kill you," Tiriel corrected. She was already sliding out of bed, apparently unbothered by her state of undress. What she was bothered by was the audacity of whoever had sent a killer after Chaddick. “Which is an affront that I will not tolerate!”

"It seems the Magistrate sent more than the payment we were owed for defeating Guild Master Mordain and his incontinent cult.” Chaddick said.

Goldie let out a growl that was so sudden and so ferocious it startled Chaddick, sending his heart racing. There was something quite instinctive about the reaction of hearing that kind of threatening noise from a creature whose face was inches from one’s manhood.

“Shh. It’s all right Goldie.” Chaddick reached down to pet the Canin woman’s head, stroking her ears until the snarl faded to a growl, and then to a low rumble in her chest. Still threatening, but not quite so terrifying as before. “We knew this was a possibility. That’s why we’re in this nice big bed in a fancy hotel, remember?”

Lord Thandor Lumistrae had suspected this outcome from the start. When he'd learned that Magistrate Zane was routing Chaddick's payment through the family estate, because Chaddick was supposed to be staying there, his eyes had narrowed with a calculating look Tiriel had clearly inherited.

"If the Magistrate is corrupt," he'd explained over expensive wine in his study, "You’ll be getting paid in retribution, not gold. Guild Master Mordain’s fate will be seen as a warning to other corrupt officials. A Chosen One who exposed one might expose another. Better to eliminate the threat while it's still manageable."

Lord Lumistrae had proposed a simple, elegant solution: Let Zane think Chaddick was sleeping in Tiriel's bedroom. Post guards in strategic positions. Wait for the inevitable assassination attempt, capture the killer, and extract information about who hired them.

Privately, Chaddick had thought it seemed a bit paranoid. But with Lord Lumistrae offering to put him and the girls up in the penthouse suite at The Gilded Swan, he wasn’t fool enough to argue with the man.

Apparently, his eye for a good deal had ended up potentially saving his life.

A fact that only temporarily muted his fury at being the target of an assassination attempt.

“I’ll kill him,” Goldie declared, still growling in the back of her throat. “Magistrate or not, he’s a dead man.”

“If it was him, I’m inclined to let you,” Chaddick replied. “But it’s possible Captain Blackweather blabbed our whereabouts to someone else. We shouldn’t jump to conclusions until we have all the facts. The Chosen One and his sidekick can’t be found murdering city officials in cold blood.”

Goldie bit her lip, lowering her eyes like she was ashamed of her outburst. She nodded. “You’re right. I’m just so angry! It wouldn’t be very heroic though. You deserve better, sir.”

“Never mind heroism,” Chaddick said with a grin. “It would totally ruin our image. And Artemis would be way too pleased to see us fail.”

Goldie’s fur bristled and she growled again. “That jerk!”

She looked ready to bite someone.

Chaddick found her sudden over-protectiveness adorable. It seemed she was seeing her role as his sidekick as more than just a duty now, treating him more like family to guard and protect. Even if she was still a bit conflicted about the other, more intimate parts of their relationship.

“Don’t worry about him,” he said, ruffling her ears until her tail started thumping the mattress. “Hopefully Lord Lumistrae was able to capture this ‘visitor’ for interrogation.”

"Father will have answers," Tiriel said. She padded toward the bathing chamber, her torn nightgown trailing behind her like a very inappropriate cape. "However, those answers will have to wait until after my bath. I have observed that, while delightful in both theory and practice, intimacies of a carnal nature are rather… more sticky than my hypothesis prepared me for. You two can continue your... activities... if you're quick about it."

She disappeared through the doorway.

Goldie's tail gave another hopeful wag.

Chaddick looked down at her, still kneeling between his thighs. He was still hard—adrenaline and arousal made strange bedfellows, but they weren't mutually exclusive. Despite the interruption, the pretty Canin seemed eager to continue the early morning service of her master.

"We probably shouldn't," he said.

Her ears drooped.

"We have an assassin to investigate, a corrupt magistrate to expose, and a payment to collect—assuming the man who just tried to kill us plans on skimping on the gold, too."

The drooping intensified. “But sir… it’s my job to make sure you’re ready for the day. And… um… you look a little uncomfortable right now…”

“Understatement...” In fact, his dick was aching to get back to the scheduled program. Chaddick reached down and cupped her chin, tilting her face up. "All right, girl. If you can be quick—and quiet—I would appreciate it very much if you finished what you started.”

Goldie’s ears perked up. Her tail swung so far from side to side that he could hear it slapping against her skin. Her pink tongue hung out, lolling with excitement.

"I can be quick," she promised. "I can be so quick. And quiet, sir. Very quiet."

"That's my good girl.” Chaddick ran his fingers through her hair as she lowered her face. He groaned as her mouth wrapped around him once more. “Gods yes. Such a good girl.”

She bobbed her head and thumped her tail, pushing herself to gagging as he stroked her ears.

From the bathroom, the sound of Tiriel singing made the perfect background music to a perfect morning.

Well, perfect except for the fact that someone was trying to kill him. But that was easy enough to forget about with the Canin paladin kneeling between his legs. And a very thoroughly deflowered elf in the bathroom.
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Twenty minutes later—ten minutes longer than promised, but Goldie had been very thorough—Chaddick emerged from the bathing chamber to find both women dressed and waiting.

Goldie had donned her armor with her usual attention to detail. With the smooth plate of her paladin armor hiding her gentle curves, it was almost impossible to imagine the woman kneeling submissively between his legs. Her sword hung at her hip. Her shield rested on her back. She looked every inch the professional sidekick and member of the prestigious Guardlight clan that she was, ready for action, no matter what that action entailed.

Only the slight flush on her cheeks and the satisfied curl of her tail gave any hint of what she'd been doing ten minutes ago. But now that she was wearing her armor, she was suddenly a lot more shy when Chaddick met her gaze. He was reminded that her bedroom persona and her professional persona were at odds when it came to the type of loyalty she paid to her hero. She didn’t seem ashamed, exactly. But perhaps a little embarrassed by her early morning devotions.

Tiriel wore practical trousers and a fitted blouse beneath a light jacket, which seemed designed to frame and enhance her already impressive bust, rather than minimize it. Chaddick appreciated the display and the effort she’d gone to, which he was fairly certain she’d done for his benefit. Her hair was still damp but braided back neatly, and she'd pulled her boots back on, though the way she shifted her weight suggested they weren't comfortable.

"When we collect our payment," she said, catching his look, "new boots are my first priority."

"I remember." He'd promised her that last night, after the first round and then again, between round two and round three. "As soon as we have money that isn't trapped in bureaucratic limbo, you can have as many boots as you like."

"The promissory note for five thousand is already deposited,” Goldie said, matter-of-factly. “And we’ll deposit the second one today. If everything proceeds as usual at Sanctum Mercatoria, we’ll have access to those funds in a few days at the most.”

“Not to mention, the city owes us that reward for saving everyone from the void cult,” Tiriel huffed. “Though I notice Captain Blackweather wasn’t very specific about how much we’d get paid.”

“That could have just been a trick to find out where we were staying…” Chaddick said. “We’ll only get paid assuming the man who controls the city's treasury isn't the one who sent an assassin after us."

"Well, yes. Assuming that. But he’d better!"

“And if that’s the case,” Goldie growled, “we’ll extract our payment from him ourselves.”

Chaddick buckled his sword belt and joined them at the door. The Blade of Prophecy hummed contentedly against his hip, like it contained so much power it was practically vibrating with it. Other than the blade, however, his own armor was still the academy-issue garbage he'd graduated with. Damaged chain shirt, patched gambeson, battered kettle helm.

He glanced down at himself ruefully.

Next to Goldie's pristine plate and Tiriel’s practical but pricy adventurer garb, he looked like a particularly ambitious beggar.

"Some equipment upgrades wouldn’t be out of order," he said. "Right after the boots."

Tiriel eyed his outfit with the expression she usually reserved for failed experiments. "It’s true, sweetums. You could do with a wardrobe upgrade. You're the Chosen One. But you look like a hedge knight who lost a fight with a bramble patch."

"I’ve kind of gotten used to the bramble patch aesthetic. I like it."

"Babycakes... That’s only because you haven’t seen yourself any other way. If we conduct a few… stylistic experiments… I’m sure we can find something more suitable. My hypothesis is, we’ll have to beat the ladies away with a stick once I’m done with you."

“Do we want that?” Goldie narrowed her eyes. “I agree that he could do with a more heroic-looking outfit. But the ‘ladies’ are enough of a problem as it is. He can hardly get through supper at the tavern without getting mobbed by horny fangirls.”

“Now that you mention it, a wardrobe refresh doesn’t sound so bad!” Chaddick grinned as Goldie began to growl again.

They made their way through the Gilded Swan's opulent hallways. Chaddick marveled at the place all over again. Crystal chandeliers, plush carpets, servants who bowed and scraped at their passage. It was more than he ever dreamed of for himself.

Though technically, none of this was ‘his,’ yet. The penthouse suite had been arranged by Tiriel's father—a ‘temporary’ accommodation until Chaddick's finances sorted themselves out.

Chaddick's pride had initially bristled at the charity Lord Lumistrae had shown him. He was determined to pay his own way. But refusing would have meant sleeping in a flophouse while an assassin potentially hunted him. And he had two beautiful women to protect, besides himself. Pride was a luxury. Survival was a necessity.

He'd accepted the rooms.

He could pay for something like it himself, in the future, if he wanted to. And now that he’d had a taste of the high life, he knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that he did want to. With the Chosen One title to boost his name recognition, there would be quests, large and small, just waiting for him to claim them and all the gold and girls that came with the deal.

All of that would come in time, after he dealt with this current problem.

The messenger, a young man in Lumistrae livery, fidgeting with obvious nerves, waited in the lobby. He brightened when he saw them descending the grand staircase.

"Lord Questwell! Ladies." He bobbed a bow, keeping his voice as calmly neutral as it had been at the door. "The carriage is waiting outside. Lord Lumistrae is most eager to speak with you."

"What happened exactly?" Tiriel asked.

"I'm afraid I don't have all the details, Miss. Only that the guards posted in your room encountered an intruder in the night. Or—" He hesitated. "Nearly encountered. It's... complicated."

Chaddick frowned. "Nearly encountered?”

"Lord Lumistrae will explain, sir. The carriage is just outside."


Chapter 2
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The carriage seats were leather worn soft by years of aristocratic backsides. Goldie took the rear-facing bench and rested her hand on her sword hilt. Her ears tracked sounds from outside—hooves, cart wheels, a fishmonger's cry.

Tiriel gnawed at her thumbnail absently, her emerald eyes lost in thought. Soft, pale flesh spilled out the top of the blouse, jiggingly with every rut and stone the carriage encountered.

Chaddick stretched his legs out and watched the city roll past, casting long lingering glances at the elf’s luscious cleavage. He’d made good use of her assets the night before, but it hadn’t dampened his appreciation for them. Or his appreciation for her effort to wear them on display like she had. The funny thing was, now that Tiriel had her gears turning on a problem to solve, she seemed to have completely forgotten the fact that she was dressed in a way that would likely make passersby walk into walls.

As they made their way into the wealthiest districts of Port Viridia, the houses got bigger and the gardens got greener. A man in silk livery walked a pair of dogs that looked like they ate better than Chaddick did.

His stomach growled.

"We should've grabbed breakfast first," he said.

Goldie stared at him. "Someone tried to kill you last night, sir."

"And failed. Meanwhile, I'm starving."

She growled faintly but didn’t respond.

Chaddick found it cute how much her personality changed once she had that armor on. She had been more than willing to put off the issue of mysterious ‘visitors’ to Lumistrae manor when they were in bed with unfinished business to attend to.

But he didn’t think she’d appreciate that reminder as much as he did, so he wisely kept it to himself.

Tiriel drummed her fingers against her knee. "Visitors. That's what the messenger said. Do you think Father caught them?"

"Guess we'll find out."

"If he did, we could interrogate them. There are spells I’ve always been curious to try… Infernal Toothache, Death by a Thousand Paper Cuts, Ingrown Toenail of Doom—”

“Sure, babe,” Chaddick chuckled. “Anything you like. But breakfast first. Then torture, okay?”

Goldie snorted and turned her shoulder so that her back was to both of them. Her tail had gone rigid against the seat.

"What?"

"Nothing, sir." She watched the street with more interest than it warranted. "Nothing at all."

The Lumistrae estate sprawled across a manicured hilltop in the wealthy district, all marble columns, filigreed gates, and enchanted floating gardens full of exotic flowers. It was the kind of casual richness that Chaddick had yearned after as an orphaned street urchin, before the scholarship to Ye Olde Hero Academy had changed his life. Even now, he couldn’t help but imagine himself having such a place for himself. Vast wealth had always been one of his dreams.

Yet, as they stepped through the ornate front gates, he had to tamp down the impulsive worry that a security guard would jump out and arrest him for daring to set foot in a Noble neighborhood. That even now, with the Chosen One title and the Blade of Prophecy at his side, he would be recognized as a fraud.

The fact that he was still wearing the crummy academy issue armor certainly didn’t help. He swore to himself that as soon as this business with the would-be assassin was sorted, he was going to march down to the Sanctum Mercatoria and demand some of his hard earned gold—new account holding period be damned.

The entrance hall was all white marble floors and spiral staircases. A chandelier the size of a fishing boat cast rainbows like confetti on the floor. Portraits of dead elves lined the walls, all of them frowning like they'd smelled something unpleasant. Chaddick tried not to feel like it was him.

His boots squeaked on the pristine floor tiles, making him wince.

Lord Thandor Lumistrae met them in the entrance hall. He was a tall elf with silver-streaked auburn hair. He had the kind of aristocratic bearing that suggested his ancestors had been important since before humans figured out fire.

This was impossible, of course, but the act was convincing nonetheless.

His eyes, which were a darker shade than his daughter’s emerald green, were hard with frustration.

Chaddick felt a chill, seeing the powerful elf looking so serious, after the night he’d just spent with the man’s daughter. Monsters were one thing. Father’s-in-law were another entirely.

If the Lord of Lumistrae manor decided to have Chaddick drawn, quartered, and his various parts stuck on pikes in the town square, there probably weren’t very many people consequential enough to stop him.

Thandor smiled ruefully as he approached, fortunately, easing Chaddick’s nerves.

"You made good time." He clasped Chaddick's hand firmly. "Come. I'll explain in my study."

They followed him through a series of twisting corridors. Their footsteps were muffled by thick carpets woven with patterns of silver leaves. Paintings and tapestries lined the walls—hunting scenes, pastoral landscapes, the occasional magical battle rendered in oils and gold leaf. And, of course, the imperious and ever-dissatisfied portraits of elves.

Tiriel was obviously biting her tongue to stop herself from bursting into a thousand questions at once. Her fingers twitched at her sides like she wanted to grab her father by the sleeve and shake the answers out of him.

Goldie walked two steps behind Chaddick, her eyes scanning every doorway and alcove they passed. Her guardian instincts were on high alert, though she remained stoic. Chaddick caught her casting sidelong glances at some of the décor.

The Guardlights were a prestigious family, with their own fair share of wealth, as far as Chaddick understood it. But it was clear that, where Goldie’s family invested in weapons and armor upgrades, training facilities, and the occasional heroic statue, they didn’t spend quite so much effort on their interior decorating as the Lumistrae household.

Given what Chaddick had seen of the Lord and Lady of the house, this was mostly Lady Serelith’s doing. She was a socialite of the highest order, who had always hoped for her daughter to join the scene. Tiriel had disabused her of the notion the night before, declaring that she would be giving up the Mages’ Guild to become an adventurer. After the fainting episode that followed, Chaddick judged that Lady Serelith considered adventuring to be a considerable step down the ladder of respectability from the Mages Guild, which she’d already held in some contempt.

He had to respect the fact that neither Lord nor Lady Lumistrae had attempted to talk their daughter out of her eccentric dreams, despite their misgivings. In fact, Thandor Lumistrae seemed to find Tiriel’s adventurous spirit quite amusing. And, being somewhat of a touchstone of Port Viridia’s social scene himself, he had shown a keen interest in helping them to expose the corruption rotting at the heart of the city. If for no other reason than the considerable entertainment value of a grand public upset.

Lord Lumistrae’s study, more than anywhere else that Chaddick had seen in the manor, demonstrated the family’s commitment to business, scholarship, and social status.

A fire crackled in the hearth despite the mild morning, filling the room with warmth and the pleasant smell of woodsmoke. Leather armchairs were arranged before the fireplace, their cushions worn soft by generations of use. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined the walls, with a massive desk of polished darkwood at the center. The study windows overlooked the gardens, where blooms of every color Chaddick could imagine flourished.

Their host poured drinks—something elven and likely ancient—and gestured for them to sit.

Chaddick sank into one of the leather chairs. It embraced him like a glove, molding to his body like it wanted to trap him there. Tiriel perched on the edge of the seat beside him, too anxious to relax, the side of her breasts hovering distractingly close to his face.

He had the self-preservation instincts not to stare at them in the presence of her father.

Goldie remained standing near the door, feet planted shoulder-width apart, hands clasped behind her back. The posture of a bodyguard came more naturally to her than relaxing in someone else’s home. When Thandor offered her a glass, she shook her head once, sharply.

"I'm on duty, my Lord."

"Suit yourself." He passed out the others, set the rejected glass on his desk, and settled into the chair behind it, swirling his own drink thoughtfully.

“Father,” Tiriel exclaimed, staring dubiously at her glass. “We haven’t even had breakfast! What would Mother think?”

Lord Lumistrae raised a single, thin eyebrow at his daughter. “Your mother is off getting sozzled with her brunch ladies as we speak. If she were here, she’d probably ask for a bigger glass.”

“Oh.” Tiriel frowned contemplatively. “Is that what she does at those things? I thought it was just horrible gossip and those funny little sandwiches with no crust.”

“Well, now you know what you’re missing out on. Are you having second thoughts about joining society? I’m sure it’s not too late. I could send for a carriage if you’ve changed your mind about being an adventurer—”

“No, Daddy! Goodness no. If I’m going to get sozzled before breakfast, I’m doing it here with Chaddick and Goldie, getting to the bottom of this assassin business.”

“Assassin?” Lord Lumistrae’s eyes narrowed. “Who said anything about an assassin?”

“Call it a hypothesis,” she said, crossing her arms and staring him down. “Now, if you don’t tell us what is going on, I’m afraid I might burst!”

"Not in here, you won’t. I just had the carpets cleaned.”

Tiriel stomped her foot. “Daddy!”

“All right, fine. If you must know, your hypothesis is likely correct.”

‘Likely? What do you mean likely? Was the experiment inconclusive?”

“In a manner of speaking."

"What manner of speaking?" Goldie asked, the barest hint of impatience coming through in her tone. Her tail had gone rigid and the fur had started to bristle. "Please, sir. Tell us what is going on."

Lord Lumistrae sighed. He rose from his chair and crossed to the window, looking out over the gardens with his drink in one hand and the other clasped in a fist behind his back. Morning light caught the silver threads in his hair.

"The intruder came. Just after the second bell of night. Exactly as predicted." Thandor swirled his drink. "My captain positioned two of our best guards inside Tiriel's bedroom. Two more in the hallway. The window had been left unlatched—an obvious entry point."

“And?”

Thandor turned from the window. He lifted his glass and studied the amber liquid for a moment, then knocked back the entire contents in one smooth motion.

“She came through the window like a ghost. Captain Harren said he's never seen anyone move that fast. One moment the window was empty. The next, there was a figure in black crouched on the sill."

Goldie's growl was low and involuntary. Her ears had flattened until they blended in perfectly with her tousled blonde hair.

Tiriel leaned forward on the armrest, academic curiosity momentarily overriding her anxiety. Chaddick said a silent prayer that her low-cut top would hold, in case her father decided that adventuring was unbecoming of his only child. Fortunately, he didn’t seem to notice how Tiriel was dressed at all. Or if he did, he didn’t care. She was an adult after all.

"How is that possible?” Tiriel pressed. “Even with magical enhancement, that level of speed and stealth would require—"

"Years of training," her father finished. "And considerable natural talent."

Chaddick pursed his lips. "Did you say ‘she’?"

"Female, certainly. That’s about the only thing we know about her for sure. She was small. Acrobatic. Dressed entirely in black leather." Thandor's jaw tightened. "The guards engaged immediately, but…”

Tiriel’s forehead wrinkled and she frowned. “Captain Harren’s men are some of the most finely trained guards in Port Viridia. They couldn’t stop her? Did… did she fight back?”

"As a matter of fact, she didn't fight them. Not really. Which I find particularly interesting."

Chaddick exchanged a glance with Tiriel. Her brow was furrowed, working through the implications the way Chaddick tried to calculate an oversized bar tab.

Thandor set down his empty glass on the desk with a soft clink.

"Captain Harren swung at her,” the elf continued. “She dodged. His partner lunged. She twisted away. They cornered her against the wall, and she... disappeared."

"Disappeared?"

"Through the window. Over the balcony. Gone into the night like smoke." Thandor shook his head. "She’s obviously a professional of a much higher caliber than I would expect someone like Magistrate Zane to know, let alone be able to afford. Underestimating her could have been a deadly mistake on our part.”

“Could have been?” Chaddick picked out those words. “So, no one was hurt?”

“Not for lack of opportunity. She had at least three chances to kill or maim my men, according to Captain Harren. Yet, she didn't take any of them. She disarmed one, evaded the other, and when she realized her mark was not there, she left without drawing blood."

The room went quiet.

"An assassin who doesn't kill," Tiriel said slowly. She'd pulled her legs up beneath her in the chair, her gaze turning inward as she mulled over the puzzle. "That's… unusual."

"It's practically unheard of." Thandor moved back to his desk and leaned against it, arms crossed over his chest. His dark green eyes fixed on Chaddick with an intensity that made the young hero want to sit up straighter. "Whoever hired her wanted you dead. But she apparently wasn't willing to hurt anyone else to get to you. When she realized she’d walked into a trap, she fled rather than fighting her way out."

Chaddick turned that over in his mind. A killer with principles. Someone who'd accepted a contract on his life but drew the line at collateral damage.

It didn't match his mental image of assassins. Then again, his mental image came mostly from tavern stories and academy lectures. He hadn’t really considered the fact that professional killers were a real-life phenomenon, let alone that one might come after him.

"But they didn’t get a good look at her?" he asked.

"Unfortunately, not. Dark clothes. Dark hair." Thandor paused, reaching for the decanter to refill his glass. "Captain Harren thought she might be beastkin of some kind. The way she moved, the reflexes. But it was too dark to tell which kind."

At the word ‘beastkin,’ Goldie's ears pricked forward. She stood abruptly to attention. Her nostrils flared slightly—scenting the air. Her tail had gone rigid as her mind fixated on the hunt. "I'd like to inspect the room."

"Of course. I'll have someone show you—"

"I know where it is, sir." Her voice was clipped, but still professional. "I'd like to go now, if you don't mind."

Thandor nodded. Goldie left without another word.

"She's taking this very personally," Chaddick said.

"Someone tried to kill her hero," Tiriel pointed out. Then she scowled. “Come to think of it, I’m beginning to take it a bit personally myself.”

They finished their drinks in relative silence. Thandor shared what little else he knew—the guards had searched the grounds, found nothing, secured the estate. The assassin had vanished completely.

He refilled their glasses without asking. Chaddick didn't object.

Twenty minutes later, the study door banged open hard enough to rattle the books on their shelves.

Goldie stood in the doorway. Every line of her body was rigid with barely contained fury. Her ears pressed flat against her skull. Her tail bristled out behind her like an angry brush. Her lips were pulled back just enough to show the points of her canines. She stalked into the room, her armored boots striking the floor with sharp, deliberate force.

“Felin.” She spat the word like a curse.

Tiriel blinked. "You're certain?"

"I smelled her." Goldie's lip curled, exposing her teeth. She snarled. "The room reeks of it, that particular musk they have. I’d know it anywhere.” She turned to Chaddick. "Your assassin is a cat, sir."

"Does that matter?"

"It matters to me." She shook with barely contained outrage. "Felin are sneaky. Selfish. Utterly without loyalty. Everything Canin are not. The fact that a cat-kin would try to do injury to my sworn hero is an affront to the entire Guardlight family!"

She'd started pacing as she spoke, three steps one way, three steps back, her gauntleted hands clenching and unclenching at her sides.

"Fascinating," Tiriel said. She was chewing on her thumbnail, eyes bright. "A Felin assassin who avoids collateral damage. That suggests a personal code. Possibly guild training—the Velvet Paw syndicate has strict rules about civilian casualties. Or maybe—"

The growl in Goldie’s throat hadn't stopped—a constant, low rumble like gravel grinding beneath a cartwheel. "This is not a research project!"

"Everything is a research project if you have a curious mind," Tiriel retorted primly.

Chaddick swirled his drink. "At least cats are cute. I’d hate to be killed by a… I don’t know… an orc."

Goldie looked like she wanted to bite them both.

"I’m only joking,” he said, considering her expression. “Mostly. But it does seem like a broad generalization, Goldie. A bit of an overreaction, perhaps?”

"It's an accurate generalization." She crossed her arms. "Canin are pack creatures. We form bonds. We protect our own. Cats? They're solitary. Mercenary. They serve themselves and no one else."

"She's an assassin.” Chaddick said. “'Serving herself' is literally the job description. Hard to hold that against her."

Goldie's eyes flashed. "She tried to kill you, sir."

“But she didn’t.”

Chaddick looked at the glass in his hand. The amber fluid had a pinkish orange hue when the morning light hit it, like a liquid sunrise. He drained the glass in one long swallow, feeling the liquor burn its way into his belly where it simmered with a pleasant warmth and tingle.

It was sweeter than he’d expected and a little bit floral, like nectar from one of the exotic blooms in the floating gardens. He tipped the glass toward his host in appreciation. “Thanks to Lord Lumistrae’s preparations.”

Thandor reached for the decanter and refilled Chaddick's glass without comment. Chaddick wasn’t sure it was a great idea to drink so much on an empty stomach, but if this was how the rich folks did it, he supposed he would have to get used to it.

Maybe he’d keep his eye out for some sort of inebriation blocking enchantment when they finally got their hands on the gold they’d earned.

"Ooh, I wonder if she will try harder, now?" Tiriel said, bouncing slightly in her seat. "Different approach, perhaps? Poison? A sniper's perch? The behavioral adaptation of a thwarted predator would be—"

"Tiriel. Are you using my attempted murder as a case study?” Chaddick asked. “And more importantly… should I be offended?”

“Well, it is sort of exciting, you have to admit. It’s not everyday someone tries to kill you. How many opportunities am I going to have to study a murderer up close?”

“She didn’t murder me yet,” he reminded her.

“But she might try again!” Tiriel looked a little more excited by the prospect than Chaddick felt was strictly warranted, but he trusted that it was just the mystery that excited her and not the prospect of his demise. “And when she does… we’ll be ready.”

“Death by pussy,” Chaddick mused. “Could be worse, I suppose.”

Goldie's tail lashed. "Neither of you are taking this seriously!"

Chaddick stood and crossed to her. Put a hand on her pauldron. "Hey. Relax. It's just one assassin."

"Just one—" Goldie sputtered. "Sir!"

"What? I've handled worse. Remember the Cockatrice?"

"The Cockatrice didn't sneak into your bedroom while you slept!"

"Fair point. But I wasn't sleeping in that bedroom, was I?" He scratched behind her ear. "We'll find her. We'll deal with it. It'll be fine."

Her ear twitched under his fingers. Some of the tension bled out of her shoulders. "You're impossible," she muttered

"And yet, here I am. Still alive.” His stomach rumbled. “And still hungry, apparently."

Tiriel glowered at her father and raised an expectant eyebrow. “I bet Mother has funny little crustless sandwiches to go with her breakfast booze, don’t you, Father?”

“All right, all right.” Lord Lumistrae picked up a pen that shimmered with some sort of enchantment. He wrote something on the page in front of him, and Chaddick noticed the words disappeared almost as soon as he lifted the nib of the pen. “There, I’ve put an order in to the kitchen. Not canapes, though.” He grumbled under his breath, as if this was a longstanding argument. “If we’re going to eat we might as well do it right.”

"In the meantime." Chaddick turned to Thandor. "Is there any word on our payment from the Magistrate's office?"

The elder elf's expression became wry. "That's another interesting thing. This morning, just before dawn—or just after this assassin had time to report her failure to her employer—a message arrived from Magistrate Zane's office."

Chaddick raised an eyebrow, though he thought he could guess what the answer would be. "And?"

"Your payment has been 'delayed.'" Thandor's voice dripped with contempt, but amusement twinkled in his eyes as if he were enjoying the social maneuvering like a chess player enjoying a game he knew he would win. "Bureaucratic complications, they claim. The Sanctum Mercatoria requires additional verification or some such. The usual excuses. It seems he realized that, since you’re still alive, you might consider the lack of reward payment a bit suspicious given the circumstances. But I suspect he spent all of his pocket money on hiring a top-tier assassin, so… no payment for you."

Chaddick laughed. "Now there’s a bold strategy. I can’t tell if he’s a complete idiot or if this is actually brilliant. Works out well for him in the meantime, I suppose."

"It confirms my suspicions, at least." Thandor took a sip from his glass. "Zane is dirty. He plans to eliminate you before you can become a problem, and is using his position to cover his tracks."

"Then we need to become a bigger problem," Tiriel said. "Father, can you—"

“Wait—” Chaddick held up his hand. “Before we antagonize him further… We’re sure this assassin is only after me? Tiriel and Goldie were involved in Guild Master Mordain’s takedown, too. Are they in danger?”

“Zane is a coward, first and foremost,” Thandor said. “He’s got a knack for performative outrage and self-righteous chest thumping. But he knows he can’t go toe to toe with House Lumistrae. I’m amazed he had the balls to send an assassin into my home at all. He’s probably shitting bricks that she almost got caught.”

“Stupid cat,” Goldie growled again, under her breath.

Thandor grinned. “Knowing Zane to be a coward, I would be willing to bet my inheritance that he would never go after my daughter. Or a Guardlight, for that matter. It’s too risky. Not just the threat of bodily harm if he fails, but socially and politically as well, which are languages he understands very well, despite being a coward.”

“Are you willing to stake Tiriel’s life on that bet?” Chaddick asked seriously.

“No.” Thandor sighed, giving Chaddick a hard look. “People can be unpredictable, especially under duress. However, I am willing to bet that you’d stake your life on her safety. And I’ll just have to trust that will be enough to keep her out of harm’s way. You are the Chosen One, after all. There’s hardly a more competent hero in all of Armathia.”

“But Father, what are we going to do?” Tiriel was not the hand wringing type, but she looked like she might punch something. “This is the greatest of insults. He’s my hero. How dare someone try to kill him? I won’t stand for it!”

"I'm already making inquiries. Discreetly." Thandor's smile was thin and sharp. "The Magistrate has enemies. People who'd love to see him fall. If we can find proof of his corruption..."

"Well, we can’t take it to Captain Blackweather," Chaddick finished. "That’s for sure. She’s probably in the Magistrate’s pocket, willingly or not. But, maybe someone higher up the food chain?”

"Precisely." Thandor raised his glass. "I have an idea about who that might be, but give me some time to ensure I’m not wrong about them, first. In the meantime, stay vigilant. Stay alive. And for the love of all the gods…”

He narrowed his eyes at Chaddick and lowered his voice. “Keep it down when you’re enjoying my daughter’s company.”

Chaddick choked on his drink.

"Father!" Tiriel's cheeks flushed crimson. “You can’t say things like that! I’m not a child!”

“What? I’m a practical man. I’ve accepted your arrangement. And I even approve. However, the Gilded Swan is the most prestigious hotel in the city, and they don’t tolerate guests who inspire noise complaints for very long, no matter how deep the client’s purse might be.”

“Oh…” Tiriel looked as if she suddenly remembered some of the things she’d screamed at the top of her lungs while submitting herself as the world's first born-again hero-whore. “I’m sorry! I didn’t realize there had been complaints.”

"Don’t worry about it, darling. I’ve thrown my share of boisterous parties there. But it would be inconvenient if they kicked you out while there’s an assassin on the loose. I'd prefer my grandchildren to have a living father."

“Wait. What?” Chaddick snorted, burning his sinuses with the elven liquor. “Did you say grandchildren?”

Tiriel’s blush deepened. “Gods, Father. You are so embarrassing.”

Goldie's tail started wagging despite herself.

Lord Lumistrae’s laughter shook the room hard enough to make the chandelier tinkle.

After a while, Chaddick laughed too, trying to figure out whether the elf was joking or not. He’d never really considered having children before, not having had a family himself. Would he make a good father? He hadn’t had a paternal role model, growing up. But that meant he hadn’t had a bad influence, either, like some guys did.

Maybe once his adventuring days were over, and he had a nice stash of gold and a collection of beautiful girls to keep him company, a few kids wouldn’t be such a bad thing. It wasn’t a terrible idea, anyway.

For now, though, he had simpler concerns.

Gold to collect. Equipment to buy. A killer cat to catch.

He stretched and felt his spine pop in three places.

"So," he said. "About that breakfast…?”

Goldie made a strangled noise. “Sir, where are your manners!”

“Sorry. I’m just starving.”

“It won’t be long,” Thandor promised. “I only hire the best.”

Tiriel, who seemed to be looking for an excuse to redirect the conversation away from the noise complaint at the Gilded Swan, had found a book on Thandor's shelf and was flipping through it. "Do you think the Felin will try again tonight? I'd love to observe her methodology firsthand. I could wear his armor and—"

"You are not using yourself as bait," Goldie warned.

"I wasn't suggesting—"

"You were absolutely suggesting. And I said no."

Chaddick met Thandor’s green-eyed gaze and grinned. Both men laughed.

Somewhere in the city, a Felin assassin was probably licking her proverbial wounds and planning her next move.

The game had begun.

And Chaddick was ready to play.

This was going to be fun.


Chapter 3
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Breakfast at House Lumistrae was not what Chaddick had expected.

The buffet spread across a mahogany sideboard was impressive by any standard—but it was the sheer quantity of meat that surprised him.

A whole ham sat at the center like the crown jewel of the feast, pink and glistening, surrounded by platters of roasted pheasant and smoked venison. The smell of bacon fat hung heavy in the air, mingling with the earthy richness of sausages.

Chaddick's stomach growled loud enough that Tiriel glanced over.

"This looks great,” he said, loading his plate with enough protein to fuel a small army. “But, I thought elves were vegetarians."

Goldie snorted. She kept her voice low enough that only Chaddick could hear, and whispered, “That elf hasn’t had any problem with swallowing meat, has she?”

Chaddick was glad he’d set his drink aside or he probably would have choked.

"That’s a common misconception," Tiriel said, apparently not hearing the Canin’s snide remark. “Not all elves are vegetarian. But… don’t tell my mother that, or she’ll lecture you about the importance of appearances for at least an hour. Or… maybe she reserves that particular speech just for me.”

"It’s a popular trend amongst society ladies," Thandor said from his seat at the head of the table. He'd refilled his glass again—the decanter was looking significantly emptier than it had an hour ago. "They think it makes them seem more refined. More in touch with nature." He waved a dismissive hand. "But real elves hunt. Always have. All the meat on this table was taken personally by yours truly, from the forests of my game preserve. The eggs come from the quail and pheasants I raise there."

He carved himself another slice of venison and chewed with evident satisfaction.

“It’s very impressive, sir,” Chaddick said as he took a seat at the table.

Goldie and Tiriel took their places on either side of him, each shuffling their chairs to be closer than the enormous table warranted.

"You should come hunting with me sometime, Questwell. I could use a companion who doesn't faint at the sight of blood." Thandor shot a meaningful look at an empty chair across from him. "My wife has never approved of the hobby."

"I'd like that," Chaddick said. And he meant it. There was something appealing about the idea.

As he ate, he let his mind wander, fully embracing what the offer might entail. Tramping through woods, tracking game, getting to know Lord Lumistrae better. Chaddick was surprised to find himself feeling a bit emotional about the possibility. It was a paternal sort of outing. Man to man, out in nature. He’d never done anything like that before, but he thought it would be… nice.

Provided that Tiriel’s father wasn’t planning some sort of hunting accident to get rid of the low-born suitor his daughter had taken up with, he considered wryly,

But Chaddick believed Thandor when he said that he approved of their relationship, if for no other reason than the man seemed to genuinely want whatever made Tiriel happy. Hunting could be a great opportunity to get out of the city and do something simple and physical, far away from the prophecies and void cults and assassins that seemed to be his new normal.

Speaking of which, he needed a plan.

Chaddick set down his fork and pushed his plate back. The food was excellent, but the reminder of his current predicament put him off his appetite. He'd stopped drinking Thandor's potent elven liquor back in the study. The pleasant warmth in his belly was enough. He wanted to keep his head clear for what was coming next.

Thandor, by contrast, was well on his way to properly smashed. His cheeks had taken on a ruddy flush, and his movements had grown looser, less precise. The frustration in his eyes had softened into something more melancholy.

He was taking the failed capture personally, Chaddick realized. Lord Lumistrae had laid his trap perfectly—guards positioned, window left unlatched, everything exactly as it should be. And still the assassin had slipped through his fingers like smoke.

For a man who prided himself on being three steps ahead of everyone else, that had to sting.

"So," Thandor said, swirling his glass. "What's your next move? Wait for my inquiries to bear fruit? Lay low until we know more?"

"Actually," Chaddick said, "I was thinking of paying Magistrate Zane a personal visit."

Thandor's eyebrows rose.

"He doesn't know we got his message about the delayed payment. By now, all he knows is that we weren’t where we were supposed to be last night. And he has no reason to think we’ve returned here to receive his message yet.” Chaddick leaned back in his chair. "So I show up at his office, all innocent-like, asking about my reward for saving the city. See what he says. Watch how he says it."

A slow smile spread across Thandor's face. "You want to rattle him."

"Yeah, I mean, I want to see him squirm. The jackoff stiffed us. He deserves to be a little bit uncomfortable. But we might learn something useful in the process, too."

The smile on Thandor's face became a grin. The grin became a deep, genuine laugh that shook his shoulders and made the silverware rattle. Chaddick suspected he never laughed quite that exuberantly without a belly full of liquor, but who was he to judge the man?

"Oh, I wish I could see his face." Thandor wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. "That pompous little weasel, confronted by the very man he tried to have killed, smiling and asking about his payment. It’s positively delicious."

"Father," Tiriel said, though she was smiling too. "You're drunk."

"I'm celebrating." He raised his glass. "To Chaddick Questwell, who has more cunning than I gave him credit for."

"I'll take that as a compliment."

"It was intended as one." Thandor drained his glass and set it down with a decisive thunk. "Take one of my carriages. It'll save you the walk to the government district. Least I can do after failing to capture the assassin in the first place."

"I appreciate that."

"And Chaddick?" Thandor's eyes were sharper than they had any right to be, given how socially-lubricated he was at the moment. "Be careful. Zane is a coward, but cornered cowards can be dangerous. Don't push him so hard that he does something desperate."

"I'll be the picture of innocent confusion," Chaddick promised. "Just a simple hero, asking about his well-earned reward."

Thandor snorted. "Simple. Right."

They rose from the table, and the Lord of House Lumistrae strode a bit unsteadily toward them. He shook Goldie’s hand and gave his daughter a kiss on the cheek before turning back to Chaddick.

He clapped him on the shoulder and fixed him with a serious look.

“I’m quite serious, my boy. Take care. I fear I’d be quite distraught if something happened to you before I got the chance to show you my hunting grounds.” Chaddick was surprised to find there were tears in the man’s eyes. “Never had a son, you know. And Tiriel’s as likely to blow the damned deer up as…”

“Father,” Tiriel interrupted kindly, taking Thandor by the elbow and guiding him to the door. “Maybe you should go back to bed. You’ve had a late night, an early morning, and enough drink to put one of Mother’s luncheon ladies under the table.”

Thandor put a hand over top of his daughters and nodded. “Perhaps you’re right. It’s far too early in the morning to have a hangover, isn’t it? I should quit while I’m ahead.”

“Shall I ring for your steward?”

“Don’t bother calling anyone,” he said as he stumbled toward the corridor. “I’ll make my own way upstairs.”

Before he left, he waved over his shoulder. “Mind what I said, though, Questwell. If you go and die after my daughter’s fallen in love with you, I’ll be forced to do something drastic. Like journey to the underworld and fetch you back.”

Tiriel rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “You’re not fooling anyone, Daddy. We all know if you went to those lengths, it would just be to go hunting.”

They could hear Thandor chuckling to himself as he shuffled along the hall.

The girls looked at each other in some kind of silent agreement about men, or fathers, or maybe just drunk people.

But Chaddick was stunned by the revelation that, perhaps, Thandor Lumistrae might really have been looking forward to spending time with him, just as Chaddick had.

Like father and son.
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The Magistrate's offices occupied a sprawling stonework complex near the heart of Port Viridia's government district. White marble columns lined the street like the ribs of some enormous animal that had been picked clean by scavengers. As if to highlight the sterility of the place, every brass knob and fixture had been polished to a mirror shine.

Chaddick paused to inspect his teeth in one of them.

Goldie cleared her throat. “Sir…”

She gave him a meaningful look to get a move on.

“Sorry, girl.” He winked. “Gotta make sure the old pearly whites are looking as heroic as possible, right?

Despite herself, the paladin’s tail wagged.

Even so, Chaddick felt a tightness in his guts. He was stalling.

Guards in ceremonial armor flanked each doorway that faced the street, daring anyone to have need of the civil services within. The whole place reeked of power and bureaucracy in equal measure.

Chaddick had never been inside before. The closest he'd come to any of the government buildings during his years as an orphan was running past them very quickly while someone shouted "stop, thief!" behind him. And as a student, he’d barely left the Academy, except to carouse with the merry widows at various pubs about town and go on the occasional apprentice-level quest.

Funny how things changed.

He took a deep breath as they approached the arched entryway, resigning himself to the hells that undoubtedly resided within.

Goldie's hand shot out and grabbed Chaddick's arm before they'd made it through the front door.

“What?”

"Felin," she whispered, her ears swiveling. "I smell Felin."

Chaddick tensed. Could the assassin be here, waiting for them? Had he played right into her hands?

His hand moved toward the Blade of Prophecy, ready for a fight.

“You don’t think it’s her, do you?” Tiriel whispered back. “Could they be so bold?”

A cough just to the right of the entry made Chaddick whirl—though obviously the assassin wasn’t going to announce her presence like that. His mind had just enough time to process that thought, and feel a little foolish, before he saw who’d made the noise.

A wizened cat-man sat hunched over a ledger at a desk in a small room with a brass plate that labeled it simply “RECEPTION.” His gray-furred ears drooped with age, and his whiskers were sparse and yellowed. He squinted at his work through spectacles so thick they looked like the lenses of a magnifying glass.

“That's... not our assassin," Chaddick said.

Goldie's ears flattened with embarrassment. "I didn’t say it was. I was just letting you know it could be.”

"Uh huh."

"It's called vigilance, sir. You should try it sometime."

The ancient Felin’s paws, gnarled with arthritis, trembled as he turned a page. He looked like he'd have trouble climbing a flight of stairs, let alone scaling a wall to a third-story window. But it was kind of funny to imagine.

Chaddick chuckled despite himself, willing his heartbeat to slow back down.

The ancient bookkeeper looked up from his ledger, blinking at them owlishly. Which was quite a feat for a cat. He said, “Can I help you?”

Tiriel stepped up and summoned her most aristocratic tone. “We’re here to see Magistrate Zane. He’s expecting us.”

It was a boldfaced lie, but the man didn’t question her. He didn’t seem to care.

The bookkeeper simply struck a bell on his desk with a tiny metal hammer, then went back to his figures without a word.

After a few minutes, they were shown to an antechamber by a clerk with the dead eyes of someone who had long ago surrendered their soul to paperwork. The chairs were uncomfortable by design, a not-so-subtle reminder that visitors were meant to wait, not to lounge. Better yet, they could just go away.

Which was exactly what Chaddick wanted to do.

He hated places like this. They always made him feel inferior in some deep, elusive part of his psyche. As if he were a rat in a maze and the people who worked here were just watching him to see if he could find the cheese. But as soon as he did, someone would pluck it away and stick him in a new, more challenging maze, so they could watch him struggle there, too.

Goldie stood rather than sat, positioning herself near the door with her hand resting casually on her sword hilt. Her ears swiveled toward every sound—footsteps in the corridor, the scratch of quills from nearby offices, the distant murmur of voices.

Tiriel had found a bulletin board covered in official notices and was reading them as intensely as if they were rare magical texts. Occasionally she'd mutter something under her breath and shake her head.

Chaddick raised his eyebrows at her when she looked up at him. “Something interesting?”

"The tax code alone would make a fascinating study," she said. "The logical inconsistencies are staggering. It's like they designed it specifically to be confusing."

Chaddick shrugged. "Confusion is a profitable business."

“I suppose that’s why Father hires the best bookkeepers, accountants, and lawyers,” she said absently. “It’s like learning a different language. When it’s time for us to file taxes, I’ll ask him to assign someone to us, too.”

Chaddick startled. Filing taxes? He’d never had to do that before. He’d never had any income, and as a scholarship student, Ye Olde Hero Academy had always filed for him. But if he was going to be making real money now, he supposed he would need to learn about taxes.

Something curdled in the depths of his stomach.

Now that he was finally starting to earn some gold, the government was going to try to sink their teeth into it.

Side-quest income didn’t come with these kinds of problems.

Jokes on them, Chaddick thought wryly. Sanctum Mercatoria refuses to release my gold. Give me a side-quest and let the bureaucrats fight.

A door opened at the far end of the antechamber. The clerk reappeared and gestured them forward with all the enthusiasm of a guard directing carriage traffic.

"The Magistrate will see you now."

The inner office was everything Chaddick had expected. Tall windows draped in heavy velvet let in just enough light to make the dark wood furniture gleam with polish. Portraits of stern-faced officials lined the walls—previous Magistrates, probably, each trying to outdo the others in their disapproving looks. Actually, they looked more constipated than anything. Chaddick wondered if they practiced that expression or if the job just did it to you.

Behind the massive desk, rising to greet them with a thin smile that didn't reach his eyes, stood Magistrate Prudencius Zane.

Chaddick read the name plate on the desk twice. Prudencius? Really? What kind of woman looked down at a squirmy, red-faced infant and decided to wallop the poor kid with a moniker like that. Must have been a difficult pregnancy or birth or both for a mother to hate her child that much.

Whatever the reason for it, Prudencius Zane had apparently grown into his name.

He was short and thin, immaculately dressed in the formal robes of his office. His dark hair was thinning and slicked back from his pale face as precisely as if he’d combed it with a ruler. The hard lines only drew attention to the fact that the halo of his scalp was visible through the strands. A moustache stained his upper lip. It was thin, too, poking out to either side of his mouth in skinny strands, like the whiskers on a catfish. Or a rodent.

Yes, the more Chaddick thought about it, the more Magistrate Prudencius Zane gave the impression of a particularly well-dressed rat.

His cold gray eyes assessed each of them in turn, cataloging, calculating. A wedding ring gleamed prominently on his left hand.

Everything about him screamed control. Propriety and order. A man who liked rules and liked people to follow them. Not unlike Chaddick’s nemesis at the Academy, Artemus Pendragon. He suppressed a shudder of irritation at the thought.

The Magistrate was the picture of tight-assed respectability, except for one thing.

There was a greasy sheen to his skin, which might have been sweat, or might just have just been his natural aura seeping through.

Against all of his baser instincts, Chaddick plastered his face with a beaming smile, worthy of the Ye Olde Hero Academy recruitment posters that had made him famous. “So sorry to bother you, your Excellency.”

Was that the right title for a Magistrate? Chaddick couldn’t remember. But the pompous little man didn’t look like he was about to correct him for the embellishment.

"Lord Questwell!" Zane spread his hands in a gesture of welcome that looked rehearsed. "What an unexpected pleasure. And who have we here? Lady Lumistrae, Miss Guardlight—please, please, sit down. Can I offer you refreshments? Tea? Wine?"

"We won't be staying long," Chaddick said pleasantly. He remained standing. So did Goldie and Tiriel. "We just wanted to stop by personally to apologize."

Zane blinked. "Apologize?"

"For the inconvenience we must have caused you." Chaddick arranged his features into an expression of earnest regret. "I understand you were going to send our reward payment to House Lumistrae last night, but we weren't there to receive it. Something came up—we ended up staying elsewhere. Your messengers must have been put out terribly, making the trip for nothing."

He watched Zane's face carefully.

There. A flicker of confusion, quickly masked. The Magistrate's shoulders had been tense—braced for confrontation. Now they relaxed slightly as he processed this unexpected approach.

"I can only imagine what a hassle it must have been," Chaddick continued, laying it on thick. "All that gold, the paperwork involved in issuing the reward, and then, after all that work… nobody home to receive it! You must have been furious."

A dark look crossed the Magistrate’s face, as if furious didn’t do the depth of his feelings justice. However, after the shadow had passed, the thin smile returned to Zane’s face, more genuine this time. He clearly thought Chaddick was here to grovel.

Chaddick could practically see the gears turning beneath his combover as he calculated how to play this new situation.

"Not at all, not at all." The Magistrate’s voice warmed by several degrees. "These things happen. In fact, I should be the one apologizing to you."

"Oh?"

"Yes, you see, there's been a small issue." Zane moved to his desk, his posture loose and magnanimous. "In the wake of Guild Master Mordain's… indiscretion, the Sanctum Mercatoria has implemented new verification procedures. All large disbursements from the city treasury are being audited. I'm afraid your payment has been caught up in that process."

Chaddick nodded sympathetically. "Bureaucracy. I don't find that hard to believe at all. They've given me the runaround too—put a hold on my personal deposits, made me jump through all sorts of hoops just to open an account." He shook his head.

"Yes, well." Zane's smile turned commiserating. "The Sanctum acolytes can be quite particular about such matters."

"But I have to say, I'm surprised." Chaddick let innocent curiosity color his voice. "Someone with your authority, your position—surely the Sanctum would process your requests without question? The Magistrate of Port Viridia, held up by paperwork? That doesn't seem right."

The smile froze.

For a heartbeat, something cold flickered in Zane's gray eyes. He knew the lie was thin. They both knew it. The Sanctum Mercatoria would never delay a payment authorized by the Magistrate himself.

Even if, as Lord Lumistrae suggested, the Magistrate had run his personal finances dangerously thin in order to hire the feline assassin, he was the sort of man the Sanctum Mercatoria would gleefully allow into overdraft.

But Chaddick kept his expression open, guileless. Just a simple hero, confused by the complexities of high-born banking.

Zane's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. Then the mask slid back into place.

"The audit applies to everyone, I'm afraid. Even my office must follow proper procedure in these uncertain times." His voice had cooled by several degrees. "Rest assured, your payment will be processed as soon as the verification is complete. A week, perhaps two at most."

"That long?" Chaddick let disappointment show. "Well. I suppose these things take time. We'll just have to make do until then… Uh, how much was the reward again?"

"I'm sure you'll manage." Something ugly lurked behind Zane's professional smile, as he refused to acknowledge a concrete number. "Now, is there anything else I can help you with today?"

"I think that covers it." Chaddick beamed at him, allowing himself a mere flicker of mockery at the weaselly man’s expense. "This conversation has been very illuminating. Thank you for your time, Magistrate. We'll let you get back to your important work."

They turned to leave.

As they passed through the antechamber, a door opened at the far end of the corridor. Someone emerged from what looked like a private meeting room.

Chaddick slowed.

The woman was tall—easily over six feet—and built like a chunk of pumice stone. Grayish-green, pockmarked skin stretched over her square jaw and thickly muscled throat. Two tusks jutted up from her lower lip and her black hair was cropped short and practical. If it wasn’t for the woman’s prominent bust, Chaddick wouldn’t have been certain if she were a male or female of her kind.

She wore the dress uniform of the Viridian Fleet. Admiral's insignia gleamed on her collar.

Chaddick blinked. An Admiral?

Scars crisscrossed forearms that looked like they belonged to a dock worker more so than a naval officer. A pale line crossed one cheek, a souvenir from a blade. If she was an Admiral, she looked like she’d hauled herself up from the very bottom of the ranks.

The woman’s dark eyes swept over them without interest as she strode past, heading for Zane's office. She moved like someone who expected the world to get out of her way.

Chaddick suspected the world didn’t often object.

A nervous young clerk with ink-stained fingers leaned toward a chubby colleague and whispered just loud enough for them to overhear.

"Zargella Hullbreaker, Lord Admiral of the Fleet. Terrifying woman—looks more orc than half, if you ask me. Runs the navy like a prison ship."

"She gets results against the pirates,” a shorter, fatter clerk responded, not looking up from his paperwork. “Won’t hear me complaining.”

The nervous man shuddered. “She's been meeting with the Magistrate a lot lately. Private consultations. What do you think that means?"

His colleague made a noncommittal sound and went back to his paperwork. “Above my paygrade, that’s what it means. Now get back to work before I report you to the boss. I don’t need to remind you how cranky he’s been the last couple days.”

Chaddick strained his ears to hear if there was more as they continued down the corridor, but it seemed the young, nervous clerk had been properly chastened.

Admiral Hullbreaker, huh? He’d heard the name but never spared her a second thought. Having seen her, though, it would be difficult not imagining the woman smashing pirate’s skulls together and cracking them like coconuts. She was a beast. ‘Terrifying’ didn’t do her justice.

Chaddick had to agree with the young clerk, however. She was far more than the half-orc she’d been rumored to be.

Or maybe the other half was troll.

He liked a well-muscled woman as well as the next man who didn’t mind getting manhandled into the bed, but Admiral Hullbreaker was a step too far. Beyond muscular. Beyond masculine. She was a straight up monster.

And not the sexy kind.

He felt a flicker of pity for the skinny Magistrate about to bear the brunt of her wrath. For some reason, wrath seemed like the only emotional state a woman like the Admiral would be capable of.

Outside, in the sunlight, Tiriel fell into step beside Chaddick.

"Did you notice? When we first walked in, Zane looked like he was expecting a fight. But when he realized you were apologizing to him, he relaxed completely."

"I noticed."

"And then when the Admiral arrived..." She frowned. "He went pale. I could see him through the antechamber door."

"I don’t blame him," Chaddick snorted. "Did you get a look at that broad? She could snap that pencil pusher in half and use him for a—”

“That’s rude, sir,” Goldie interrupted. “Not becoming language for a Chosen One.”

Chaddick shrugged. “Yeah, all right. But don’t tell me you weren’t thinking it, too.”

The paladin’s sudden, awkward silence was all the answer he needed.

“Still,” he continued. “I am curious about their private consultations. That’s very interesting."

Goldie growled softly. "I don't trust any of them. The Magistrate is obviously lying through his teeth.” She cast Chaddick a sidelong glance and smiled ruefully. “And that Admiral looked like she could crush a man's skull with her butt cheeks."

“I knew it!” Chaddick laughed and slapped his paladin side-kick on the shoulder. “I’ll corrupt you yet, my pretty, lethal puppy.”

Goldie bit her lip and blushed. Her tail thumped against her armor. She yelped, mortified, and tried to hold it down, causing Chaddick to laugh even louder.

“You’re cute when you’re embarrassed. Have I ever told you that?”

The tail seemed to have a mind of its own, escaping Goldie’s clutches to wag even more enthusiastically. “Stop that, sir. Please! It’s not becoming of a Goldlight to be caught in a public display of affection like this. What would my family think if they heard?”

“I hope they would think you were happy,” Chaddick said, wrapping his arm around her armored waist and pulling her against his side. “And that your hero is very, very proud of you.”

“Sir!” she pleaded as her tail went completely bonkers. “That’s not fair!”

Suddenly Tiriel said, thoughtfully, “You know, she probably could… The bone density of half-orcs combined with that musculature would generate tremendous—"

"Uh oh,” Chaddick teased. “Look what you did. Now we’re going to have to listen to her hypothesize about skull-crushing butt-cheeks until we can distract her with something else."

Goldie scowled at him. “Would you cut it out, sir? This is not a dignified conversation. And our carriage is right there.”

“All right, all right,” Chaddick conceded, “Let’s blow this joint. All these bureaucrats are going to give me nightmares, anyway.”

The Lumistrae carriage waited at the curb, the driver sitting straight-backed on his bench.

Once inside with the door closed, Goldie turned to Chaddick with a stern expression that told him the Canin was done playing his silly games. And that she had something important on her mind.

He sighed. “Do you have to look so serious?”

"We need money, sir. If Zane's going to keep stringing us along, we can't just wait for gold that might never come."

"Agreed."

"The hold on your Sanctum Mercatoria deposit should clear in a couple more days. I could go tomorrow, deposit the second promissory note from House Lumistrae, get everything squared away—"

Chaddick's stomach tightened.

His memories of the cold halls of the Sanctum and the sneering clerks in their gray robes, looking at him like something they'd scraped off their shoe, was just too much after the Magistrate’s office. He didn’t feel up to dealing with the Sanctum’s barely concealed contempt for a "nameless commoner" who dared to open an account.

He'd rather fight another Cockatrice than walk back into that place.

But he didn’t feel right sending Goldie in to do his dirty work either. He’d deposit that second promissory note himself, when he had some new armor to go along with his Blade of Prophecy. Until then…

"Actually," he said, "I was thinking we should stop by the Heroes Guild."

Goldie's ears perked up. Her tail gave an involuntary wag. "The Heroes Guild? You mean you're finally going to—"

"Check the quest board. See what's available."

"Your destiny quest!" Her tail wagged faster. Now that they were inside the carriage, she didn’t seem nearly so embarrassed by her display of affection. "Oh, sir, I knew you'd come around eventually. The fate of the realm awaits, and—"

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves."

"But… your destiny, sir…”

"Goldie."

She stopped. Her ears drooped. "You're not going to pick up your Chosen One quest, are you?"

"I'm going to look at the boards," he said carefully. "All of them. With an open mind."

The look she gave him suggested she knew exactly how open his mind was likely to be.

But she didn’t chastise him. Instead, she took his hand when he offered it and gave his fingers a squeeze.

“That’s okay, sir,” she said, with a carefully controlled voice. “You’ll be ready someday. And when that day comes, I’ll be ready to help.”

On his other side, Tiriel had taken out a notebook, and started sketching a diagram that looked suspiciously like the muscular structure of an enormous backside.

Chaddick left her too it, and squeezed the paladin’s hand back.

“Trust me, Goldie,” he said. “This will be better than any Chosen One quest.”

Her tail thumped once. “Umm, I trust you, sir. But… how, exactly?”

“Because the quest we pick up will pay in gold,” Chaddick said with a grin, “and not glory.”


Chapter 4
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The Heroes Guild was an ancient, weathered stone and timber building in the heart of the market district. It had started life as something else, centuries ago. The curved walls and soaring ceilings hinted at its origins, though Chaddick had never learned the full history.

Gladiatorial arena, maybe. Or a temple to some forgotten god. Either way, the place had good bones.

Inside, the main hall stretched upward three stories to a vaulted ceiling lost in shadow. Massive wooden beams crisscrossed the space overhead, dark with age and smoke from the braziers that lined the walls.

The firelight flickered and danced but never quite reached the rafters, leaving shadows pooled between the beams—deep, impenetrable, and… full of pigeons if the cooing was any indication.

Chaddick's eye was drawn upward for a moment, following the sounds. There was a brief commotion above, scrabbling claws and ruffling wings, as something disturbed the birds. Chaddick felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle as if they were watching him, once they’d settled down.

Stupid birds. Probably waiting for me to step under the right beam so they can aim for my head. He wished he could see them up there, but it was too dark.

Goldie's nose twitched. Her ears pricked forward.

"Felin," she hissed. "There's a Felin in here."

Chaddick tensed. "Again? Goldie—"

"I'm serious this time." Her hand dropped to her sword. "The scent is fresh. She's close."

Chaddick's hand moved to the Blade of Prophecy. The weapon hummed faintly against his palm. Beside him, Tiriel had gone still, her eyes scanning the hall with sharp focus.

The three of them stood in the entrance, a bubble of stillness in the busy crowd.

Goldie's ears swiveled slowly, tracking something. Her nostrils flared. She took a step forward, then another, moving with the careful deliberation of a hunting dog locked onto a trail. Chaddick kept pace, his grip tightening on the hilt. Heroes milled past them, oblivious.

His paladin sidekick rounded a stone pillar and stopped. Her chin jerked toward the far corner of the hall, where a small crowd had gathered around a makeshift performance space.

She growled, her fingers tightening on the haft of her weapon as the crowd parted to reveal her mark.

Chaddick snorted and let his hand drop and Tiriel covered her mouth to muffle a cascade of tinkling laughter.

The Felin in question was hard to miss. Not only because he was a beastkin that leaned more towards his beast roots than human. Besides that, he was enormous—easily three hundred pounds of orange-striped fur packed into a straining vest and threadbare trousers. His tabby ears were notched and scarred, his whiskers drooped sadly, and his tail dragged on the floor behind him as he strummed a battered lute.

His voice, at least, was decent. He was halfway through a mournful ballad about a sailor's lost love, and a few copper coins glinted in the hat at his feet.

"Behold," Chaddick said dryly. "Our deadly assassin."

Goldie's growl died in her throat. "I... that's not..."

"An acrobatic killer in black leather who moves like smoke?"

"I can smell what I smell," she muttered, her tail drooping. "It's not my fault every cat in the city decided to be somewhere today. I could have sworn, this time the scent was the exact same as what I smelled in Tiriel’s chamber!"

Tiriel’s eyebrows rose dramatically. “Are you saying all Felin smell the same? You probably shouldn’t declare such things so loudly. It’s quite… um… tactless, you know?”

“That’s not what I meant!” Goldie snapped, a low growl rumbling beneath her words. “I am a beastkin, remember? I daresay I know more about such prejudices than you do, elf.”

“Elf? Is that all I am to you? Reduced to my type. Now who’s being prejudiced? You’re upset right now, so I won’t take it personally. But really, Goldie… I am a bit disappointed.”

Chaddick couldn’t tell if Tiriel was teasing or not.

"Maybe our assassin is a master of disguise,” Chaddick offered, hoping to deflect the argument with his rapier-like wit. “Quick, check if he's wearing a fat suit."

"You're not funny, sir."

"Come on. I'm a little funny."

Tiriel cast him a slightly scathing look, and Chaddick wiped the grin off his face. He realized Goldie was quite upset by her mistake, and his teasing wasn’t helping.

“Sorry,” he said. “I was just trying to lighten the mood. It’s my first time being stalked by an assassin, so I don’t really know the proper etiquette. No jokes?”

Tiriel patted Goldie's armored shoulder sympathetically. "Your vigilance is appreciated, even when it yields false positives. That's simply good methodology. There’s no such thing as a failed hypothesis if the experiment yields valuable data, I always say."

"Thank you, Tiriel." Goldie shot Chaddick a look. "At least someone understands."

“I understand too,” Chaddick said, a bit defensively. “I mean it. I’m sorry, Goldie. I won’t tease you anymore. I’d rather you gave a few false alarms than kept quiet while a killer creeps up and slits my throat.”

“Sir!” Goldie blanched as if the thought of such a thing happening was enough to make her ill. “Please don’t put that image in my head.”

“Let’s just do what we came for and get out of here,” Tiriel suggested. “The crowds are a little unsettling when there’s a stalker on the loose.”

“Right, then.” Chaddick clapped sharply and re-focused on the matter at hand. “On with it. Follow me.”

The Quest Board dominated the far wall, a massive surface layered so thick with postings that older notices had been completely buried beneath newer ones. Heroes clustered around it three deep, elbowing for position. Chaddick watched one woman snatch a contract from the board half a second before another man's fingers could close on it. The resulting argument looked like it might come to blows.

It wasn’t unusual for a fist fight to break out over the best quests, but today the residents and adventurers seemed to be in an amicable mood, and disagreements were reduced to shouted curses and muttered threats.

Separate from all of this, a pedestal with a shining envelope propped upon it sat in the center of the room. It had the air of being so far above, it was in another realm, which made it impossible to miss. Gold filigree traced patterns along its edges. An ornate wax seal bore the symbol of the Oracles who had named him. The paper itself seemed to glow with a faint inner light.

This was it. Chaddick's quest. His destiny. The summons that had been waiting since his graduation ceremony.

Only he could pick it up—the enchantment ensured that. Everyone else who tried found their fingers passing through it like smoke.

"Chaddick." Goldie's voice was hushed with reverence. "That's it. Your calling."

"I see it."

"All you have to do is—"

He walked right past it.

"Sir!"

“Open minds, remember, Goldie? Open minds…”

The Quest Board was chaos up close. Postings overlapped in layers—monster bounties, escort requests, missing persons, lost artifacts. A few scruffy mercenaries were engaged in a heated argument over who had seen a particular quest first.

Chaddick scanned the board, looking for something specific. It didn’t take long for him to find it.

There, near the bottom, a notice printed on cheap paper in smudged ink, was a quest that was notably not being fought over.

Which only went to show the value of his training at Ye Olde Hero Academy instead over the more common mercenary adventurer path.

Chaddick snatched the notice off the board and flicked it with the tips of his fingers. “Rats! Now that’s what I’m talking about!”

“Rats, sir?” Goldie looked at him like he was mad. “You can’t be serious.”

“Oh, I’m serious all right. This is the best quest on the board, guaranteed. Listen to this!”

He read the letter aloud:

“Notice of Civic Concern – Issued by Authority of the Port Viridia Guard – District of Beef Row and Adjacent Flesh Shambles

It has come to the Guard’s attention, repeatedly and with increasing irritation to me (Command Warden Halveth Rone), that rats have established a presence within the Flesh Shambles and are now spreading into several locations along Beef Row.

Yes. Rats.

However, before you write this mission off as a run-of-the-mill starter quest, allow me to be perfectly clear: these are not the rats of cellars, granaries, or your grandmother’s attic. These are Shambles-fed, butcher-fat, knife-bold creatures that have learned the layout of the district, the sound of footsteps, and the limits of courage in our local shopkeepers. Mutations have been reported. In short: these rats are monsters.

Multiple vendors report losses of stock, many have been injured, and unless we deal with this problem, we may be looking at a significant loss of meat for the markets in coming days, not to mention the risk of quarantine.

Under ordinary circumstances, the Port Viridia Guard would deal with the matter directly. Unfortunately, between an increase in pickpockets, petty thefts, and unrest amongst the dock workers—which adds considerably to my already significant irritation—we cannot spare the men.

Your objective: Kill as many of these blighters as you can. Our office is offering 5 gold per tail, with opportunities for supplementary wages should satisfactory conditions apply.

Serious questers, please report to the Beef Row watch-post. See me, personally, if you expect to get paid. Don’t annoy me by wasting my time if you haven’t got the guts.

— Command Warden Halveth Rone, Port Viridia Guard”

"Rats," Goldie said flatly. "You're looking at a quest about rats. Do I look like a terrier to you, sir?"

"Not just any rat quest." Chaddick flicked the paper again. "This is a Type Seven Cascading Objective Quest."

The paladin blinked her big, brown eyes at him, dumbfounded. "A what? Sir?"

"We covered it in Advanced Heroics: Quest Design Flaws and How to Profit from Them." He tapped the posting. "See the wording here? ‘Should satisfactory conditions apply?’ That’s a clue that there’s a hidden completion bonus."

Tiriel's eyes lit up with academic interest. "A secret reward structure built into the quest parameters? Ingenious."

"Exactly. The Guild uses them to identify and reward heroes who pay attention. Most people see 'rat quest' and move on to something flashier. But if a hero completes the conditions of a Cascading Objective Quest within the unspecified time limit, they unlock additional gold that isn’t listed in the posting.”

Goldie's tail had stopped wagging entirely. "Are you sure? I never took that class."

"Trust me, Goldie. If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s figuring out how to extract the most gold with the least amount of work."

The paladin sighed. “Can’t argue with that,” she muttered.

“But how do we know what the specific conditions are?” Tiriel asked, cocking her head to the side as she re-read the notice. “I don’t see anything here.”

“There’s a standard formula,” Chaddick explained. “When we go talk to this guy, Rone, he’ll tell us there are five basements we need to clear. Or ten, or whatever. Then, we just have to complete the task within the time limit, which is almost always 24 hours. Come on, killing rats! It’s the easiest gold you’ll ever make!”

"Sir." Goldie took a deep breath. "Your destiny quest is right there. Glowing. The fate of the realm—"

"Will still be there tomorrow." He folded the rat quest posting and tucked it into his belt. "We need money. Zane's not paying us, the bank is holding our funds, and I'd rather earn gold killing rats than beg those sneering clerks for my own gods-damned coin. I don’t have much, but I still have my pride."

"The urban rodent ecosystem of Port Viridia could actually be quite fascinating," Tiriel offered. "The magical contamination from the Arcane Quarter must produce all sorts of mutations. We might find specimens with genuinely unusual properties."

Chaddick gestured at her. "See? Academic value, too. It’s a win-win."

Goldie closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Her tail hung limp.

"Fine," she said. "Fine. Let's go kill some rats."

"That's the spirit."

As they turned toward the exit, the pigeon’s startled again. Chaddick flinched his shoulders and looked warily into the rafters, fully expecting a hot smear of bird shit to land on his head. But the pigeons just scrabbled, flapped their wings, and relocated to a beam above the fireplace.

There was a flicker of movement in the darkness that caught his eye, though, something that didn’t seem to be a pigeon at all. A glint of shiny gold, maybe?

Or…

For just an instant, a pair of eyes seemed to stare at him from the shadows, amber and gold, bright as coins.

But when he blinked, they were gone.

"Sir?" Goldie was at his elbow. "Is something wrong?"

"No." He shook off the unease. "Thought I saw something for a second, but it was nothing."

Just shadows. Goldie’s paranoia was wearing off on him, and the firelight was playing tricks on his mind.

She glanced around, casting her gaze up into the rafters, her tail rigid. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Agreed.” Tiriel shuddered. “Those pigeons are giving me the creeps up there. I hate birds.”

“At least pigeons are small,” Chaddick said with a grin. “Can you imagine the ruckus a roost of turkeys would make?”

Tiriel paled and took out her wand. “Chaddick, if you don’t shut up, I’m going to turn your nose into a parsnip. I swear to the Aether.”

“Gods, you’re both so tense today! I was just making a joke.”

They made it three steps before a voice rang out across the hall.

"Questwell!"

Chaddick's shoulders tightened again. “What now?”

He knew that voice. That particular blend of contempt and superiority, like someone had stuck a stick up a rulebook's ass and taught it how to sneer.

Artemus Pendragon strode toward them, immaculate as always in polished armor that had yet to see a real fight since their graduation from Ye Olde Hero Academy. His dark hair was severely parted, his spectacles glinted with righteous indignation, if that was possible. He clutched a leather-bound notebook to his chest like it was some sort of holy relic.

Chaddick ground his teeth. Everything about the Legacy track hero screamed "I practiced this walk in front of a mirror" but the little bastard still ended up looking more professional than him.

"I thought I might find you here," Artemus said snidely. "Lurking around the quest board instead of attending to your sacred duties."

"Artemus." Chaddick summoned a pleasant smile. "What a surprise. Don't you have your own quests to worry about?"

"As a matter of fact, I do." Artemus drew himself up to his full height, still several inches shorter than Chaddick, which was some consolation. "I've been contracted by the Magistrate's office to ensure proper heroic conduct during this transitional period. I will be observing and documenting your activities."

"Oh yeah? The same Magistrate’s office that still owes us a reward for ridding Port Viridia of a pack of Void Cultists? How are they going to pay you?”

Artemus gave an indignant sniff. “I am a real hero. I don’t require pecuniary renumeration. I do it for glory and righteousness!”

“Ahh, yes. I should have known. So… What, you're going to follow me around and take notes? You might be a Legacy hero, but you could probably learn a thing or two about what it takes to be a real man.”

Chaddick didn’t miss the flush of color in Artemus’s cheeks as he attempted not to react to the barb. This was obviously a point of some tenderness for his nemesis. Chaddick took note of this fact while maintaining his ‘recruitment poster smile.’

"I'm going to ensure that the Chosen One doesn't embarrass the institution." Artemus flipped open his notebook, pen at the ready. "Starting with the fact that you just walked past your glowing destiny envelope to pick up a contract about rodent extermination. You may want to reconsider, unless you want it to end up in my report."

Goldie growled. Instinctively, Artemus tucked his neck into his plate armor like a bespectacled turtle before catching himself and forcing a relaxed posture. Tiriel looked like she was calculating just how hard to flick her wand in order to make his head blow up.

"How thorough of you," Chaddick said, managing not to laugh. "I'm sure the Magistrate will be fascinated to read about my rat-killing techniques. Maybe he’ll learn enough to fix the regulations in the Flesh Shambles to prevent this kind of thing from happening in the future? Make a note of that, why don’t you?"

He turned and continued toward the doors, with Goldie and Tiriel flanking him on either side.

"Mock if you like, Questwell. Someone needs to hold you accountable." Artemus fell into step behind them as they headed for the exit. "The Chosen One, reduced to vermin control. I'll be noting this in detail."

"Fill your boots, Arty. Just don’t have too much fun while you’re at it."

"Oh, I intend to enjoy every second of it, you wastrel. You cad! I’ll have so much fun I’ll earn the attention of the Guard and be named the Chosen One when you inevitably fail."

Chaddick snorted. “Suit yourself. But I hope you don’t end up on some kind of list. The Guard usually frowns on public masturbation.”

Goldie barked a laugh. “Sir!”

“Speaking of images one doesn’t need in their heads…” Tiriel tittered into her hand. “Let’s add that one to my list, along with the roosting turkeys.”

Artemus blushed an alarming shade of red once he realized the trap he’d walked into. “How dare you! That’s disgusting!”

“I agree, personally.” Chaddick raised his eyebrows. “But sure, maybe they’ll promote you for it. Stranger things have happened.”

“Watch yourself, Questwell,” Artemus shouted as they stepped through the door. “Because I’m watching you!”

“Yeah, this is not getting any less creepy.”

They emerged into the afternoon sunlight. Artemus followed, still scribbling, muttering under his breath like a madman. Chaddick thought he heard the words ‘inappropriate innuendo’ and ‘gross negligence of heroic decorum.’

It was going to be a long twenty-four hours.

But it wasn’t all bad. Maybe, if they were lucky, they could feed Arty to the rats.

Chaddick couldn’t help but grin at the thought.


Chapter 5
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Calypso Catsong hoisted herself off the rafters and shimmied through a hole in the roof of the Heroes Guild. She moved across the clay roof tiles in a low crouch, her bare feet silent and her weight perfectly balanced.

She leaped to the next building over where it would be easier to follow her mark.

The gaps between buildings were nothing. She'd been racing along the masts and rigging of the Sandpiper since she was seven years old, while Mama Mira shouted encouragements from the deck below.

Higher, kitten. Faster. Slow paws are dead paws.

A dark thing to say to a child, maybe. But goblins had a strange sense of humor. And it was true, wasn’t it? She had to be fleet-footed if she wanted to survive in a world where there were always bigger, scarier things out to get her, many of them on the ship she called home.

That ship was long gone, now, but she could still smell the sea. And the skills she’d gained remained, too. Now they carried her across the rooftops of Port Viridia like a wraith darting between the shadows.

Below, the doomed Chosen One and his companions emerged from the Heroes Guild into the afternoon light. Calypso tracked them from the uneven rooftops, her golden eyes narrowed against the glare that sparkled off the sea on the horizon.

The hero walked in front, his posture relaxed as he laughed at something the elf had said. His hand rested on the hilt of that ridiculous glowing sword like an afterthought, as unconcerned as a child playacting at being a hero. Like he didn’t have a care in the world.

Must be nice… The idiot.

With the rest of his armor looking like something he’d picked up in a blacksmith’s scrap bin, the effect was only greater. He was handsome, despite the ragtag look of him. But he obviously wasn’t a real hero. He looked like some kind of imposter.

So why wasn’t he scared?

It was insulting, actually. He had to know there had been an attempt on his life. Had her failure last night given him the impression that the threat was not serious? She’d be pleased to correct that assumption for him, but was less pleased to know he’d hardly have time to realize his mistake before it was too late. It wasn’t her fault the fool Magistrate had given her the wrong information, and it rankled that anyone might think she was bad at her job.

Even if that job was killing people, which she generally hated to do.

It was a matter of pride, something Calypso hadn’t had much opportunity to cultivate in her younger years, and which she clung to now with a desperation she couldn’t entirely account for with logic.

Maybe it wasn’t that he was discounting her ability, she considered. Maybe he was simply too stupid to be scared. He wouldn’t be the first mark to fit that description.

Calypso hissed between her teeth, feeling the hairs prickle at the base of her tail. She needed to get the job over with, get paid, and get back to Dreadeye’s ship, and quit worrying about why a city official as powerful as the Magistrate would need a nobody like this guy killed.

Besides, it wasn’t him she expected problems from, anyway. It was his companions.

The elf walked beside him, her fiery hair catching the sunlight as they weaved between passersby in the street. She had a notebook out and was writing in it as they walked, needing to be steered occasionally to keep her on the cobbled road or from running headfirst into a loaded cart or a merchant’s stand.

The elf was as strange as the ‘hero.’ Her emerald green eyes were as sharp and keen as any cat-kin’s. Calypso had observed her picking up details the others had seemed to gloss over. And yet, when her gaze turned inward, she was as absentminded as a daydreaming noblewoman, her head floating amongst the clouds.

So long as Calypso stayed out of view when the elf was focused, she would be fine.

The bigger problem was the paladin.

Why did she have to be Canin?

The dog-kin walked behind the other two, slightly to the left with her shield arm up, her eyes scanning for danger. Her eyesight wasn’t as keen as the elf’s but she was not so easily distracted.

She lifted her nose and sniffed at the air and Calypso’s pulse kicked up a notch.

No, the sea-breeze was blowing her scent downwind. There was no way the paladin could smell her.

Still, she shuddered.

Felin and Canin were natural enemies and had been since the beginning of time. Sure, they were forced to live together in the modern world, to push those instincts down and behave in a civilized fashion. But Calypso could never brush shoulders with a dog-kin without the fear that they’d try to rip out her throat.

Of course, most of the dog-type beastkin Calypso had experience with were the feral gnolls of the southern aisles, vicious creatures that favored their beast blooded ancestors. Gnolls, like orcs, ogres, trolls, and goblins, were outsider races that tended to gravitate toward illegal trades, like piracy.

Mama Mira had once told Calypso that gnolls were more closely related to Felin than Canin. She’d been so insulted she hadn’t talked to her adoptive mother for a week.

At least the Canin woman is a paladin, Calypso thought as she tracked her prey through the city streets, and not a barbarian or a hunter. Paladins followed a code of honor that might protect Calypso from the savage’s more basic instincts.

But even if the hero’s sidekick was too far away to maul her, she was still dangerous.

A Canin could hear a bowstring draw from forty paces. Could smell fear-sweat through stone walls. Could track an hours old scent trail through a crowded market.

That’s what Felin mothers whispered to their kittens, at least. Her birth mother had been dead since Calypso was barely old enough to clean her own fur. But she still remembered enough to hear her mother’s whispered warnings every time she encountered a dog-kin in the street, making her fur stand on end as if she’d heard a ghost.

Canin were relentless and ruthless. Humans got tired. Elves got bored. Dwarves got drunk. But dog-kin locked on and they didn't let go. They chased and they chased and they never stopped chasing until they caught you and killed you.

Or you killed them.

When the Magistrate had told her about the paladin, Calypso almost turned the job down.

But she needed the money, and he’d agreed to doubling her fee.

So, against her instincts, here she was, putting her life in the hands of fate and hoping the superstitions about Felin having nine chances to escape death were true.

She was scared.

But Sable was rotting on a ship while a monster held the key, and Calypso knew she was terrified.

Besides, what would Mama Mira say if she knew Calypso had left her daughter to die at the hands of a vindictive pirate? After the goblin had taken Calypso in as a kitten, protected her from the pirate crew she worked for, and accepted her as a part of her family… She could hardly dishonor her adoptive mother’s memory by allowing her sister to die a slave.

Especially not on Dreadeye’s ship.

She shuddered again.

Focus. Watch the target. Wait for your moment.

She followed the party along the roofline, leaping a gap between a bakery and a chandler's shop without breaking stride. The target was heading toward the Flesh Shambles. If they took the main roads, she'd have to wait for nightfall. There would be too many people getting in the way. Calypso wasn’t going to risk being seen by potential witnesses. The Magistrate’s rules had been very clear after the foul up at House Lumistrae. No mistakes. No witnesses. Or else, no payment.

But if the group cut through Butcher's Alley, she might get them alone…

Movement below caught her eye, disrupting her meandering thoughts. A fourth figure had joined the procession.

Calypso's lip curled.

The man was impossible to miss. He wore armor so polished it threw back the sunlight like a signal mirror. His posture was ramrod straight, his dark hair severely parted.

He was following the party at what he probably thought was a stealthy distance, but he was a knight, not a rogue. And it showed.

And he was… also scribbling in a notebook? What was with these people and notebooks?

Unlike the elf, though, he was not distracted in his task. His eyes appeared to be burning between her mark’s shoulders with so much intensity Calypso was surprised there wasn’t a smoking hole in the Chosen One’s back. She wouldn’t be surprised to find that whatever the wannabe stalker was writing would be illegible once he paused to look at it. He was obviously not paying any attention to his penmanship.

Another witness. Calypso scowled. Wonderful. How am I going to get rid of this jackass?

She needed a clear shot. No complications. The Canin was problem enough without some doofus in shining armor blundering into the middle of things and raising an alarm.

Something about the man’s aura just screamed ‘tattletale.’

The rooftops here were a jumble of pitched tiles, flat warehouse roofs, and laundry lines strung between buildings. Calypso scanned the terrain with expert eyes, looking for something she could use to distract the interloper.

It didn’t take her long to form a plan. Ahead, in a windowsill two stories above the alley, some tenant had left a chamber pot to air out in the afternoon sun. That would do.

Through the open window, someone whistled a cheery tune as they cleaned.

Calypso leaped down, lowering herself into position on the awning above. Her stomach turned as she caught a whiff of the contents of the chamber pot. Whoever was cleaning hadn’t finished the job yet.

Oh well, that wasn’t her problem.

But it was about to be the knight’s.

Just for a moment, she took her eyes off the mark and his companions to focus on this temporary threat. She timed the knight’s pace, instinctively counting his steps and calculating how long it would take the bowl to fall. Then she leaned down, preparing to swat.

If there was one thing Felin were particularly good at, it was knocking things off ledges.

When he was in position, all it took was one precise tap of her clawed fingers against the pot's rim.

The ceramic teetered…

Tipped…

And fell.

The contents splashed out first, drenching the man in a putrid shower of filth. The pot landed squarely on his head with a wet, meaty crack, shortly after.

A strangled yelp of horror drifted up to the rooftop, followed by sputtering and gagging as the prissy knight threw the pot onto the cobblestones and frantically attempted to wipe his spectacles clean.

Spectacles! Whoever heard of a knight with spectacles? Calypso really, truly did not understand these people.

Nightsoil oozed down his shiny pauldrons, staining the notebook he’d been writing in. As well as his pride, Calypso imagined. In his confusion, the knight staggered sideways into a market stall, knocked over a display of candles, and a vendor started screaming at him in three different languages.

Below, the party paused. Calypso froze as they assessed the scene before them. Fortunately, none of them looked up, as she was still crouched on the awning, probably easily visible from below.

Her mark looked back, his brow furrowing at the commotion. Then his expression cleared. A grin spread across his face. "Was that Artemus?"

The elf craned her neck. "I believe so. That appears to be... oh dear. Is that a chamber pot? Who did he piss off now?"

The paladin growled. “Probably peeping in someone’s window. Little pervert.”

"Couldn't have happened to a nicer guy." The hero snorted. "Come on. Let's cut in here before he catches up."

“Sir…” The paladin muttered something that sounded like a warning, but the hero waved her concerns away.

Fool.

They turned down Butcher's Alley.

Such a fool, I could kiss him!

Calypso allowed herself a thin smile. She had been planning how she might trick them into taking the deserted short cut, in order to make her job easier. But the cocky hero had done it himself, just to give the shiny knight the slip.

Whoever the ill-fortuned man in spectacles was, Calypso felt she owed him some thanks. But that would have to wait. She didn’t think he’d appreciate it just now.

Calypso pulled the bow from her back, nocked an arrow, and rolled her shoulders to loosen them. Then, letting out a slow breath, she followed along the roofline, silent as a shadow.

The alley narrowed between tall buildings. There were no longer any passersby getting in the way of her ability to take a shot. Brick walls blocked her quarry in on both sides, shuttered windows hid them from curious eyes inside the buildings, and deep shadows darkened the edges of the path even with the afternoon light streaming down from above.

It was a funnel with limited escape routes and no more distractions. The set up would be perfect, if it wasn’t for the two women tagging along. Calypso refused to take any life besides her contract unless it was strictly necessary for self-defense. She would always prioritize escape over escalation.

Even if one of them was a Canin.

Which meant she had to make her kill without being seen.

Get in, move fast, get out, stay alive.

When you’re a small person in a world full of giants, the best way to survive is not to draw attention to yourself. That was what Mama Mira had taught her since she was a kitten. On a pirate ship manned by orcs, ogres, trolls, and gnolls, the much smaller goblins and cat-kin had often felt like they lived in a world full of giants. It wasn’t quite so bad in Port Viridia, where most of the population was human or normal beastkin.

But still… rules were rules.

Even if the Magistrate hadn’t warned her about not making any mistakes, she would have strived for a silent, professional kill. Calypso took pride in her work, even when it was unsavory. Her skills were the only thing keeping her off the streets, and they were the only thing she could rely on if she wanted to save Sable.

Witnesses were attention. Extra dead bodies were attention. Mistakes were attention. And if Calypso intended to survive long enough to free her sister from the pirates who had captured her, she could not afford to draw any extra attention. She owed it to Sable to do her best, which meant being a professional.

She would kill the Chosen One, quickly and quietly, and not even his companions would see where the shot had come from.

The sea-breeze was still working in her favor. The Canin paladin hadn’t picked up her scent, and the observant elf seemed to be pre-occupied with staring at the hero’s backside…

Which, she had to admit, was not a bad view.

The Chosen One was rather attractive.

Though the fact that she was about to kill the man somewhat dampened her appreciation.

Calypso eyed a position on a roof overlooking the alley's midpoint, where a stack of old crates partially blocked the path. The tiles there were weathered and loose, and there appeared to be birds nesting in the eaves and windowsills. She’d have to be careful not to disturb them. Otherwise, it looked like her best bet. The obstruction would force the trio to move in single file, giving her a clean shot and obscuring the hero’s companions’ lines of sight.

She scampered quickly toward her chosen roost, staying ahead of the party below and keeping her footfalls as silent as she could. Thankfully, they weren’t in a hurry, and it was easy to keep ahead.

She tested her footing carefully before settling into position. It would hold.

She would wait until they passed under her, when their backs were to her. It was about thirty paces away, if one could float on air. She should have a clean angle to the back of the target's neck, just above the collar of that shabby gambeson.

She knew she could do it. She'd made similar shots a hundred times.

As she drew the bowstring, familiar tension sang through her arms. She sighted along the arrow's shaft, adjusting for distance and the faint sea-breeze…

And the tremor in her fingers…

What in the hells? Her hands were shaking. Stop that!

She steadied her grip. Breathed out slowly. In through the nose, out through the mouth. The way Mama Mira had taught her, on the deck of the Sandpiper, salt spray in her face and a practice bow too big for her small hands.

Breathe, kitten. The arrow goes where your breath goes.

But Mira was dead.

Sable had been captured, and was being held for ransom.

This was the job that was supposed to bring her home. She couldn’t screw it up.

But it’s wrong, a voice whispered in the back of her mind. Like the warnings about Canin, the voice sounded like her birth mother’s. Life is precious, little one. It’s wrong to kill.

Calypso blinked hard. The memory tried to surface anyway, the voice of her mother competing with the image of Mira's weathered green face, her crooked smile, her voice rough from years of shouting orders over wind and waves.

You're going to be something special, kitten. I can feel it in my bones.

Mira had been wrong about that. Calypso wasn't special. She was just another criminal scraping for coin in a world that had never wanted her. And her birth mother had been wrong too. Life was precious, that was true. Hers and Sable’s most of all.

But sometimes killing was the only way to survive.

Calypso’s fingers tensed against the involuntary shivering.

Both women had tried to protect her, the only way they knew how. Both women had died, leaving her alone to try to piece together a way forward on her own. Now they were arguing in her head, and she was going to screw it all up because she couldn’t—

Focus! This is for Sable. If you can pay the ransom, Captain Dreadeye will let her go. That’s all that matters. Saving your sister is all that matters. Just kill him!

Calypso looked at the target again.

He was saying something to the paladin, gesturing with easy confidence that seemed to radiate from him like heat from a brazier. That grin. That stupid, careless, golden grin. Like the world was a joke only he was in on.

She hated the way it made her feel warm and ticklish in her chest, like everything would be okay if he just smiled like that at her.

Stop it! He’s your mark, not your mate. Get a grip, Catsong!

Gods, he was handsome, though.

Calypso had seen pictures of the target before he’d waltzed into the Heroes Guild, but somehow they didn’t do him justice. She’d almost fallen out of the rafters when he’d looked up into the shadows where she was hiding and she’d felt his bright blue eyes catch hers.

For an instant, she imagined another life—one where he looked at her the way he did the elf and the paladin, with that playful smirk and a dash of yearning. Never a hint of uncertainty.

She still couldn't decide if he was genuinely fearless or genuinely stupid. He was certainly a looker, though.

What a waste.

The thought caught her off guard.

The gods had given him that face, and she was about to put a hole in it. Seemed almost criminal.

It is criminal to kill a man, you idiot, she cursed at herself. You are a criminal. A pirate. A low-life. A hero-killer. Now, act like it! Someone like him would never be interested in someone like you. He’d hate your guts.

She never chose this life for herself, but she had to play the hand she was given.

That didn’t mean she had to like it.

Besides, killing this man wasn’t just criminal. It was more like sacrilege. Like vandalizing a temple. Like smashing a beautiful stained-glass window just to prove you could.

Stop. Stop thinking like that. He's a mark. Just a target. Kill him and be done with it!

The Magistrate's gold would buy Sable's freedom. That was the deal. That was all that mattered.

He’s a hero. Maybe he could help rescue Sable, maybe—

Her fingers tightened on the string as she tried to push her doubts away. The sound of his laughter bounced off the walls. Stopping before the bottleneck, he mumbled something to the women which made them blush, and pulled each of them in for a kiss.

Calypso leaned forward to watch, unable to help herself. Her bare foot slipped on one of the tiles. She tensed her muscles, fighting against the pull of gravity that wished to throw her from the roof. A cascade of red dust from the broken tiles poured into the alley below.

The paladin stopped walking and Calypso's breath froze in her chest.

The dog-kin's golden ears swiveled upward. Her nose twitched. She turned her head, scanning the roofline with those sharp brown eyes.

They swept across the very ledge where Calypso crouched.

She sees me. She sees me. She—

Every Felin instinct screamed at once. Bolt. Flatten. Vanish. Find the nearest shadow and disappear into it before the hunter's jaws closed around her throat.

Her tail puffed and her ears plastered flat against her skull. Her heart hammered so hard she could hear it in her temples, a frantic drumbeat that the dog-kin could probably hear, even at this distance.

But…

The paladin's gaze slid over, across the rooftops, still scanning for danger.

She hadn't been seen. But the Canin had sensed something. The tilt of her head showed her alertness. Her shoulders remained tense. Calypso’s heart wouldn’t slow down. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

The dog knew. The dog knew.

Now, she tried to convince herself, though the tip of her arrow wavered. It has to be now, before she—

A pigeon exploded out of a gap in the brickwork six inches from Calypso's left ear.

Wings battered her face. Feathers filled her vision. A startled coo blasted directly into her ear.

Her body reacted before her mind could override. Her head snapped toward the bird, her eyes wide with panic. Every muscle in her body contracted in a violent flinch.

Her fingers released the string.

No!—

The arrow was gone before she could stop it. Fear shot through her like bolts of lightning in a storm. She watched the arrow fly with her heart in her throat. The angle was wrong, too low, pulled left by her flinch.

It was heading for center mass instead of the neck. Calypso felt sick.

Time slowed as if the arrow had been shot through honey. Dread swallowed her whole.

Strangely, she was not afraid that she would miss.

She was afraid she would hit him. Now that she’d loosed the arrow, she prayed to the sea-gods to send a wind to knock it further astray. She didn’t know why, but she did not want this man to die.

Because it’s wrong. It’s wrong, little one. Life is precious—

Shut up!

The paladin seemed to be the only one who sensed something was wrong. She lunged forward, her shield swinging up in a smooth arc that seemed to take forever and no time at all.

Hit the shield, Calypso prayed. Hit the shield. Please, hit the shield—

Then she closed her eyes, because she couldn’t watch what would happen if her prayers went unanswered.
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Goldie always walked two paces behind her hero when they were in public, and two paces to the left, exactly as the Guardlight family handbook prescribed for urban environments with moderate threat levels.

Shield arm out. Eyes forward. Ears on a swivel.

She was professional, composed, and alert. Exactly as a sidekick should be.

Goldie wanted to be a good sidekick. The best sidekick there ever was.

That thought ran through her mind on loop, blocking out everything else.

Be the best. Be a good sidekick. Be a good girl. Be the best—

Her tail almost wagged, but she caught it just in time.

That would not have been professional.

And she absolutely was not thinking about her decidedly unprofessional behavior that morning, either.

Her ears burned. Her tail, safely hidden under her traveling cloak, gave another guilty twitch.

Attending to my hero's needs. That's what she'd called it. That was a professional service, wasn’t it? Part of her duties as his sworn protector involved ensuring his... well-being.

His... readiness for the day ahead.

The fact that she’d started the problem she aspired to solve by letting herself get carried away by all the yummy smells from the night before and sticking her face in Chaddick’s crotch was…

Well, it didn’t bear dwelling on. What was done was done.

And Chaddick hadn’t seemed to mind, had he?

But there were strict rules about these sorts of things. The Guardlight family had extensive guidelines about the relationship between sidekick and hero. Namely, they forbid ‘inappropriate attachments’ which could get in the way of the sidekick’s ability to remain calm and in control when in the field.

While there were some whispered exceptions to these rules, such as the use of the secret pressure point which allowed a hero to enjoy his recreational time much longer, and with greater virility than was naturally possible, these were drowned out by the sterner warnings against ‘conduct unbecoming’ a Guardlight.

Goldie had memorized every word of these warnings. She knew exactly where the lines were. Yet, she'd crossed them anyway, with her tail wagging happily.

Because Chaddick made her feel like… not a warrior, but a beloved pet to be coddled and cared for and snuggled with and—

Oh gods. It was shameful even to think of.

She alternated between wanting to tear his enemies limb from limb, to snarl at anyone who so much as looked at him the wrong way and… to curl naked at his feet, roll onto her back, and let his petting transport her to a plane of bliss she’d only ever dreamed of before.

Couldn’t she have both?

Not according to tradition.

Female sidekicks serving male heroes had only been permitted for the last hundred years. The Sidekick Council had debated it extensively, due to obvious concerns. The temptations were real, and the potential for scandal and disgrace was significant enough that the old guard had voted against the proposal three times before it finally passed.

The bronze statue of her grandfather in the Hall of Loyal Service would probably crack in half from the sheer force of his posthumous disappointment if he knew what she’d been up to.

And yet.

Goldie stole a glance at the back of Chaddick's head. Her heart trembled at the way the sunlight caught his hair and made it glint like the coins he loved so much. The easy set of his shoulders made her want to nuzzle against them and lick his neck. His confident stride made her feel weak and trembly, much worse than any training regimen.

He wasn't like other heroes, that much was clear. The ones she'd dreamed about as a pup, reading tales of valor and sacrifice in the family library now seemed distant. Untouchable. More like… monuments than men. She’d idealized and idolized them, but now she wasn’t so sure.

Chaddick was... not nearly as ‘heroic’ in a textbook sort of sense. His priorities were all wrong. But he was… real. Caring and brave and all those other attributes that heroes were supposed to have.

Most of all, he made her laugh. He noticed when she was tired or worried. He'd defended her honor against Artemus without hesitation, even when she was technically the one in the wrong.

Heroes often treated their sidekicks like objects, like a convenient meat-shield between themselves and danger, who would just follow along without question. But Chaddick seemed to spend as much time worrying about her as she did about him. He didn’t think of her as a tool to be used and discarded.

He saw her as a person. More than that… as a companion. A lover. A partner.

No one had ever looked at her like that before.

The other Guardlights saw her place in the family legacy. The Academy saw her superior dedication to training. The other sidekicks saw her as the competition. Everyone saw the armor, the oath, the six generations of service, blah, blah, blah.

Chaddick was the first person who seemed to see her.

And I repaid that by putting my mouth on his—

She shook the thought away violently. Her tail twitched again, threatening to wag at entirely the wrong moment.

Focus, Goldie. Protect your hero. Sort out the rest later. This is why it’s dangerous to form ‘inappropriate attachments.’ It’s too distracting!

‘The rest’ might take a lifetime to sort out. Because the terrifying truth, which kept her ears hot and her heart racing, was that some time during their first quest together, Goldie’s oath had shifted.

She was willing to die for him, just as she had been at the start. But the reason had… changed shape.

Duty had been there from the beginning.

But even in their short time together, Goldie realized there was so much more to her feelings than just her oath.

She wanted to keep Chaddick safe because a world without him would be pale, meaningless, and not worth living in. Just thinking about it made her chest hurt in ways no healing spell could fix.

Blasted bones. I'm in so much trouble!

"What was that?"

Tiriel's voice pulled Goldie from her spiraling thoughts. The elf was looking back over her shoulder with a confused look on her face. There was some kind of commotion going on in the street behind them. People were pointing and laughing, but also trying to keep their distance as someone…

A whiff of something foul tickled Goldie’s sensitive nose as the breeze coming off the water stilled. Goldie growled a warning, immediately reminded of the stench-filled crescendo of their battle against the void cultists the night before.

"Wait…” Chaddick laughed. “Was that Artemus?"

Tiriel craned her neck to see. "I believe so. That appears to be... oh dear. Is that a chamber pot? Who did he piss off now?"

“Probably peeping in someone’s window,” Goldie said, the growl growing and rippling through her words. “Little pervert.”

She still hadn’t forgiven Artemus for spying on them back in the Cockatrice cave. Not only because that was a weird, creepy thing to do, but because she was ashamed of her behavior and it bothered her that anyone other than her party members knew about it.

"Couldn't have happened to a nicer guy." Chaddick snorted. "Come on. Let's cut in here before he catches up."

“Sir…” Goldie put a hand on her hero's shoulder, stopping him from entering the darkened mouth of an alley he was pointing toward. She whispered, “We should stick to the main streets. The crowds help provide some cover, which—”

“They also provide cover to anyone who is following us,” Chaddick pointed out. “Like stinky old Artemus, there. I thought we’d lost him a while ago, but he was there all along.”

Goldie felt a flush of shame. She’d been so distracted by her inner dilemma that she didn’t even notice that Artemus was still following them until he was clobbered by the fallen chamber pot.

Which only made her feel more guilty than ever.

“I wouldn’t have let him trail us for long.” She couldn’t help the whimper that escaped her throat. “I would have intervened, sir.”

“Well, now there’s no need.” Chaddick didn’t seem bothered by her lapse at all, which made her feel worse still, like he didn’t expect any better. “Come on, Goldie. Let’s go this way. It’s much shorter, and we don’t want to be fighting rats in the dark, do we?”

Goldie felt her tail droop.

“You’re the only one excited about fighting rats at all,” Tiriel said, flipping her hair over her shoulder and holding up her notebook. “I’m much more interested in the observations. What kinds of mutations do you think we’ll discover? I’d like to get some blood samples if possible. Maybe I can learn something that will help me un-mutate my feet…”

Goldie was no longer listening as she followed Chaddick and Tiriel into the alley, her mind spinning with self doubt.

Who am I fooling? I’m so distracted thinking of my next private moment with my hero that I can’t protect him when he needs me. Artemus was right, I am a disgrace to the Guardlight family!

She was going to have to quit, that’s what she was going to have to do. There was nothing else for it. She could not possibly do the job of a sidekick when she was so preoccupied by confusing and overwhelming feelings for her hero.

The shame her family would experience at her breaking her oath would be far less than if she was caught in a compromising position with the Chosen One, distracting him with her body instead of supporting him in fulfilling his destiny.

"Lucky break with that chamber pot," Chaddick said, grinning over his shoulder at Goldie. "Almost feel bad for him. Almost."

His smile was so easy and warm, and it did terrible things to Goldie's concentration. She felt her tail wag, despite herself.

But as the shadows of Butcher’s Alley closed in on them, Goldie’s good mood evaporated instantly, and she tensed.

The passageway was narrow with tall buildings on both sides. Dusky pools of darkness ate up the light that spilled in from above. Her sightlines were limited, and the blind corners ahead made her eyelid twitch.

Tactically, it was a nightmare.

"Sir," she said, "I really don’t like this. We should take the main road. This alley is—"

"A shortcut." Chaddick was already walking. "We're on a deadline, remember? Command Warden Rone didn't seem like the type who appreciates tardiness."

"Command Warden Rone doesn’t even know we’re taking the quest yet. The deadline hasn’t started yet, if you’re right about that cascading rewards whatever-it-was at all. You’ve got an assassin on your tail, sir. If someone wanted to set up an ambush—"

"Goldie." He turned back to look at her. His voice was warm but firm. "Look around. There’s no one here with us. You’d smell them, wouldn’t you? Or hear them? I trust you, loyal sidekick.”

He grinned disarmingly.

Goldie narrowed her eyes and growled. “Just not enough to take my advice?”

“Well, you have been a bit… nervy this morning. We're just going to kill some rats, not storm a fortress. And if Command Warden Rone doesn’t know we’re coming, neither does anyone else. Including the assassin. So, relax."

Chaddick took her hand and pulled her in, kissing her cheek which took some of the sting out of his words. Tiriel protested at the attention Goldie was getting, so he kissed her too.“Insatiable elf,” he muttered. “We should finish up with this quest and get back to our rooms.”

Goldie didn’t react to the innuendo as she might have done earlier. She was too upset by the implication of his words. She wasn’t doing a good job as his sidekick and guardian.

She couldn’t just relax. Relaxing wasn't in the Guardlight vocabulary. Dozens of her family members had died protecting their heroes, and not a single one of them had done so while relaxed.

But she couldn’t refute his point, either.

She’d been smelling that stupid Felin assassin everywhere. Even here, in the confines of the narrow alley, she caught hints of it when the breeze died down. It was like the scent had gotten into her nose and stayed there.

As if she needed any extra help making herself look like a fool, she was imagining she was smelling things too.

When she wasn’t distracted, she was paranoid. Chaddick was right.

She was a bad Canin, a bad Guardlight, and a very bad sidekick!

Decidedly not relaxed and still chastising herself, she continued to follow him. But she kept her ears pricked and her eyes on the rooftops, her hand on her blade and her shield arm up, trying her best to focus and fix whatever was going wrong in her head.

She was better than this. And Chaddick deserved better than this.

A stack of old crates blocked the alley ahead on one side, making the back of her neck prickle with unease. Tiriel had fallen into step beside Chaddick and was chattering about the potential magical contamination that might be mutating the urban rodent population. She sounded ridiculously upbeat about the disgusting topic. Something about aetheric runoff from the Arcane Quarter and the theoretical implications for transmutation research and how that might be the answer to getting rid of her extra toes.

As if any of that mattered when there was an assassin after their hero!

Chaddick was only half listening, letting the words flow over him as if he just appreciated the sound of her voice, even when she was off on some crazy magical research tangent. He had no idea what Tiriel was talking about, Goldie was pretty sure, but he was too polite to say so.

He's so kind, Goldie thought. Even when no one else is paying attention. Even when it was over something so trivial. He’s always kind.

She loved that about him.

She loved—

Her nose twitched.

The thought vanished, jolted into oblivion by a shock of alarm. Her nostrils flared. Her ears snapped forward. Every hair on her body stood on end.

She was not imagining it!

There it was, faint but unmistakable, the same scent from Tiriel's bedroom. The same scent from the Magistrate's office. The same scent from the Heroes Guild.

Not just any Felin, but the one who’d tried to kill Chaddick.

The same specific scent. Sweat and leather and something sharp underneath. Musk and adrenaline, like a predator running hot.

"It’s her." Her hand dropped to her sword as her face swiveled upward. "The cat is here. Above us."

"Goldie—" Chaddick started.

She heard the here we go again tone in his voice and it raised her hackles.

"Sir,” she snarled. “I'm serious. This is the same—"

"You said that at the Guild, and it was a three-hundred-pound bard who couldn't assassinate a plate of fish cakes."

"This is different. You have to trust me—”

Above and to the left her eye caught a flicker of movement on the roofline, dark against the afternoon sky. A bird shot into the air, startling all three of them.

If Goldie had stopped to think about it, she might have rationalized herself into complacency, believing the bird was what she’d seen, believing there was nothing to fear.

But she didn’t think. She lunged.

Years of Guardlight training fired through her muscles like lightning as she planted herself between Chaddick and the sky.

Her shield swung up in a smooth arc just as the arrow hit.

Dead center.

Her grandfather would have wept with pride.

The sound was sharp and final. A hard, metallic thock that echoed off the alley walls. The impact jarred her arm from wrist to shoulder. The steel arrowhead punched a quarter-inch into the layered oak and iron before stopping cold.

They all stared at the arrow.

“Chaddick,” Tiriel said, her green eyes wide as she turned to him. “I don’t want to tell you your business, and I’m probably the last person you should take advice from on normal social behavior… but I think you owe your sidekick an apology.”

Chaddick said, very quietly: "...Goldie."

"I know, sir."

"You were right."

"I know, sir."

She scanned the rooftops. Whoever fired was already gone. Nothing but empty ledges and weathered tiles and a single pigeon flapping away in a panic, cooing indignantly at the disturbance.

But the scent lingered.

It was fainter now, as if the cat-kin assassin had fled. But it was still there. And this time, Goldie didn’t doubt herself that it was real.

Chaddick cleared his throat. “Uh, should we…”

“Get the hell out of this alley?” Goldie asked. “I think so, sir. If you don’t mind. She’s gone, now. But I don’t think that means she’ll stay away forever.”

“Goldie?” Tiriel’s voice shook.

She turned to see the buxom elf with tears of relief glimmering in her big green eyes. “Ye—aargh!”

Without warning, Tiriel had jumped on her, wrapping her arms and legs around her armored torso and smooshing her enormous breasts in Goldie’s face.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” She squealed, wriggling until Goldie felt like she was going to suffocate in the slowly rising cleavage. Tiriel’s words spilled out like water from a burst pipe, with no sign of stopping or slowing. “You saved Chaddick’s life! Thank you so much. You are the best! Such a good girl! The best girl in the whole wide world! I wish I could be as good as you. Oh gods, I can hardly breathe. I was so scared for a second, but now…”

Goldie didn’t hear the rest of what Tiriel was saying, distracted by the tears of relief that suddenly stung her own eyes.

“Hey now,” Chaddick said, coming up behind them both and embracing Goldie from behind. “Cut it out, Tiriel. I’m the one who should be thanking her. Quit hogging my girl.”

Goldie felt her tail begin to wag.

Maybe she could still trust her instincts when it mattered most. Maybe she wasn’t such a bad sidekick after all. But her heart hurt. If she wanted to be the best sidekick she could be, she would have to give up on the idea of having a deeper relationship with her hero. She wouldn’t risk such a mistake again.

Chaddick reached up and ruffled her ears, which made her want to melt into a puddle in her armor.

“You really are the best, Goldie,” he whispered, his breath warm against her skin. “I’m sorry I was such a stubborn ass. I should have believed you.”

Goldie pried the elf off her chest as gently as she could and set her onto the cobblestones. Then she turned to her hero.

“Come on, sir,” she said. “Let’s go kill those rats. The sooner we get it done with, the sooner we can celebrate, isn’t that right?”

“Celebrate?” Chaddick’s eyebrows shot up. “What kind of celebration did you have in mind? Maybe we should skip the quest and head straight back to the hotel?”

“Sir!” Goldie’s face burned. “We have a job to do. You’re the one who wanted to take this side-quest.”

“You’re the one who reminded me that we haven’t officially taken it yet… we could do it tomorrow.”

Goldie rolled her eyes, even as her belly warmed at the insinuation. “Tiriel, help me out here!”

“Chaddick, this is not logical behavior,” the elf said, putting her hands on her hips. “If this cascading quest thingy is as good as you claim, we should take it. Do you want the gold or not?”

“I do like gold…”

“There,” Goldie said. “That settles it.”

“But I like you girls, too.”

“Ugh!” Goldie and Tiriel exclaimed together. “He’s impossible!”

Goldie grinned at the elf, sharing in a moment’s recognition of their feelings for this wonderful, kind, stubborn, frustrating man. She saw her love for him mirrored in Tiriel’s eyes. Her heart ached as she let go of her dreams of having what Tiriel had with Chaddick.

Goldie loved her hero, but she would have to love him from the sidelines. That was the best way to keep him safe. If she got too involved, she was going to make another mistake. And she would never be able to live with herself if she made a mistake that got either of her party members hurt or killed.

Duty first. A Guardlight knows her duty. Duty is enough.

She repeated the words over and over again, hoping that if she said them enough times, she might start to believe they were true.
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Behind them, somewhere in the maze of rooftops and chimneys, a chamber-pot-soaked Artemus Pendragon rounded a corner with murder in his eyes and ink running down his ruined notebook.

"QUESTWELL!"

His voice cracked on the second syllable. He didn't care. Dignity was a luxury he could no longer afford.

"I know that was you! This is going in the report! ALL OF IT!"

The passersby gave him a wide berth. A mother pulled her children close and hurried past, wrinkling her nose. A street vendor quietly moved his cart to the opposite side of the lane.

Artemus didn't notice. He was too busy cataloging his grievances in the sodden, smelly pages.

Deliberate sabotage of official oversight. Assault with a biological weapon. Criminal mischief. Destruction of official documentation.

His notebook was ruined. The binding had already started to warp. The ink had run together into an illegible smear. But scribbling in it was an exercise in catharsis.

The Magistrate would be disappointed. But Artemus would not give up so easily. Yes, his pride was injured. Yes, he had a lump on his head. Yes, he smelled like he’d gone swimming in a cesspool.

But it will all be worth it when I see that smug wastrel brought to justice.

He glanced down at the mess of a notebook and sighed. Passing an offal heap, he tossed the book away. It wasn’t like he was going to forget his list of complaints any time soon. He could buy another book, and fill it front to back with the affronts of Chaddick Questwell.

Artemus staggered toward Beef Row, muttering under his breath and leaving a fragrant trail in his wake, with no idea how close he'd just come to documenting the Chosen One's obituary instead.


Chapter 6
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As Chaddick and the girls approached the Beef Row watch-post, the cobblestones gave up and the mud took over. It suited the place. The watch-post was a squat, ugly building wedged between a smoky tallow renderer and a butcher's storefront whose display window featured a slightly green pig carcass hanging from a rusted hook. It seemed perfectly at home wallowing in the muck.

The watch-post's single concession to actual authority was a wooden sign above the door, painted with the seal of the Port Viridia Guard. But the paint was peeling and someone had drawn a crude picture of a rat underneath it in charcoal, with an arrow pointing to the door. The word 'INSIDE' was scrawled beside it.

Chaddick wasn't sure if the graffiti was meant as a guide to questers, a complaint about the pest problem, or a commentary on the guards. Nothing would surprise him.

The walk from Butcher's Alley had been tense and quiet after the brief moment of levity that had come immediately after they’d survived the assassin’s attack. The reality of what had happened had time to sink in and all three of them had withdrawn into their thoughts as they processed the very real danger they were in.

Goldie had yanked the arrow from her shield and examined the fletching as if she intended to memorize every fiber. Now, she twirled it between her fingers, a scowl twisting her mouth downwards as she occasionally lifted it to her nose, inhaling deeply. She clearly had no intention of forgetting or misremembering that smell ever again.

Even Tiriel, who rarely let anything outside her research ruffle her, had closed her notebook and walked in silence. She now kept her wand gripped tight in her hand, her green eyes flicking to the rooftops every few seconds.

Chaddick, who usually found it so easy to laugh and joke in the face of danger, felt more subdued than normal. He wasn’t any more afraid for his own life than when he’d faced any other dangers. But he didn’t like to see Goldie and Tiriel so upset.

It bothered him to know they worried about him. He had to admit it felt strangely comforting, too. He’d never really had anyone to worry over him. Yet, even so, he felt responsible for them, and he didn’t like knowing they were scared because of him.

One way or another, they were going to get to the bottom of this assassin problem, so they could get back to fighting normal enemies. Ones that were easier to clobber once and be done with, without the lingering aftertaste of near-failure that came with a narrow escape like the one they’d just had.

Goldie had tried to warn him of the dangers of taking the alley shortcut, and he’d brushed her worries off. It wasn’t that he hadn’t believed her that the alley was dangerous. He’d lived on the streets long enough to know the threat of an ambush. But he was confident in his brawling abilities and he knew he could best just about anyone with his sword. The fact that he was being stalked by an actual assassin and not some thug or hired merc hadn’t quite sunk in.

Then, Goldie’s uncanny sidekick senses had been all that had saved him from having an arrow through his chest and he was forced to admit he was out of his depth. He might be a skilled adventurer, but high level spies and subterfuge were beyond his usual repertoire. Chaddick wasn’t about to forget that again any time soon.

He owed his sidekick far more than an apology. And his mind was cranking like a waterwheel trying to come up with some way to repay her. More than words and head pats, though she did seem to respond to those. He wanted to get her a gift of some sort. Something really special.

As they'd emerged from the narrow streets into the wider, smellier avenues of Beef Row, the familiar bustle of commerce and foot traffic had gradually loosened the knot of anxiety in Chaddick's chest.

The afternoon crowds here were thick. Carters hauled barrels of brine, chum, and other dripping things over the cobblestones, creating a background rumbling that he could feel in his bones. Butchers' apprentices shouted prices at them from open doorways.

A woman with a clutch of dead chickens elbowed past a man carrying a side of beef on his shoulder, sending feathers flying into the air and a flurry of curses from the man who almost dropped the meat into the mud.

It felt safer here, in the thick of things. It was hard to feel like a target when you were surrounded by people who were too busy haggling over the price of pork belly to notice you existed. Maybe that was naïve, but with Goldie and Tiriel at his side and all three of them on high alert, he doubted the assassin would make another attempt that day.

At least, that’s what he hoped.

Besides. If all went according to plan, they’d be hiding out in the stench ridden basements of the Flesh Shambles for the rest of the day, which ought to be a deterrent to any stalker with a working nose. And Felin were known to be fussy. He doubted she’d follow them here, even if her pride wasn’t stinging.

"There it is," he said, pointing at the watch-post sign and the rough sketched rat. "Our ticket to riches. Five gold per tail."

“Looks very official,” Tiriel said sarcastically. “Are we sure this Rone guy is who he says he is? Maybe he just wants to lure us into a dingy basement to kill us and harvest our organs for illegal alchemy ingredients.”

“Uh…” Chaddick grimaced, suddenly having second thoughts. “Is that a thing?”

“It’s definitely a thing,” Tiriel said. “You wouldn’t believe the things mages get up to when they think no one’s looking.”

He narrowed his eyes and frowned. “Is there something you want to tell us, Tiriel?”

“Not me!” She tossed a lock of bright red hair over her shoulder, looking affronted. “I’m an innocent. Or I was until you got your hands on me last night. The only organ I’d ever dream of harvesting is the one in your pants, and fortunately for you, it’s better milked than plucked.”

Tiriel winked an emerald eye to show she was joking, but Chaddick wasn’t entirely sure he believed her. The low-cut blouse and tight leather pants didn’t exactly make her look like an ingenue. And he was a little disturbed that she’d considered plucking his organ at all, even if it was for a joke.

He must have said as much with his face, because Tiriel let out a tinkling, bell-like laugh. “Oh, Chaddick. Don’t look like that. I’m only teasing! Your organs are perfectly safe, I promise.”

“That’s a relief,” he said dryly.

“However, I’m not taking anything else off the table,” she added. “One has to keep an open mind when it comes to magical discoveries, you know. And unless I get some new boots, I might just be desperate enough to try anything to get rid of my little… problem. Including illegal alchemy.”

Chaddick sighed. “I knew you were too cute to be completely sane. I guess we’ll just have to make sure we kill lots of rats so you can get those boots and I don’t have to worry about waking up in a tub full of ice and a pain in my side.”

“Don’t be dense!” Tiriel rapped him on the forehead with her wand, which gave him a sharp zap and sent a shower of purple sparks into the air, along with the scent of burnt hair. “I would never hurt my studly hero. But if that assassin has the nerve to show her face again, I am absolutely not above slicing a piece or two off of her.”

“Fair enough.”

Goldie was still scanning the rooftops, seemingly ignoring their discussion. The Canin paladin’s ears swiveled constantly, and her nostrils flared with each new breeze.

"Sir. Before we go in, I want to say something."

"If it's about taking the main road next time, you're right.” Chaddick turned and gave her a low bow. “I concede entirely. Main roads from now on. Wide, open, well-populated roads. I will grovel at your feet and beg your forgiveness for ignoring your advice if you ask me to, Goldie. I will never question your judgement again, I promise."

Goldie’s ears flattened into her hair and her lips peeled back in a snarl of disgust. “Please, sir. Never say such a thing again. It is my fault you didn’t believe me.”

Chaddick, still bent double at the waist, glanced up at her in confusion. “What?”

“I didn’t wish to talk about the road,” she said firmly, meeting his eyes. “Please stand up. You’re making me feel like a fool. I wanted to apologize for the false alarms earlier in the day. I was distracted and unfocused, and I nearly let my personal issues compromise your safety. "

He straightened. "Goldie—"

"Let me finish." Her jaw was set, but her tail gave a small, conflicted twitch beneath her cloak. "I won't let it happen again. The fact is, I allowed my feelings for you to get out of hand. And I’m convinced it never would have happened if I had maintained a more professional distance from you in the first place. I cannot be a proper bodyguard if my head is all full of fluffy feelings of lo—” She cut herself off, shook her head, and cleared her throat. “Of affection. Tiriel is more than capable of seeing to your physical needs. I won’t allow jealousy or desire to hinder my duty to you any longer. From here on, I'm focused. Fully professional. Your sidekick and bodyguard, and nothing more.”

Chaddick studied her stiff posture and his heart sank. That was not at all what he wanted to hear. He’d been thrilled that she was opening up to him, relaxing in his presence when she was off duty, and enjoying herself a little bit.

But he could tell she meant what she said.

The afternoon sun caught the golden fur of the pretty Canin’s ears and made them glow. Her brown eyes were serious, earnest, and filled with a determination that made his chest ache.

He wanted to tell her that she'd been incredible. That watching her lunge in front of that arrow had been far more terrifying than the thought of it hitting him. The sound of the projectile punching into her shield would probably haunt his dreams for weeks. But what had truly shaken him was the fire of conviction in her eyes as she’d thrown herself in front of him.

Every hero dreamed of having a sidekick like Goldie.

Chaddick had never actually believed he would be able to afford anything more than a grunt to help carry his loot from quest to quest. When Ye Olde Hero Academy had provided him with a Guardlight—and not just any Guardlight, but the most beautiful and loyal Canin he’d ever met—he’d hardly been able to comprehend what that meant.

So far, he’d treated Goldie like he would any gorgeous woman, teasing and flirting and making casual attempts at seduction. And he’d enjoyed every second of it.

But Goldie deserved more than that. She wasn’t some mere conquest. She was sworn to protect him, to put her own life before his own, and today she’d proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that she took that oath seriously.

She’d been willing to die to save him.

Her skill and instincts had prevented that fate, but the fact remained. She would have taken that arrow for him without a second thought. She would have died to protect him, with a smile on her face, knowing that she’d done her job.

Gods, he wanted to kiss her. To rub her ears and tell her what a good girl she was, just to see her melt into a puddle of wriggling excitement at his feet.

There was no way in hell he was going to just let her pull away behind that wall of professionalism again.

But he respected her enough not to push it. For now.

He’d just have to find some other way to prove to her that he was serious, that he needed her to be more than just a sidekick. She was a part of him as much as Tiriel was, and they were going to do great things together. He believed in that far more than he believed that he was the Chosen One.

“I think,” he said slowly, measuring each word carefully. “That we’re going to have to save this conversation for later.”

“Sir,” she protested. “There’s nothing more to talk about. If anything had happened to you, I could never have forgiven myself. I’ve proven that I can’t be trusted when I’m distracted, and—”

"Goldie.” He held up a hand and grinned. “You literally saved my life today. If that's what you look like when you're distracted, I don’t feel I have anything to worry about. And in any case, I can’t help but feel I’m at least partially to blame—"

Tiriel snorted. “Partially? You’ve been winding the poor girl up for days.” Then she blushed. “And so have I. I’m sorry, Goldie. You have told us from the start that you’re uncertain about intimacy. We shouldn’t have pushed you.”

Goldie blushed too. “It’s not your fault. I started it this morning. I just couldn’t help myself, but…”

“Maybe if I’d finished it, you wouldn’t be having this problem?” Chaddick waggled his eyebrows suggestively. “I mean, I finished. But I didn’t let you finish. No wonder you’ve got a wandering mind…”

Goldie’s ears perked, and the ghost of a wag passed through her tail before she caught it.

"No! Sir, that is not what I—"

"Never mind,” he grinned, stepping forward to push open the door to the watch-post. “Let's go kill some rats. A palate cleanser, if you will, before we continue this discussion later."

“But…” Goldie protested weakly. “There’s nothing to discuss.”

“Come on.” Tiriel wrapped her arm around the paladin’s shoulder and guided her through the door. “We can try to talk some sense into him later. It might do you some good to kill a few rats, too. Get your mind back on the job.”

Goldie nodded sharply at that and followed them inside. Chaddick had to admire the elf’s ability to read their Canin companion. She always seemed to know just what to say.

The interior of the Beef Row watch-post diluted the area’s odour with the smell of old leather, parchment, and ink, with an undertone of sweat and mildew. There was something greasy in the air, but it was difficult to tell whether that was a guard’s lunch or just the not so pleasant lingering ambiance of the Flesh Shambles at work.

A long wooden counter bisected the room, separating the public area from a cluttered workspace of desks and weapon’s racks. A board covered in notices and duty rosters hung on the back wall between two shelves stuffed to bursting with books that, in turn, were stuffed to bursting with loose pages and scraps of… evidence? Chaddick wasn’t sure what was going on, and he had a feeling the guards who worked here probably didn’t have much better an idea than he did.

Two guards, dressed in patrol armor, looked incongruous stuffed behind cramped desks as they sorted through stacks of paper and scrolls. A third was asleep in a chair with his boots up, his mouth open, a slow bubble forming at one nostril.

Behind the counter, another man looked up from a stack of reports.

“Well?” he growled. “Out with it. What do you want?”

Chaddick cleared his throat. “We’re looking for Command Warden Halveth Rone, about a quest that was posted in the Heroes Guild.”

“Well, you can stop looking.” He picked up a stack of papers and threw them in the bin at his feet.

“That’s… uh, you then?”

“Clever boy.”

The Command Warden was not what Chaddick had expected. He'd pictured someone tall, scarred, and grizzled from years of street patrols. The kind of man whose handshake could crush walnuts and whose war stories could clear a tavern.

Rone was short—maybe five-foot-six in freshly heeled boots—and stocky, with a barrel chest that had migrated south into a considerable belly sometime in the last decade. His gray-streaked hair was cropped close to his skull, and his face had deeply etched lines that appeared to have been earned through years of squinting at things he didn't like.

Presumably, everything.

A week's worth of stubble dusted his jaw. His uniform was clean but rumpled. He looked like he'd slept in it at least once this week and didn't care who knew.

He gave Chaddick the impression of a man who'd been good at his job twenty years ago and was now just trying to survive long enough to collect his pension without killing anyone who didn't deserve it.

“Paint a picture, why don’t you?” he snarled. “It will last longer.”

“Sorry, sir.” Chaddick cleared his throat. “I understand you have a rat problem?”

Rone’s eyes moved from Chaddick to Goldie to Tiriel, and back to Chaddick. They lingered on the Blade of Prophecy at his hip.

"You’ve got to be kidding me.”

"No joke." Chaddick held up the posting. "Chaddick Questwell, Chosen One, at your service."

Rone's expression didn't change. He thumbed over his shoulder at the guards shuffling paperwork behind him. “I didn't ask for the gods-be-damned Chosen One, did I? I need someone willing to crawl into dark holes and kill vermin. The complaints are piling up by the day. And judging from the fact that that notice has been posted in the so-called Heroes Guild for a month now, without answer, it seems such a thing is beneath even the most piddling of washed-up mercenaries. You’re telling me the Chosen One is willing to crawl into dark holes and do some dirty work?"

Chaddick beamed. "It's one of my most marketable skills."

Behind him, Goldie coughed.

“For five gold a tail?” Rone eyed him warily, as if he was certain someone was setting him up to be the punchline of some prank. “The bright and shining beacon of Port Viridia’s hopes and dreams, the do-gooder against evil, the flippin’ Chosen One is gonna kill rats for five gold a tail? Sorry to break it to you, son, but there ain’t no ‘pretty boy bonus’ for this quest. Though judging by the state of your armor, you could use it. Chosen One, my hairy backside.”

One of the guards sniggered.

“Pardon me…” Tiriel stepped up to the counter and leaned forward, causing the Command Warden’s gaze to slide toward her amply displayed cleavage. The moment he was distracted, her hand shot out and she grabbed him by the ear, wrenching his head down to her level. In her other hand, her wand—fizzing with ominous purple sparks—was dangerously close to invading the man’s nostril. “But we want that damned quest. Would it be too much trouble for you to get to the point?”

Rone grunted, straining against the elf’s apparently impressive grip. “Assault of a member of the city Watch is a crime punishable by two-weeks in the stocks.”

“I am Tiriel Lumistrae,” she hissed with surprising menace. “First and only daughter of Lord Thandor of House Lumistrae. I suggest you consider your next words very carefully.”

Chaddick didn’t like where this discussion was going. “Uh, Goldie? Should you…”

He glanced over his shoulder and was surprised to find the paladin grinning. “I think she’s got this covered, sir.”

Tiriel looked like she might stick her wand all the way up the man’s nose and use it to stir his brains. The Command Warden seemed to read her expression the same way.

“Fine,” Rone growled. “You want to kill rats, we’ve got rats.”

He blindly fumbled under the counter, unable to lower his head to look down out of fear of fully lodging the wand in his sinuses, until his fingers eventually found and pulled out a rolled-up map. He finally managed to wrench himself from Tiriel’s now loosening grip and slapped it on the table. The look on her face suggested he’d only gotten away because she’d let him.

Behind the Command Warden, the other two guards were studiously ignoring the situation, having suddenly discovered something incredibly interesting in the papers before them. The sleeping guard shifted in his chair, let out an alarmingly resonant fart, and continued to snore.

Warden Rone, his weathered cheeks burning with embarrassment, flattened the map between them. Marks in red ink had been scattered across a sketch of the Flesh Shambles’ streets, mostly clustered around Beef Row.

"I've had complaints from each of these merchants in the last week,” he explained, absentmindedly rubbing his nose. “The rats started in the Shambles, which is nothing new. Rats and the Shambles go together like sailors and syphilis. But they've spread into Beef Row, and that's my problem. Officially."

He tapped the map. "But these aren't normal vermin, either. They're big for one thing. And they aren’t scared of anything but the gods, so far as I can tell, if they’re even scared of that. Something’s wrong with ‘em, that’s for damned sure. Acting strange. Glowing…”

"Magical contamination," Tiriel said, leaning forward with poorly contained excitement, looking for all the world like she hadn’t just threatened an officer of the law. "I knew it! I suspect runoff from the Arcane Quarter. The aetheric residue in the sewage system could easily cause mutagenic effects in local fauna. This is a goldmine of research—"

"I don’t need research," Rone said flatly. "I need tails. That’s what I’m paying for. Five gold per tail, I don’t care if they’re huge, scaly, purple, or mutated in any other way. Bring ‘em here. Get ‘em counted by me or one of my men. Payment on delivery, got it?"

"And the supplementary wages?" Chaddick asked. “This is a Cascading Objective Quest, is it not?”

Something flickered in Rone's eyes. Not quite surprise, but close. "You know your stuff.”

“I’m the Chosen One for a reason,” Chaddick grinned. “Whether my armor passes muster, or not.”

“So you keep saying.” Rone narrowed his gray eyed gaze suspiciously. “But you don't look like the glory-chasing type."

"I'm the gold-chasing type."

"That, at least, I can respect. Gold-chasers show up on time and finish the job." He rolled up the map and held it out. "Clear ten basements. Report back when you're done. If I'm satisfied with the work, we'll talk about the supplementary wages. If you do a half-arsed job, you get half-arsed pay. Questions?"

Chaddick took the map. "Just one. How long do we have?"

"I don't care if it takes you a day or a week, so long as it gets done. But the longer you take, the worse the problem gets, and the crankier I get. And nobody wants that."

This time it was Goldie who approached the counter. "I believe we all understand that Mr. Questwell was referring to the amount of time we have to clear these rats in order to qualify for the supplementary wages. I advise you answer the question.”

Rone’s eyes went wide as he took in her armor for the first time. He swallowed. “A Guardlight? And the daughter of House Lumistrae…” The Warden trailed off as his eyes returned to Chaddick, obviously trying to figure out how he’d become a part of this trio. “You don’t look the part, Questwell, but given the company you keep, maybe there’s something to you I don’t see.”

“I’m not here to prove anything to you,” Chaddick said with a shrug. “Just to do the job. So, what’s the timeframe?”

“Twenty-four hours,” Rone said. “And not a second over. Clock started the moment you picked up that map. The Heroes Guild does the enchantments, so there’s no cheating on either side. Satisfied?”

Chaddick nodded.

“Well, hop to it, pretty boy.”

Chaddick lifted the map in a casual salute. “You’ve got it, Command Warden Rone.”

Rone grunted. “Oh, now he’s all sweetness and light, butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. You’d better be as good as your entourage suggests, Chosen One.”

“Or what?”

“Or I’ll be picking bits of your golden hair out of the next pile of rat shit I step in, and that will put me off my appetite.”

“Doesn’t look like it would hurt,” Tiriel said, pointing her fizzing wand at Rone’s ample gut. “But I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

“I find that statement less than reassuring when you’re threatening me with unstable magic.”

“Threatening?” Tiriel looked affronted. “Unstable? ME?”

“Tiriel,” Goldie said, pulling the elf away from the counter and whispering under her breath, “the innocent act would go over better before you shoot purple sparks up the man’s nose. You know. For future reference.”

“Those are decorative sparks! For style points! They aren’t actually dangerous…”

Rone’s gaze darted between the women as if he couldn’t decide if what he was hearing was funny or alarming. Then they shifted past Goldie and Tiriel to the door.

“What now?” He groaned. “Who’s this jackass?”

Chaddick turned.

Artemus Pendragon loomed in the doorway, which was impressive given that he was shorter than everyone in the room except Rone. His posture was rigid with imagined authority. His jaw was set. His armor gleamed with—

No. It wasn’t gleaming. It was streaked with suspicious stains that Chaddick preferred not to think about.

Artemus’s hair, which was usually parted severely, now stuck up at odd angles, held in place by hardening filth. The smell that preceded him into the room was enough to make one of the desk guards look up from his paperwork and visibly recoil.

The Warden had grown sure that his time at this post had at least earned him a sense of smell that was largely immune to foul stench by now, and was rather disappointed to be proven wrong by this new addition to the room.

"I," Artemus announced with as much dignity as a chamber-pot-drenched man could muster, "am contracted by the Magistrate's office to ensure proper heroic conduct of the Chosen One during this transitional period."

There was a beat of silence.

“He’s my biggest fan,” Chaddick said. “Follows me everywhere.”

“I am not following,” snapped Artemus. “I am observing, for the safety and well-being of all of Port Viridia. You, Questwell, are a fraud and I aim to prove it once and for all!”

Rone looked at Artemus. Then he looked at Chaddick. Then he looked at the sleeping guard, whose snot bubble hadn't so much as wavered through the entire exchange. He snorted with disgust.

"Frankly, I don’t give a whore’s queef whether you are the Chosen One or not, if you can deliver those rat tails,” he said to Chaddick. “Obviously none of these useless lumps are up to the task.”

Then he turned to Artemus, wrinkling his nose. “You, whoever you are, can ‘observe’ from outside my office. And downwind."

"Now see here—" Artemus began.

"This is a guard post, not a public latrine. Whatever you fell into, go wash it off before you come back. I've got enough pest problems without adding the stench. If you don’t like it, I’d be happy to toss you into a cell for as long as it takes for the smell to fade, understand? Say, a year or two?"

Artemus's mouth worked silently. His face turned a shade of red that clashed violently with the brownish stains on his armor. For a moment, Chaddick thought the Legacy hero might actually explode.

Instead, Artemus drew himself up, turned on his heel, and marched back out the door with the stiff-legged dignity of a man whose pride was the only thing he had left, and even that was on its last legs.

"This isn’t over, Questwell!" His voice cracked through the open door. "I'll be back, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me!"

“We don’t need to stop him,” Goldie said, one hand covering her sensitive nose. “We can smell him coming a mile away. We can just avoid him.”

“Suits me just fine.” Chaddick grinned. “Let’s see how many rats we can kill before he catches up, shall we?”


Chapter 7
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As they stepped back into the muddy street, Artemus was already twenty paces away, heading toward what Chaddick hoped was a public bath house, trailing an olfactory wake that made passersby give him a berth wide enough for a horse and cart.

He’d be back, Chaddick was sure, but for now his nemesis wasn’t his problem.

He unrolled Rone's map. Ten red dots, most clustered together in Beef Row with a few scattered at the edge of the district, like the problem was spreading outwards.

"We’ll start with the closest ones and work our way out," he said, tracing a route with his finger. "Hit these three first, then circle back. If we keep a good pace, we can clear five or six before dark."

"And the time limit?" Goldie asked. “You aren’t worried about that?”

“It will be tight,” Chaddick said. “We might need some of Tiriel’s energy potions to get us through the end. But it’s doable. Depending on how bad the mutations are.”

Tiriel had already produced her notebook and was jotting down notes. "I'd like to collect specimens from each basement if possible. Tissue samples, droppings, any evidence of magical contamination. If my aetheric runoff theory is correct, the mutations should increase in severity the closer we get to the Arcane Quarter."

"You want to collect rat shit."

"I want to collect scientifically significant biological specimens that happen to be rat droppings, yes."

"It’s the same thing, Tiriel.”

"It most certainly is not." Tiriel huffed. "The difference is methodology. And gloves."

"I’m not judging, babe. But do you have gloves?"

"...I have jars."

“Okay, I’m judging a little…”

Goldie's ears twitched. She'd been scanning the street while they talked, her brown eyes tracking rooftops, alley mouths, and the faces of passersby with a stoic calm. But Chaddick could sense her tenseness.

"Can we move, sir?” she asked. “Standing still makes us easy targets. I don’t think the assassin will be back so soon, but I’d really rather not risk it."

The lightness drained from the moment. Chaddick folded the map and tucked it into his belt.

He couldn’t afford to have another close call when Goldie was feeling insecure about her abilities. Not if he wanted to convince her that they could have both a professional and a personal relationship. Things needed to go smoothly. He needed to prove to her that he could take care of himself, that he needed a partner more than a bodyguard. He needed to find a way to help her feel safe enough to relax with him again, without undermining her role as his sworn sidekick.

"Right,” he said. “Let's go. The first stop is up ahead on the right."

The first basement belonged to a man named Fennwick who sold textiles out of a narrow shop squeezed between a tannery and a cobbler. The smell of the tannery was enough to make Chaddick's eyes water from halfway down the street.

He couldn't imagine the cobbler or the textile merchant were thrilled about the arrangement. But at least the tannery belonged here.

The Flesh Shambles was the area of Port Viridia where animals were processed for meat, hide, and sinew. While Beef Row was on the edge of the Shambles, it still wasn’t typically the sort of place that people went shopping. But rent was probably cheaper here than in the market district, and maybe that was reason enough to stay.

Fennwick was a thin, anxious man with raw, red fingers and a nervous habit of pulling at his collar. He met them at the door and ushered them inside with gratitude that bordered on desperation. It was clear he’d been waiting for help for a very long time.

"Thank the gods. You're the heroes the Guard sent? The rats have been in my stock room for three weeks now. Three weeks! I've lost two bolts of Velvetian silk and a shipment of enchanted thread that cost far more than I care to admit, even to myself, let alone my wife."

"Don’t worry, sir," Chaddick said. "We'll have them cleared out in no time."

"Please. I can't afford to lose any more merchandise. Business has been difficult enough lately, having to move to this repulsive location. The last thing I need is more…” Fennwick trailed off, his fingers plucking at his collar again. "Well. It's been difficult, that’s all."

Something in his tone snagged Chaddick's attention. "Difficult how?"

Fennwick glanced toward the street, then lowered his voice. "All these new fees, you know how it is... There are 'administrative fees' for market licenses that didn't exist six months ago. Processing fees, inspection fees, district maintenance surcharges. Every week there's a new letter with a new amount, and if you don't pay, they threaten to revoke your trading permit."

As a matter of fact, Chaddick didn’t know. It didn’t sound like normal business practices to him, at least, not the kind he’d learned about at Ye Olde Hero Academy.

“A difficult time to be in the textile business,” Chaddick offered. “Especially operating out of the Flesh Shambles.”

Fennwick shook his head. "Trust me. I’m not here because I like it. Gods, the stench of this place! It’s enough to ruin my reputation. And with the loss of that silk… well, it might be the end of me one way or another. But it's not just me, having a hard time, and not just textiles merchants. Every seller in Port Viridia is dealing with the same thing. But nobody wants to complain too loudly, because the last fellow who pushed back found his shop cited for 'structural violations' that appeared overnight. Maybe I ought to pack up and move back to Mirajinn. Edith won’t want to go, but she can stay for all I care. My nerves can’t take this place any more. Rats… gods… why did it have to be rats?"

Chaddick filed the rambling information away without changing his expression. "Sounds frustrating."

Fennwick laughed, a bitter, exhausted sound. "That's one word for it. Anyway. We’d best get on with it. I waited too long for you to arrive to waste your time now. The basement door is through there. Watch the third step. It's rotten."

The basement was dark, damp, and full of fabric bolts stacked on wooden shelving that had seen better decades. Goldie went first with her shield up, her sword glinting in the gloom.

Chaddick drew the Blade of Prophecy, preparing for the most anticlimactic Chosen One quest in the history of Chosen Ones, and followed.

Tiriel lit her magelight, a soft blue orb that floated above her shoulder and illuminated the space in a ghostly glow.

The rats appeared within seconds of them setting their feet on the basement floor.

They weren't the sewer rats Chaddick had grown up dodging in Port Viridia's back alleys. These were bigger and fatter, their coats matted with grease from the Shambles. The largest one was the size of a small dog. They scattered when the light hit them, but not far. They retreated to the edges of the room and watched with beady eyes that held far too much intelligence.

"Shambles-fed," Goldie muttered. "Rone wasn't exaggerating. They’re huge."

"They're remarkable," Tiriel whispered, her eyes bright with academic fascination. "Look at the size of them. And their behavior. Normal rats would have fled entirely. These are exhibiting territorial aggression patterns more commonly found in pack animals, like wild dogs."

The ancient steel hummed in Chaddick’s grip. "Can we study them after they're dead?"

He felt slightly ridiculous using a weapon of legend to fight rats, but the weight and balance of it felt right in his hand, and it would be even more ridiculous to downgrade his weapon just because he was on a low-grade quest.

“You’ve got it, sir.” Goldie’s eyes were fixed on her prey. “I’ll send them your way, and you pick them off.”

Tiriel held up a specimen jar. “And I’ll collect the interesting bits!”

The work was ugly but efficient. The rats were fast and aggressive, but they were still rats. Goldie channeled them into predictable lines using her shield, and Chaddick cut them down as they came. Tiriel hung back, picking off stragglers with bursts of energy from her wand that popped like small firecrackers in the enclosed space.

The whole affair took less than ten minutes. Fourteen rats lay scattered across the stone floor. Fennwick's silk was saved, or what was left of it. Three bolts had been chewed through. Two more had been used as nesting material. Chaddick couldn’t see any sign of the enchanted thread that was supposed to be down there. But at least the rats were dead.

Tiriel crouched beside the largest rat and produced one of her specimen jars. "Fascinating. No visible mutations in this group, but the behavioral changes alone suggest low-level aetheric contamination. I definitely need tissue samples."

"Take what you need,” Chaddick said. “But make it quick. I have a feeling they won’t all be this easy. Cascading quests have a way of… escalating."

“I really wish I’d taken that class,” Goldie said, shaking her head. “I can’t believe I’ve never heard of a cascading quest!”

“To be fair, you were studying to become a sidekick to a legendary hero,” Chaddick said with a wink. “Focused on the glory. I was studying get-rich-quick schemes that any self-respecting hero wouldn’t come within ten miles of. Optimizing grind quests is for the poor and the greedy.”

“Of which you are neither,” Tiriel reminded him.

“If we’re counting the gold in my pockets or the armor on my back, I’m still poor,” Chaddick said. “And until those promissory notes are cleared by Sanctum Mercatoria, I’m not inclined to change my way of thinking. Besides, can you ever really have enough gold? I know for a fact there’s no such thing as enough girls, so I have my doubts.”

“Maybe a little bit greedy,” Goldie muttered.

“My point is,” Chaddick said, “I had reason to believe optimizing tactics would be my lot in life if I wanted to get ahead. So, I paid attention to the loopholes.”

Chaddick collected the tails while Tiriel worked. The job was exactly as unpleasant as it sounded. By the fourth tail, he'd developed a technique. By the tenth he’d stopped thinking about it entirely.

Fennwick watched from the top of the stairs, too nervous to come down. When they emerged with a bag of corpses and a bundle of scaly tails, he nearly wept with relief.

"Thank you. Truly. I can't tell you what this means."

"It means seventy gold, once the Guard pays up," Chaddick said with a wink, holding up the tails. "Be sure to share your gratitude with Command Warden Rone. The guy seems like he could use a bit of good news.”

“Him and me both,” Fennwick muttered.

They left the harried textile merchant to his damaged merchandise and his newly empty basement. The afternoon sun hit them like a warm hand as they stepped back into the street.

Goldie had a rat bite on her forearm that she treated with a quick pulse of healing magic, a basic paladin skill. Tiriel had three specimen jars filled with things Chaddick didn't want to think about. The string of tails was heavier than expected, which was encouraging.

He tossed the bag of corpses onto an offal heap, which were not in short supplies in this area of the city.

"One down," Chaddick said, checking the map. "Nine to go. Next one's two streets over… huh…”

“What is it?” Goldie asked, flexing her arm to make sure the healing was complete. “Something wrong?”

“Not exactly,” Chaddick said. “But according to the map, our next stop is an Alchemist's shop. Another unusual business for this area of the city. And potentially a dangerous one, depending on what the rats have gotten into."

“Or an interesting one,” Tiriel said, perking up. “They might have something useful to my studies.”

“We’re hunting rats, remember?” he said. “Not curing toes.”

“I’m just keeping an open mind, sweetheart. You know, there’s much more to my studies than curing toes.”

Chaddick noticed she was walking with a bit of a limp, and he felt a flash of guilt.

He wished he had enough gold to buy her new boots without having to grind a low-level rat quest to get them. Of course, if she was really desperate, there was nothing stopping Tiriel from buying a new pair on her father’s credit. Just the fact that she was as stubborn as he was about earning her worth as an adventurer.

He could hardly argue with her about it when he was doing the same thing.

“Let’s just kill these rats and get going,” Goldie said. “I’m not looking forward to being out here in the dark.”

Chaddick couldn’t argue with that, either.

They fell into step. Goldie took the lead, her shield arm up, her eyes still scanning the crowds and rooftops for any sign of their lurking threat. Tiriel walked beside Chaddick, scribbling observations in her notebook.

The stench of the Flesh Shambles pressed in around them, the narrow streets thick with the smell of blood and tanning chemicals. Carcasses hung from hooks in open-air stalls. Flies buzzed in clouds around the meat. A boy of about ten was washing down a gutter that ran with pinkish water.

Chaddick's mind turned over what Fennwick had said. Administrative fees. Processing fees. Inspection fees. Surcharges that hadn't existed six months ago.

Was that Magistrate Zane’s doing?

Squeezing merchants for gold wasn't exactly surprising behavior for a corrupt official. It was almost traditional, in a depressing sort of way. But the fact that he was increasing pressure so drastically suggested something was going on more than just opportunistic greed. Zane wasn't skimming loose coins from the till. He was bleeding the merchants dry.

Why?

Chaddick tucked the thought away for later. They could worry about Zane’s corruption once they’d been paid.

Whatever he was up to, he wouldn’t get away with it for long.

[image: image-placeholder]


The second basement belonged to an alchemist named Durgo, whose shop occupied the ground floor of a crooked three-story building that leaned noticeably to the left, as if it had spent too long in close proximity to its own fumes and gone slightly delirious.

The sign above the door read DURGO'S DRAUGHT EMPORIUM in letters that magically cycled colors through red, green, violet, and an unpleasant shade of bile-yellow that made Chaddick feel slightly unwell.

A smaller sign below it read: NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR SIDE EFFECTS. ENTER AT OWN RISK.

“Now this is my kind of place,” Tiriel muttered appreciatively as they entered. “There’s nothing Guild-regulated about these potions…”

Durgo himself was a wiry old man with wild white hair that stood straight up, as if permanently electrified. His eyebrows had been singed to stubble and his leather apron was covered in so many stains and burn marks that it was impossible to tell what color it had originally been. He greeted them at the door with a manic grin and hands that trembled with what might have been excitement or chemical exposure.

"Heroes! Excellent! Come in, come in. Mind the puddle by the door. And the puddle by the stairs. And—you know what, just mind the puddles generally."

The shop was in complete chaos. Shelves lined every wall from floor to ceiling, crammed with bottles, vials, jars, and containers of every shape and size. Liquids of impossible colors bubbled, steamed, and glowed. A cauldron on a worktable emitted a purple mist that smelled like lavender and… burning. Something in a cage near the window squeaked rhythmically, and Chaddick saw a small white animal that looked like it was made of pure cloud fluff, batting at a tiny training dummy. It squeaked every time it landed a hit on its motionless enemy.

“What the…?”

Tiriel stopped three paces inside the door. Her eyes went wide and her mouth fell open.

"Oh," she breathed. "Oh, this is beautiful."

"It's something," Chaddick agreed, stepping over a puddle that was actively fizzing.

“Now,” Durgo said, clapping his hands together. “What brings you to my fine establishment today? Are you looking for potions of performance enhancement for your next quest? Or perhaps… your next date night?”

His scorched eyebrows bounced up and down meaningfully. But Chaddick got the feeling that his heart wasn’t in the sales pitch. The corners of the man’s eyes were tight with worry, and his smile was somewhat frozen on his face.

“Actually, Command Warden Rone sent us,” Chaddick explained. “I understand you’ve had a pest problem.”

Durgo’s shoulders sagged with relief. “Oh, thank the light. I admit I wasn’t holding out much hope that anyone would come. There are many more glamorous quests available.”

“Why don’t you tell us where the problem is,” Goldie offered, her voice soothing.

“But when we’re finished,” Tiriel added with a grin, “I’d be very interested in your performance enhancement potions…”

Durgo was too worried about the rats to acknowledge the potential sale. He wrung his hands until the joints crackled.

"They’re in the basement," he said. "The rats got into my reagent stores. And, well... they've been eating things they shouldn't have."

"Define 'things they shouldn't have.'"

"Everything, really." Durgo ran his fingers through his hair, tugging it upward in long, thin spikes, which explained his electrocuted hair-style. "Phosphorescent moss. Distilled aether. Crushed moonstone. I think one of them may have found the jar of displacement extract I keep in the safe."

Chaddick wrinkled his forehead. “If it was in the safe, how did the—?”

“Really, sir?” Goldie gave a snort. “You ask a question like that in a place like this? I’d be more surprised if he managed to keep any of his reagents safely. I could write a book about the code violations in this room alone.”

"Displacement extract," Tiriel repeated, and her voice had taken on the breathless quality of someone being presented with a very expensive birthday present. "You mean spatial displacement? Are the rats teleporting?"

"I wouldn't call it teleporting, exactly. It would be highly illegal for me to be producing that sort of potion without a permit.” He cleared his throat. “More like... they’re appearing places. And then appearing in different places. Very quickly.”

“Uh huh,” Chaddick said, raising an eyebrow. Old Durgo sounded a lot like Tiriel when she was trying to justify doing something ‘highly illegal’ for research purposes. “That sounds a lot like teleporting to me.”

“Look,” Durgo pleaded. “I just need them out of my stores before they eat anything else. Some of those reagents are expensive."

Tiriel’s eyes gleamed brightly at the mention of expensive reagents. “Lead the way.”

Durgo nodded, beckoning them with a crooked finger.

The basement door was behind the front counter. It creaked ominously as the old man pushed it open and disappeared into the darkness. The stairs were narrow and steep. Chaddick moved to follow him, but Goldie held up her arm insisting that she go first.

“It’s my job to protect you, sir,” she growled. “Let me do my job.”

Chaddick shrugged and followed her, with Tiriel coming at the back of the line. The air grew thicker as they descended, heavy with chemical tang and… something that made the little hairs on Chaddick's arms stand up. Was this the aetheric contamination Tiriel had mentioned?

Chaddick didn’t have much magic sense. But even he could feel the arcane energy down here, a low buzz against his skin, like static in the air.

Goldie growled again as they reached the bottom. "Sir, this doesn't feel right."

Chaddick had to agree. Nothing about this situation was right.

But it was his responsibility to fix it.

The alchemist's storage basement was a large rectangular room lined with floor-to-ceiling shelving, much like the shop above. But where Durgo's shop was merely chaotic, his basement was a disaster. Broken bottles littered the floor. Spilled reagents had pooled and mixed, creating patches of liquid that glowed different colors. The air shimmered in places, and strange sounds echoed from the shadow thickened corners.

The place was wrong on so many levels. And that was even before he considered the rats.

Chaddick counted six. Then eight. Then twelve. They scurried along the shelves, over the broken glass, through the glowing puddles. They were big, like the ones in Fennwick's shop, but different. One was bright green, its fur luminescent. Another sparked blue-white from its whiskers with each twitch. A third was partially transparent, its skeleton visible through its skin like a living anatomy lesson.

That one gave Chaddick the creeps worse than any of them. If there was one thing he hated, it was the idea of invisible enemies. Not just sneaky ones, like the assassin. But a monster that could be right in front of your face, and you didn’t even know it was there…

When he was a child, living on the streets of Port Viridia, there were stories of a creature called the Bagman, an invisible monster that reached out of the shadows and pulled its victims into another realm. Plenty of street urchins just like him had disappeared without a trace, and they all knew the Bagman was to blame.

Even once Chaddick was grown, and he knew it was more than likely human monsters who were responsible for the mysterious deaths and disappearances of Port Viridia’s most vulnerable, he’d never been able to shake the fear of an enemy he couldn’t see.

True invisibility among monsters was rare. And Chaddick had fortunately never encountered one in the wild. But the translucent rat made his skin crawl nonetheless.

It sure as hell didn’t help that the thing was staring right at him with its weird almost clear yellow eyes.

“Right then,” Durgo clapped his hands again. “I’ll just leave you to it, then. If you don’t mind, I’ll lock the door behind you. Just to be safe.” He was already hurrying up the stairs. “When you’re all done down here, please knock, and I’ll let you out. I’m sure you’ll be fine. You can handle yourselves, right? Wonderful. Good luck!”

The door slammed almost before he’d finished speaking.

“Wonderful,” Chaddick repeated, muttering under his breath. “Not the word I would use, but…”

"Magnificent," Tiriel whispered.

Goldie shifted, keeping her shield up, eyes tracking the glowing rat with wary focus. "Let’s just get this mess over with.”

"We're still killing them, right, Tiriel?" Chaddick raised his sword. His gaze darted after the enchanted rodents as they weaved in and out of the broken alchemical supplies, but he knew which one he was going for first. “You aren’t planning to keep them as pets or something?”

"Don’t be silly!" Tiriel was already reaching for her jars. "They’d probably attempt to kill us in our sleep. It makes sense to kill them first. Only, please try not to damage the specimens too badly. Some of these mutations are—"

The translucent rat vanished just as Chaddick was squinting his eyes at it. A trickle of cold sweat ran down his spine.

One second the creepy creature was perched on a shelf three feet in front of Goldie. The next, it was simply gone. There was no sound or flash of light to indicate it had been hit by one of Tiriel’s spells, or—gods forbid—cast its own. It was just there, and then it wasn’t.

Goldie barked a warning. “Wh-where did it go? Did you see that?”

She spun in a circle, her shield up.

“Fascinating,” Tiriel said for what had to be the hundredth time. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say Mr. Durgo is dabbling in more than spatial displacement…”

The rat reappeared on Chaddick's shoulder.

He yelped. It was not a heroic sound, he had to admit. Not a sound befitting any graduate of Ye Olde Hero Academy, let alone the Chosen One. The high-pitched, undignified shriek that echoed off the basement walls would haunt a lesser man for the rest of his life, tormenting him with the memory of shame until the end of his days.

Fortunately, Chaddick didn’t suffer from those sorts of hangups.

“Kill it! Kill it with fire!” He swatted the rat off his shoulder. It hit the floor, bounced, and vanished again. “Shit! Where did it go? Tiriel, why didn’t you light it on fire?!”

“It was on your neck, sir,” Goldie reminded him. “She’d have lit you on fire too.”

“Seems like a small price to pay!”

"It really can teleport!" Tiriel was practically vibrating with excitement. "The displacement extract has been metabolized into its physiology! This is unprecedented! I need that one alive!"

"That one?" Chaddick brushed off his shoulder with aggressive intensity. "Can’t you keep the big green oozing one instead?”

“That one.”

“Nope. Nuh-unh. Sorry, not sorry, but no. No invisible monsters. I can’t do it.”

Goldie’s ears perked up. “Are you… afraid, sir?”

“No!” Chaddick practically shouted. “I mean, of course not. I simply have a healthy distrust of invisible monsters. It’s a perfectly natural thing to be afrai—I mean, cautious of.”

The green one chose this moment to run across his boot. It left a glowing trail on the leather. The blue-sparking one jumped from a shelf and landed on Goldie's shield with a crack of static that sent a jolt through her arm, making her yip in pain and drop it.

Then the transparent one reappeared. Inside a jar. On a shelf. Three shelves above where it had been.

Chaos erupted.

The next fifteen minutes were the least dignified quarter-hour of Chaddick's professional career. The teleporting rat appeared and disappeared at random, never in the same place twice. And even when it did appear, it was only half there.

The glowing green one was unnaturally fast and left luminescent trails of goo on everything it touched, including—at one point—Chaddick's face. The sparking rat shocked Goldie twice more before she smashed it with the flat of her blade, and even in death it gave off one last crack of blue-white energy that made her fur stand on end.

Tiriel was no help. She was trying to collect specimens mid-battle, darting between combatants with her jars, shouting instructions that nobody followed. A pile of open glassware scattered around their feet.

"Don't kill that one! That one either! Oh, that one's dead. Fine, put it in one of these jar. No, the big jar! The big— Chaddick, move your foot, I need that tail!"

By the end of it, Chaddick was covered in glowing green streaks. Goldie's fur was puffed out from electrical discharge, making her look like a golden dandelion. And Tiriel had filled seven jars with specimens of varying degrees of intactness, her face lit up like a child at a festival.

They'd killed sixteen rats. Including, much to Tiriel’s disappointment, the translucent one.

Even dead and in the confines of one of the elf’s specimen jars, its body pulsed in and out of visibility in a sullen sort of reluctant defeat.

"This is possibly the most scientifically significant rat extermination in the history of Armathia," Tiriel declared, cradling an armful of jars against her chest. “I can’t wait to write a paper about it…”

"Is that what we're calling it?" Chaddick wiped glowing green slime off his chin with disgust. "Because from where I'm standing, it looked like a lot like three supposedly professional adventurers getting humiliated by rodents."

"It was a learning experience."

"I learned that rats can not only teleport, but they can be invisible while they do it. I didn't want to know that. I was a lot happier before I knew that, Tiriel."

Goldie was smoothing down her fur, which was refusing to cooperate. Static crackled between her ears every time she touched them. "I agree. Perhaps next time we’re at the Heroes Guild, we’ll pick up a quest more befitting of our station. The Chosen One quest, perhaps?”

“All right, all right.” Chaddick held up a hand to stop whatever she was about to say next. “It wasn’t that bad. Can we please move on? We still have eight more basements."

They climbed the stairs. Durgo met them at the top with a handful of coins and a look of cautious hope.

“No need for that,” Goldie said, waving the pouch away. “The city watch is paying the bounty for the rats.”

Durgo looked a bit nervous, he glanced around the shop in a meaningful way. “Of course, of course. Just a little bonus for you prompt service and… er… discretion?”

Goldie growled, but Tiriel pushed her way to the front of the group and grabbed the coins. “I think I understand your meaning, friend.”

“Highly irregular, sir,” Goldie cast Chaddick a warning glance. Heroes do not accept bribes.”

Chaddick was about to respond when Tiriel’s tinkling laugh cut him off. “Oh, Goldie. You’re so noble. Fortunately, I’m not a hero. I’m a mage.”

The coins disappeared into her satchel.

Relief washed over Durgo’s face. He cleared his throat. "So. All is clear?"

"Mostly.” Chaddick glanced down the stairs behind him. “You've got some puddles down there that might need attention before anything else starts growing in them."

"Ah, yes. I'll get to those. Eventually." The alchemist peered at Tiriel's jar collection. "You're keeping the specimens? Is… is that allowed?”

“Do you object?”

“I mean, th-they did eat my reagents,” he stammered. “Quite expensive, you know. Perhaps I could…”

“Perhaps you could have dealt with the rat problem yourself if you were so interested in studying the effects of your expensive reagents on their physiology,” Tiriel replied primly, shaking her satchel so the jingling coins could be heard.

“Ah, yes. Of course. So sorry. So… you are keeping them, then? That’s interesting. You know, that displacement one could be worth quite a lot to the right buyer. I’ve had several parties interested in a live subject exhibiting spatial—"

"It’s not alive,” Chaddick said. He recognized the look on Tiriel's face. It was the same look she got when someone tried to touch her notebooks. Possessive, protective, and slightly unhinged. “And she’s not selling it.”

"It's mine," Tiriel said sweetly, stuffing the jars into her satchel. "For research. But I might be back to discuss certain business opportunities with you in the future. You know, alchemist to alchemist."

The words came out vaguely threatening in a way that Chaddick didn’t quite understand. Durgo nodded quickly, though, as if he did. “Of course, of course. Anything you like, Miss…”

“Lumistrae,” Tiriel said with an even sweeter smile. “Tiriel Lumistrae.”

Durgo gulped as he let them out the door. “I look forward to it.”

He looked anything but.


Chapter 8
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This time, when they emerged into the street, the afternoon sun was lower, casting long shadows between the buildings. Chaddick checked the map. The third basement was four streets over, deeper into the Shambles.

"Let's keep moving. We're making good time."

They turned the corner onto Poulter's Cross and nearly walked into Artemus.

He'd cleaned up. Sort of. The brownish stains were gone from his armor, replaced by wet patches that suggested he'd found a horse trough somewhere and made aggressive use of it. His hair was slicked back. His spectacles were clean but slightly fogged. His notebook—a new one, Chaddick noticed—was clutched in his white-knuckled grip.

He smelled like wet metal and horse. It was definitely an improvement.

"There you are!" Artemus's voice carried a raw edge. "I've been looking everywhere! How did you—where did you go after the watch-post? I went to every basement on the map!"

"The map? Don’t tell me you’re trying for the rat quest, too?” Chaddick said innocently. “Isn’t scutwork like that beneath a Legacy hero like you? The mighty Artemus Pendragon… hunting rats? No. That doesn’t seem right, does it?”

“I am not attempting a rat hunting quest,” Artemus seethed. “I received a copy of the map in my capacity as an arbiter of Magistrate Zane and my duty to Port Viridia’s safety.”

“By stalking me?” Chaddick grinned. “Well, you’re doing a poor job of it. We’ve been right here the whole time."

"You have NOT been right here the whole time. I've checked six of these basements and you weren't in a single one!"

"Well, we must have been in the other four. Did you manage to kill any rats for us while you were at it? I hope you kept the tails. That’s how we get paid, you know."

Artemus's eye twitched. "You're doing this on purpose. You're deliberately evading official oversight."

"Arty, you're lost. We haven't been hiding from anyone. We've been doing our job."

"Don't call me Arty.”

"Would you prefer 'the guy who can't keep up with a trio of rat catchers'? Because that might not look so good in your report."“I don’t think that’s entirely fair,” Tiriel interjected. “Artemus is free to go by whatever name he prefers in his report.”Everyone in the group was caught off guard by the mage suddenly coming to Artemus’ defence. He squared his shoulders and tried to stand a little taller as she continued.

“Perhaps rather than ‘Arty’ he would prefer to be recorded as ‘The Legacy Hero who wears chamber pots for head protection.’”

“Furthermore,” Artemus continued, deflating slightly and doing his best to ignore the jabs,, “you are not doing your job. You are doing side-quests like some… some… common mercenary! You are the Chosen One, Chaddick Questwell. You don’t deserve the title, but you could at least act like you cared about it."

“I care enough not to allow myself to be bullied by a little pissant like you, Arty. That ought to count for something, don’t you think?”

Artemus's face went red. He opened his new notebook and began scribbling with furious intensity. "Deliberate evasion. Mockery of appointed authority. Failure to maintain observable position."

Goldie's tail was rigid. She'd been silent during the exchange, her eyes never still as she watched the alleys and rooftops. But her patience with Artemus had been thin before someone tried to put an arrow through her hero. Now it was nonexistent.

"That’s enough,” she said, "If you’re coming, keep up and keep quiet. And stay behind me."

“Wait,” Chaddick raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean, ‘if he’s coming?’ We’re not going along with this farce.”

“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to trust me on this one. If Magistrate Zane insists that we are to be observed, even on this most menial of quests, we should comply.”

Chaddick caught something in her expression that made him curious. “I did say I was going to trust you, didn’t I?”

“You did, sir.”

Tiriel grinned. “I believe you also mentioned a willingness to grovel, while we’re on the subject…”

“Please, Tiriel. Not in front of the nutcase.”

“Fine. But I do think you should listen to Goldie. She was right before, wasn’t she?”

“She was. All right, Goldie. I trust you. He can come. But don’t blame me if the smell of him scares off the rats.”

“Thank you, sir.” She turned back to Artemus. “Now, behind me.”

Artemus scoffed. "I don't take orders from sidekicks."

The growl that rolled out of Goldie's chest was low enough to rattle the cobblestones. Artemus went pale and tucked his chin into his armor.

"Y-es, ma’am.” He stammered. “Thank you, ma’am. I'll... stay behind you.”

Chaddick raised an eyebrow at how quickly his rival folded to Goldie’s authority. He’d always halfway believed Artemus Pendragon should have been made Chosen One over himself.

Artemus was a Legacy—born of a long line of heroes—which meant he had money and resources Chaddick could only dream of. Chaddick was an orphaned street-kid who’d lucked out with landing a Ye Olde Hero Academy scholarship.

Artemus had always been top of all of his classes, while Chaddick excelled in strength, charisma, and questing coursework but lacked interest in subjects like history, heroic ethics, and leadership.

Artemus knew all the rules and believed in following them to the letter. Chaddick was of a mind that flexibility was more important than anything, and if the rules flexed for the rich and famous he was intent on finding ways to bend them for himself.

Chaddick had always known there was more to heroics than passing tests and following the letter of the law. The fact that Artemus was currently working for the corrupt Magistrate, keeping tabs on Chaddick and harassing him for not following his ‘destiny’ even while Chaddick and his party had successfully brought down the corrupt Master of the Mage’s Guild was a pretty clear sign that the law often protected the wrong people in Port Viridia.

Following the rules didn’t do much good from a heroic standpoint if one didn’t have the capacity to question the authority that made the rule, or to challenge those whose morals didn’t pass the rigid standards they pressed upon everyone else.

Now Chaddick wondered if his professors had seen the same weaknesses in Artemus’s character as Chaddick had all along. The oracles who had decided to bestow the Blade of Prophecy on Chaddick instead of Artemus certainly had.

That was interesting.

It made him wonder if his instinct to eschew his Chosen One destiny was perhaps a part of why he was chosen in the first place. He’d have to run that theory by Goldie next time they were alone.

He was pretty sure she’d hate it, but it was worth considering, wasn’t it?

He mulled it over as they approached the next location on the map.

The third basement was beneath a disused cold storage facility on the edge of the Shambles. The building squatted low and wide, with boarded windows and a padlocked front door. Rone's map noted it as currently vacant, property of the merchant's guild, and having had a persistent rat problem for months.

A guard had left the key with the neighboring shopkeeper, a heavyset woman with a complexion that mirrored her stock of lumpy tallow candles. She handed it over with a warning. "No one’s been down there in weeks. Last time the owner checked, he said the whole place smelled like something died. Could be the rats. Could be something worse. Either way, glad you’re the ones going to check it out and not me. You couldn't pay me enough."

The padlock was stiff with disuse. Chaddick worked it open while Goldie stood watch and Tiriel prepared her magelight. Artemus hovered behind them, scribbling.

"Noting the Chosen One's reluctance to delegate manual labor," he muttered.

"Noting the Legacy's reluctance to be useful," Chaddick muttered back.

Inside, the cold storage facility was exactly what the name suggested. A large, open room with stone walls designed to hold temperature. Iron hooks hung from the ceiling where carcasses had once swung. Fortunately they were empty now. Wooden racks lined the walls, also empty. Even so there was a faint smell of rotting meat in the air, as if whoever had cleaned the place had done a rush job. The floor was made up of cracked flagstones, stained with dark rivulets that ran toward a central drain. They reminded Chaddick of a dried river delta, evidence of the streams of blood that had once flowed across the floor.

The drain, despite the fact that it was no longer being fed, gurgled ominously.

There was something down there, all right. And it didn’t sound like rats.

The basement access was through a heavy trapdoor in the floor. Reluctantly, Chaddick hauled it open. The smell that wafted up was impressive in its awfulness. Stale water, rotting meat, and the burning ammonia stench of animal excrement.

"That's quite the bouquet," Tiriel said, holding her sleeve over her nose. “Wish I had a Tincture of Olfactory Suppression in my bag.”

Goldie flared her nostrils. “There’s a potion for that? Canin are widely regarded as having the best noses of any beastkin, and I have to tell you there have been more than a few instances where I’ve wished I could shut the damned thing off.” Her eyes darted pointedly to Artemus, recalling his freshly chamber pot stained armor before returning to Tiriel.

“I invented it myself,” Tiriel beamed. “I call it Reek Begone! If I can just get a regular supply of skunk whiskers and compressed swamp gas pearls, I’ll be in business.”

“A side hustle! I like your style, Tiriel,” Chaddick said. Then he turned and gestured to Artemus. “After you. Chivalry 101, ‘Real Heroes’ always go first. I know you aced that exam, didn’t you, Arty?”

"I'm an observer of this farce, not a participant."

"Shame. I thought you'd want the full experience for your report. All the niggling little details. That’s your thing, isn’t it? Mundane minutiae?"

"I can observe from up here."

Chaddick sighed with mock disappointment. “I told you, girls. Legacy heroes just aren’t what they used to be. Those families have been drawing from the same well for too long and made the bloodlines thin.”

“I assure you there is nothing wrong with my bloodline!”

“Sure, sure. Whatever Uncle Grandpa tells you, Arty.”

Artemus’s neck corded and flushed beet red, straining thinly above his stained pauldrons. A high-pitched squeaking sound escaped his throat, so that he sounded like a teakettle about to boil, but he didn’t manage to get any words out.

Chaddick waved goodbye to the furious Legacy Knight who, almost impressively, managed to resist the taunting and stayed at the top of the stairs.

Goldie was already on her way down, with no interest in the rivals’ bickering. A protective spell cast a soft glow around her as she descended into the darkness. Chaddick followed, then Tiriel.

The basement was large, dark, and segmented by rows of heavy timber shelving that created narrow aisles. It felt like a labyrinth. Goldie’s arcane shield cast a faint pool of white light at their feet, so they could see where they were stepping. Tiriel’s magelight wandered out, weaving from side to side as it struggled to penetrate the gloom, its blue glow swallowed by shadows that seemed thicker than they should have been.

"Should we spread out?” Tiriel suggested, holding her wand up and peering into the darkness. “To cover more ground?”

“No,” Goldie barked. “Heroes never spread out. It’s the surest way to get attacked. We only spread out if there’s no other option.”

Tiriel nodded. “Now that you mention it, whenever I read adventuring stories, the parties that split up always get eaten first.”

"Yup, that’s how it is. Splitting up is just asking for trouble. We’ll stay together. Besides… I don’t like the feel of this one. It’s too…”

“Quiet?” offered Tiriel.

“Smelly,” Goldie said. “It stinks and, at least to my ears it is not quiet. I can hear them out there. Hundreds of them.”

Chaddick’s blade blazed with arcane light, the runes on its surface searing with internal magic. It buzzed audibly in his hand. “I don’t have a manual for this thing, but… I’d say that means they’re coming closer.”

Goldie growled and jumped in front of both of them with her shield up and her sword ready. Just as she got into position the darkness around them seemed to wobble and split, fracturing into hundreds of smaller moving bodies as a sea of rats spilled out of the shadows. They poured from the shelving like dark water, squealing and hissing, their eyes reflecting the magelight in dozens of tiny red pinpoints.

These were the worst yet. No mutations, at least none that he could see, but they were big, aggressive, and organized. They attacked in coordinated rushes, darting in to bite and retreating before blades could connect.

Chaddick gripped his blade and stood to the left of Goldie’s shield arm, ready to attack any rats that she deflected. As he fought, his sword glowed brighter, as if it were powering up with every kill.

Tiriel cast a spell that enveloped her body in flickering purple flames, which seemed to repel the beasts, then showered the oncoming wave with blasts that sent slick gray and brown bodies flying into the air only to burst into pink mist.

"They're flanking us!" Goldie shouted, bashing two aside with her shield.

Chaddick grunted as he hacked another rat in two. "Since when do rodents know battle tactics?"

Goldie crouched low, her ears pinned back aggressively as she sliced a wide arc through the oncoming beasts. “Don’t ask me, sir. I’m just calling it as I see it.”

The thing was, she wasn’t wrong. The rats seemed to be moving in some sort of coordinated attack. Chaddick cut three in rapid succession, the Blade of Prophecy slicing through fur and bone with an ease that felt almost unfair. But for every one he killed, two more seemed to appear from the shelving.

“Not all mutations are physical.” Tiriel's wand cracked with rapid bursts of light, and rats tumbled in her wake. "Perhaps these rats are gaining intelligence from the ongoing exposure to arcane runoff.”

“Don’t sound so excited about it!” Goldie snapped. She growled as she beat back a jumping rodent with her shield, then chopped its flying body in half with her sword.

“I can’t help it!” Tiriel said, her eyes gleaming with fascination. “We could be witnessing the first stages of a wild animal’s transition into a beastkin, the artificial ascendence of a new race!”

“Don’t say that.” Chaddick grunted as he knocked back another pack of the beasts that was coming in from his left. “Makes me feel guilty for killing them.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Tiriel said with a grin. “It would be a monster race.”

She was breathing heavily now, her chest heaving with the exertion of fighting and the excitement of her new discovery, testing the limits of her blouse. “Artificial ascendence is considered an abomination.”

A giant rat lunged at the busty mage, yellowed teeth and claws gnashing. It hit her flame-shield and exploded backward, hissing and trailing smoke as it landed. A moment later there was a second explosion, sending dozens more of the creatures flying in bits and pieces.

Chaddick paused his fighting to stare at the woman in shock.

“We’d be ordered to kill them if the Mage’s Guild found out,” Tiriel continued, completely oblivious to the effect she’d caused. “Magical intelligence almost always turns creatures evil. That’s why the practice is banned. Still amazing, though.”

“Uh, speaking of amazing, is that a new spell?”

Tiriel whirled. She put her hands on her cheeks and squealed like a schoolgirl. “Yes! Oh my gods, thank you for noticing! I was feeling totally outdone by you and Goldie with your superior physical training and heroic attributes and whatnot. I just had to have something to set me apart. I’ve been mulling it over all day, trying to come up with different combinations to try, and I just tried this one on a whim. It’s just the focus word for a basic shielding spell and my sparks spell—you know, for style points—but it turns out to be a very potent combo with some unexpected side effects. I call it Amaranthine Retribution. Does that sound too pretentious? Maybe it should just be Violet Doooooom with extra Os for effect. What do you think?”

Chaddick smacked aside another huge rat, feeling sweat begin to run down his forehead and into his eyes. This onslaught was a serious workout. His blood chilled as he saw what was creeping up on the mage.

The rats were starting to pile on top of each other, swarming together to create some kind of golem of living, squirming rodents. Was this the abomination Tiriel had been talking about? If so, Chaddick no longer felt any inkling of remorse about what they were going to have to do.

“I think,” he panted out between strikes. “That you… should look out… behind you!”

“I’ve got her back, sir,” Goldie shouted, preparing to charge at the monster. She slammed her sword against her shield to get the repulsive creature to look her way.

“And I’ve got yours,” Chaddick replied, readying himself behind her. “You knock it down, I’ll take them out!”

Goldie charged up her defensive spell, glowing more brightly than before, then rushed the monster like a juggernaut. She hit the thing at center mass, sending rats exploding in every direction. Her sword was swinging before they hit the ground.

As Chaddick killed off the stragglers, his sword, too, began to glow. Arcs of blue-white light shot forth from his blade as he fought, cutting through the swaths of rodents like the light of an angered god.

That was new. But he wasn’t about to argue with the development.

Behind him, Tiriel was still zapping any rat that attacked her, sending them flying through the air to explode like cannonballs into the midst of the swarm.

Suddenly, it seemed the wave of enemies was slowing. The tide was turning in their favor.

The trio fought their way down the central aisle, clearing as they went. The rats fell back, grudgingly, regrouping in the far corners. By the time they reached the end of the basement, the floor was littered with the bodies of the slain creatures.

Chaddick was breathing hard. Goldie had fresh bites on the backs of her legs and the underside of her forearms, where her plates didn’t cover her and her magic shield hadn’t been enough. Tiriel's white blouse was slightly singed, purple flames still licked at her shoulders, and her wand smoked in her hand.

Hundreds of dead rats lay at their feet.

Maybe thousands.

“How the hells are we going to collect all these tails?” Goldie moaned.

Chaddick grimaced as he looked at the wreckage around them. “How many of them still have tails left to collect?”

“Don’t worry.” Tiriel blew at the collar of her blouse, putting out a lilac flame. “I’ve got this.”

She pushed her way to the front of the group and held up her smoking wand.

“Umm… maybe that’s not such a good idea, Tiriel,” Goldie started, her big brown eyes flashing with worry. “You don’t have the best track record for… you know…”

“Not blowing things up?” Chaddick offered. “I have to agree. I’m really not in the mood to be showered in rat guts.”

Tiriel glowered over her shoulder. “Excuse me. A little trust between party members wouldn’t be amiss. As a matter fact, it’s because I so often have accidents of the explosive kind that I know exactly what to do in this situation.”

Chaddick swallowed. “Not sure that’s quite as reassuring as you mean it to be.”

“Harumph. Ye of little faith!” Tiriel turned back to the dead rats, her shoulders stiff with indignation. “Just you watch. Ordinatus Cadaverum!”

A shower of purple sparks preceded a haze of similarly colored smoke that spilled from the tip of her wand and spread across the room. The rats started to move.

“Gah!” Chaddick lunged at one and chopped it in half. Again. “They’re still alive!”

The massacred rodent didn’t seem to have gotten the memo that its body was falling apart. It wriggled and squirmed toward the center of the room.

“I don’t think so, sir,” Goldie said, reaching out to poke another moving rat with the tip of her blade. “I think they’re just…”

“Organizing themselves,” Tiriel said. “They’ll be easier to sort if they’re all in one place.”

Chaddick and Goldie watched in awe as the elf gathered all of the dead rodents into a massive pile that resembled the aftermath of the flattened golem, only much, much larger.

When they were all in place, Tiriel flicked her wrist again, and shouted, “Separatio Caudorum.”

There was a wet, squelching sound, and the pile shook and shifted as if something was attempting to rise from the middle of it. Chaddick felt his stomach drop. “Tiriel…”

“Oh it’s working! Look, it’s working!” Tiriel jumped up and down, waving her wand frantically as something that looked like a ball of wriggling worms burst from the center of the pile.

“Gods save us,” Goldie whispered. “What is that?”

Chaddick choked back the urge to gag. “I think that’s our tails.”

“Come on, you two,” Tiriel encouraged, lifting her wand to guide the mass of severed rat tails their way. “Get a bag ready. I can’t very well carry this through the streets, can I?”

Chaddick glanced down at the string of thirty rat tails he’d already collected. The ball Tiriel was suspending must have had thirty times as many. “Uh, babe?” Chaddick swallowed. “I don’t think we have a bag that big.”

“I’ll fix that,” Tiriel said. “Just give me one.”

Goldie pulled a canvas sack out of her side satchel and thrust it at the mage.

“Bagus Interiorus Maximus,” Tiriel chanted. The bag floated in the air, its mouth opening like that of a hungry beast, and it wrapped around the ball of wriggling tails. As the ball disappeared inside, the bag shrank back down to its normal size, and Tiriel snatched it from the air with her non-wand hand. “There, now it’s bigger on the inside.”

Chaddick’s jaw dropped. “You can make enchanted bags? I was ready to kidnap you into the party just for having one!”

When Tiriel had passed out after taking too many energy enhancement potions, he and Goldie had discovered the elf’s satchel contained a few too many items to be completely mundane. He’d decided then and there that Tiriel was joining the party.

“That would not have been very heroic, sir,” Goldie said, though her tail wagged slightly, so he knew she was remembering the same moment. “I’m glad you took the high road on that one.”

“Well, it’s not a permanent enchantment,” Tiriel sighed, looking a little disappointed. “If I could figure that out, we’d be rich! But it should last a day or two.”

Goldie’s forehead wrinkled and her ears twitched. “What happens when the enchantment wears off?”

“Well, you know…” Tiriel grinned sheepishly. “There might be a teensy… well, it could resemble… it would be almost like…” The elf trailed off before settling on an explanation she was happy with. “Someone who didn’t know what they really just witnessed might erroneously label it an explosion.”

Goldie put her hands on her head and walked away, muttering under her breath. Chaddick just raised his eyebrows. “Teensy?”

“I suggest that if we want to get paid, we deliver the tails long before the enchantment wears off.”

“I see,” he said. “We should probably get going, then. There’s still seven basements left to go. And if they’re escalating already…”

Goldie let out a startled bark. "Sir, there's something back here."

Chaddick left Tiriel holding the bag of rat tails and hurried over to where the paladin now stood.

Goldie had pushed past the last row of shelving into a recessed alcove at the far end of the basement. Tiriel’s magelight hovered at her shoulder, illuminating a heavy wooden door, half-hidden behind stacked crates. It was bolted from the outside.

"Storage room," Chaddick said. "Part of the old facility. Fennwick's place probably had one too."

"Should we check it?" The hairs on Goldie’s ears were puffed up, giving her head a halo-effect in the glow of the arcane light. “Could be more rats in there, couldn’t there, sir?”

Chaddick didn’t get any sense of danger beyond the door. But he shrugged. "Doesn't hurt to be thorough. Especially if we want to get paid. You stand guard."

Goldie lifted her shield and sword, ready to charge ahead if anything leapt out at her hero.

Chaddick slid the bolt back. The door swung open on rusty hinges to reveal a small, square room. Empty shelves. A drain in the corner. Nothing else.

Both of them let out a sigh of relief.

Above them, the trapdoor creaked.

"I heard rats!" Artemus's voice echoed down the stairs. "Why aren’t you fighting? Has anyone been injured? I need to document—"

Goldie growled under her breath. Then her eyes found Chaddick’s and she grinned.

"Come down and see for yourself, Pendragon!" Goldie called up. "We've cleared the main area, but there’s something you might like to see in this back room. I think Magistrate Zane would be very interested. And you can’t possibly trust Chaddick Questwell to inspect it properly.”

Chaddick grinned back at her. “Don’t tell him that!” he hissed in a stage whisper meant for Artemus’s ears. “We should keep it for ourselves. What the Magistrate doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

Footsteps on the stairs. Artemus appeared, notebook at the ready, spectacles fogged, peering into the gloom with the nervous energy of a man who wanted to be brave but hadn’t packed the right personality for it. When he saw the pile of rats, he turned a bit green around the mouth.

Tiriel held the burlap sack over her shoulder and waved at him with wiggling fingertips. “The real hero has arrived!”

"Where is it?" Artemus demanded. “What have you discovered?”

"In there." Goldie pointed to the open storage room. "I don’t know what it is, but I’m sure it’s valuable.”

Artemus straightened his shoulders. This, at last, was something he could do. "Stand aside. I'll investigate."

He strode into the small room with his notebook still clutched in his hand. He swept the space with his steely gray eyes, checking corners, tapping walls, peering at the empty shelves.

"I don't see anything," he said, turning back toward the door. "Are you certain you saw—"

Goldie swung the door shut. The bolt slid home with a satisfying clunk. She sighed and leaned her back against the door. “Ahh, that’s better. Don’t you think, sir?”

“I’m beginning to think there’s more to you than meets the eye, Goldie Guardlight,” Chaddick said appreciatively. “Are you sure you’re a sidekick and not a saboteur at heart?”

“He was impeding the work of my hero.” Goldie’s tail began to wag. “I had no choice.”

From the other side of the door, came a stunned silence that seemed to radiate into the room around them.

Then, Artemus bellowed, "QUESTWELL!"

The door rattled, but the bolt held.

"DID YOU JUST LOCK ME IN A STORAGE ROOM?"

Goldie pushed herself away from the door with a smug look on her face and trotted toward Tiriel and the waiting staircase.

"Sorry, Arty.” Chaddick brought his face up to the door so his nemesis could hear every word. “Safety precaution. Can't have unauthorized personnel in an active rat zone."

"THIS IS UNLAWFUL IMPRISONMENT! THIS IS OBSTRUCTION OF OFFICIAL OVERSIGHT! THIS IS—"

"This is us having seven more basements to clear. We'll let you out when we're done. Or someone will. Eventually."

"I WILL HAVE YOUR HEAD FOR THIS! THE MAGISTRATE WILL HEAR ABOUT EVERY—"

Chaddick was already climbing the stairs. Behind and below, Artemus's muffled protests continued, accompanied by the rhythmic thumping of fists against heavy oak.

He wasn't worried. The door was sturdy, the room was dry, and there was a drain in the corner if nature called. Artemus would be fine. Uncomfortable, indignant, and absolutely volcanic with rage, but fine.

And the rest of the quest would go a lot smoother if they didn’t have to babysit Magistrate Zane’s spy while they were at it.

Tiriel and Goldie waited for him at the top of the stairs, both looking amused. The paladin had an unmistakable hint of pride in her expression.

“Was that your plan all along?” Chaddick asked, grinning. “When you told him he could come with us?”

Goldie’s tail gave a flick. “I told you that you could trust me, sir.”

“And I told you,” Chaddick said, reaching up to ruffle her ears. “That you are a very, very good girl.”

It was a good thing all the rats in this location had been dealt with, because the thumping of Goldie’s tail against her armor would have given them away before they’d even gotten inside.


Chapter 9
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Nine thousand, four hundred and seventy-five gold.

That was what the Port Viridia watch owed them. One thousand, four hundred and ninety-five rat tails at five gold per tail, plus the two thousand gold cascading quest bonus for clearing all ten basements within the twenty-four hour window.

Well within. It had only taken them six hours when all was said and done.

Command Warden Rone had gone through several distinct stages of emotional distress when they'd dumped Tiriel's enchanted bag on his counter. First came disbelief, as the bag disgorged an impossible number of severed rat tails across his desk, his reports, and his lap. Then horror, as the pile grew and grew and showed no signs of stopping. Then a sort of grim, gray-faced resignation as he counted them, twice, while the sleeping guard continued to snore in the corner and the other two disappeared out the back door on the thin pretense of having ‘important work’ to do.

"One thousand, four hundred and ninety-five," Rone had said, looking like he was watching his career flash before his eyes. Or maybe just wishing it was over. "At five gold per tail. Plus bonus. That's…"

"Nine thousand, four hundred and seventy-five gold," Chaddick had supplied helpfully.

"Too much." Rone's jaw had worked back and forth, like he was chewing something bitter. "Magistrate Zane signed off on these quest rewards, but he clearly had no idea how bad the problem was. There's not enough in the budget to cover this."

Of course there wasn't. Because apparently Zane was bleeding the city dry with his phantom fees and his skimmed taxes and his bureaucratic delays. To do what, Chaddick wasn’t sure. There were only so many high-end assassins a guy like Zane could need. But he kept that thought to himself.

What he’d gotten instead of what he was owed, was five hundred gold in actual coins, heavy and real and clinking in a leather purse. The remaining eight thousand, nine hundred and seventy-five came as a promissory note, stamped with the seal of the Port Viridia Guard and countersigned by Command Warden Halveth Rone in handwriting that suggested the man's penmanship had suffered under emotional duress.

Another promissory note. Another piece of paper that promised gold Chaddick couldn't spend. And if his previous luck with Sanctum Mercatoria was any indication, they’d probably find some way to be suspicious of the warden’s scrawled signature and delay his payment even further.

He'd nearly lost his temper, then. But Goldie had put her hand on his arm and squeezed, and Tiriel had pointed out that five hundred gold in actual coins was more money than Chaddick had ever held at one time, and between the two of them they'd talked him down from the ledge of righteous fury before he said something to Rone that he'd regret.

Rone wasn't the enemy. The man was overworked and underfunded, on top of dealing with a Magistrate who'd apparently decided that municipal pest control wasn’t particularly high on the priority list. In fact, at five gold a tail, it pretty much guaranteed no one but the most desperate of adventurers would attempt such a quest.

Chaddick was beginning to suspect this was part of the Magistrate’s plan. The quest hadn’t indicated the possibility of a swarm of over a thousand rats. If Chaddick hadn’t known about the Hero Guild’s cascading quest objectives he wouldn’t have looked twice at the quest. Rat killing was a good way to catch diseases, which cost money to heal, and quickly made such quests not worth the effort to complete.

There was a good chance the Magistrate, like most of the mercs and adventurers in the guild, had never heard of a cascading quest either. The Heroes Guild didn’t exactly advertise them.

Was it possible the Magistrate didn’t want anyone dealing with the pest problem at all? Was it possible he was using the rats, somehow, for his own gain? He definitely seemed to be extorting money from the merchants with changing fees and taxes. But how did the rats figure into the plan?

Chaddick didn’t know, but he was pretty sure shouting at Rone wouldn’t put the extra gold in his pocket. It would have made him feel better, if only temporarily, and he resented having to be mature about it. Still, he held back.

That resentment had carried him through the streets of Port Viridia as the sun dipped below the harbor and the city began to change. The daytime crowds thinned. The merchant stalls of the market district closed their shutters and doused their lanterns. And from the spaces between, the Night Market bloomed like an exotic flower that only opened in the dark.

The open-air bazaar materialized at dusk and vanished before dawn, operating in the comfortable gray space between legal commerce and sketchy underground ‘trading’ rings. The city guard tolerated it because the alternative was driving the Night Market deeper into the shadows, where it would be harder to monitor and, probably more importantly, impossible to tax.

The market filled the wide plaza behind the Arcane Quarter, spilling into side streets and dead-end alleys. Stalls and carts and blankets spread with wares crowded every available surface. Floating lanterns drifted overhead in amber, violet, green, and deep red, all pulsing like irregular heartbeats. Some were magical, but many were just clever glasswork and candles. The effect was the same, with the whole plaza glowing like the inside of a jewel box.

Rich scents of spiced meat sizzling on iron griddles filled the air. Chaddick caught a whiff of roasted nuts, glazed with honey. His stomach rumbled. They’d worked hard that day, and he was hungry enough to eat a dragon.

The food smells were mixed with cloying incense from a dozen different regions, layered so thick it tickled his nose. Underneath the food smells, the sharp tingling scent of magic made the whole thing feel like a dream.

After the nightmare of a day they’d had, Chaddick was relieved for the reminder that there was more to life than mutated rodents, dank basements, and the Flesh Shambles.

Vendors shouted from every direction as they walked through the busy streets. A dwarven woman with arms like tree trunks hawked enchanted cookware that stirred itself. A Felin merchant caused Goldie to growl, her ears pricked. Distracted, she almost ran over a human boy, maybe twelve years old, juggling balls of flame with his bare hands while his sister passed a hat through the crowd. Once the paladin was convinced the Felin wasn’t their stalking assassin, she tossed a couple of copper coins into the hat as an apology for disrupting the show.

Chaddick, who hadn’t been to the Night Market since he was a homeless orphan on the streets, was mesmerized. He saw things in a completely different light when he wasn’t looking for easy marks to pickpocket. As a man with five-hundred gold to spend, the entire market felt as if it belonged to him. Or it could, if he wanted it.

The sense of empowerment was so intense that he felt tears burning in his eyes. He shocked the flame-juggling boy and his sister by dropping a heavy gold coin into the hat when he was certain no one else in the crowd was watching. Tiriel and Goldie saw, though, and both smiled wider than they had all day.

Which didn’t say all that much, considering how they’d spent their day, but it still made Chaddick’s heart happy to know he’d pleased them. Even in a small way.

A troupe of traveling beastkin musicians played on a makeshift stage next to the fountain at the plaza's center. The same fat Felin from the Heroes Guild was up there, singing for all he was worth. The music was strange and good, and made Chaddick’s feet want to move before he remembered he didn’t know how to dance.

Fortune tellers beckoned from curtained alcoves. A fire-eater belched a column of green flame that drew gasps and applause. Two children chased each other through the legs of the crowd, shrieking with laughter.

Chaddick's irritation began to loosen its grip on him, despite his best efforts to hold onto it.

"Oh, I do love the Night Market,” Tiriel breathed. Her emerald eyes reflected the floating lanterns, wide and hungry with curiosity. She'd already paused three times in the first fifty paces to examine things. "The arcane density alone is remarkable. Half these enchantments are probably unlicensed, but in my opinion that just makes them even more fascinating. That fortune teller is definitely using a prohibited scrying focus. And those flame-juggling children are performing unsupervised transmutation without a Guild permit. I love it."

"Try not to get us arrested," Goldie said, though her own tail was swaying in time with the music. Her eyes never stopped moving, scanning the crowd, the rooftops, the shadows between stalls. But even she couldn't entirely resist the market's charm. Her nose twitched appreciatively as they passed a stall selling roasted chestnuts in paper cones, and Chaddick bought three without being asked.

They ate as they walked. The chestnuts were hot and sweet, dusted with something that tingled on the tongue.

"Pixie sugar," Tiriel said, examining one closely before popping it into her mouth. "It’s illegal to harvest without a commerce license from the Queen of the Fae, and she’s a total bitch so I’m guessing this guy doesn’t have one. Which just makes it taste better if you ask me.”

Chaddick decided not to ask how many regulations they were breaking just by eating street food. “You sure seem to know a lot about skirting magical laws, Miss Lumistrae…”

“I’m a researcher, not an ethicist.” She wrinkled her nose at the thought. “But I do know a thing or two about legal gray areas. All new discoveries are technically illegal. The laws around magic are illogical and outdated. Regulators don’t really decide what’s allowed until they know what can be done. Once a process is developed, it goes to the Guild Council who decides if it’s legal or not. If they decide it’s not, the applicant receives a fine or worse. So they don’t exactly encourage research transparency. Everything is considered illegal unless the Council gives it a pass, though, so if a mage wants to go into business selling their inventions, they’ll risk assessment. Usually, I expect they’re bribing the council. Everyone else is forced to operate underground. It’s totally corrupt.”

“Maybe they just don’t like people messing with stuff that could get people killed,” Goldie suggested. “Like mutated rats.”

“Maybe. But there are a few too many instances of the Council making harmful spells legal—for mages with enough money to pay the licensing fees—and helpful spells illegal for no good reason. Makes me a bit suspicious. And, you know, Guild Master Mordain being a void cultist doesn’t exactly inspire confidence in the Guild’s ethical standards.” Tiriel tipped the last of her paper cone back into her mouth, spilling salt and crystalized pixie sugar everywhere. One of the nuts fell down her blouse and got wedged in her cleavage. She blushed. “Um, oops? Can you help me with that?”

The elf leaned forward just enough to expose the glazed nut, then she wiggled her breasts tantalizingly. Chaddick didn’t pause to think. He buried his face in Tiriel’s creamy white breasts and licked the sweet treat into his mouth.

“That tickles!” she giggled, making her breasts jump and wriggle even more. “Gods, Chaddick. Stop that! People are watching!”

Chaddick straightened, licking his lips as he grinned and bowed for the ogling crowd. A few men clapped and someone in the back let out a raucous hoot of approval.

Goldie growled. “You did that on purpose, elf.”

“I did not.” Tiriel brushed the rest of the sticky dust onto the ground. “But I’m not one to let an opportunity like that slip by without taking advantage of it.”

She winked. Goldie rolled her eyes and went back to watching the crowds, her shoulders tenser than before. Chaddick wondered what she was thinking. He wished he could flirt with her the same way as he did Tiriel, but she said she didn’t want that and he’d promised he wouldn’t.

The gold sat heavy in the purse at his belt. Five hundred, out of nearly twenty thousand owed to him across three separate promissory notes and a probably fake reward for outing Guild Master Mordain’s evil plans. The rest might as well have been scribbled wishes on scraps of paper for all the good they'd done him, but at least he had something to show for it.

It pained him to know that he'd fought a void cult, saved the city, killed nearly fifteen hundred rats, and he still couldn't afford the things he needed to outfit his own adventuring party. Some Chosen One.

The thought curdled in his gut, souring the chestnuts.

"Stop brooding," Tiriel said, bumping his hip with hers.

"I'm not brooding. I'm calculating."

"You're brooding. And frankly, you’re not very good at it. Your face is too handsome for brooding. It just looks like smoldering, which sends entirely the wrong message in a crowded marketplace."

A woman passing in the other direction gave Chaddick an appreciative look that suggested Tiriel had a point.

"Fine," he said. "I might have been brooding a little bit. But I'll stop."

"Good. Because we have five hundred gold to spend, more if I’m lucky, and I think we should enjoy it.”

“More?” Chaddick frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

Goldie growled again. “If you were paying attention instead of sulking you might have noticed what she’s up to. Sir.”

“I was paying attention!” Chaddick shot back.

“To more than where Tiriel spilled her snacks?”He didn’t have a rebuttal that time.

Tiriel grinned over her shoulder, swaying her hips as she walked toward a stall at the mouth of an alley. She'd been drifting to the edges of the group every few minutes, pausing at certain stalls with a casualness that had seemed genuine enough. But now that Chaddick watched her more closely, he realized there was more to it than window shopping.

A word here. A nod there. Quick exchanges where her fingers disappeared into her satchel and emerged empty, while the vendor's hands moved in the opposite direction. Coins appeared. Small pouches vanished. Vials changed ownership as smoothly as a card shark dealing from the bottom of the deck.

The elf mage was selling things. And he had a feeling the things she was selling didn’t come from her personal supplies.

He recognized a few of the containers from Durgo’s Alchemy shop.

Tiriel Lumistrae, first and only daughter of Lord Thandor of House Lumistrae, was fencing stolen alchemical goods at the Night Market.

Why… did that not surprise him?

Maybe he should have said something. He was a hero after all. But he was a hero who appreciated ethical gymnastics more than some—not to mention the name of any chamber-pot smelling bespeckled weirdos who might be lurking around.

Durgo's operation was almost certainly illegal in the first place, if Tiriel’s explanation about the Guild Council’s methods had merit. According to her the displacement extract alone would earn the man a hefty fine and possible imprisonment. And the old alchemist had been ready to haggle over the teleporting rat's corpse while they were still cleaning up his mess. Whatever the sneaky elf had liberated from his basement, he doubted Durgo would be reporting the theft to the authorities.

At least Chaddick knew he could trust Tiriel not to hurt anyone with her experiments, beyond the occasional exploded lab or workshop. And those instances were more messy than dangerous, in his experience. So far.

All right, his trust might be entirely misplaced. But she had a convincing air of almost-innocence around her that allowed him to feel comfortable with his obliviousness, so long as she kept wearing blouses like the one she was wearing.

He filed this revelation under “Tiriel being Tiriel" and let her work. The extra coin didn't hurt. And there was something deeply entertaining about watching a woman who could trace her lineage back a thousand years through elven aristocracy operate a black-market fence operation while licking contraband pixie-sugar off her luscious lips.

"Enjoying the market?" he asked as she returned from her latest exchange.

"Immensely." She gave him her most innocent smile, which could only mean she was guilty of something. "I've always found the Night Market to be a wonderful place for cultural exchange."

"Is that what we're calling it?"

"What else would we call it?"

"Larceny."

"Chaddick!" She pressed a hand to her ample chest in mock outrage. "I am merely redistributing goods that were in the possession of a man whose entire operation was unsanctioned by the Mage's Guild. These items would have been confiscated and destroyed if the authorities had found them. I'm ensuring they go to people who can actually use them."

"And paying yourself a healthy finder's fee, I’m sure."

"A modest commission. It's only fair."

Chaddick grinned.

Goldie glanced over her shoulder at them, clearly more torn about the ethical conundrum than Chaddick was. She whined slightly, her tail drooping. Then she shook her head.

"I don't want to know,” she said firmly. “Whatever she's doing, I don't want to know."

"That's the spirit," Tiriel said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I think it’s time I found some boots. My feet are killing me!”
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The cobbler's stall was wedged between a fortune teller's curtained alcove and a vendor selling enchanted jewelry that the girls had shown some interest in. Chaddick made a mental note to circle back to it at some point when they had some extra money to spend. The idea of buying useless gems and baubles for his ladies to decorate themselves with was obviously ludicrous, yet it appealed to him on some level he couldn’t quite name.

The cobbler’s display was unremarkable, just a low wooden table exhibiting rows of boots, shoes, and sandals on carved wooden forms. But the sign above it read CUSTOM FOOTWEAR FOR ALL WALKS OF LIFE, and beneath that, in smaller letters: BEASTKIN, FAEBORN, AND NON-STANDARD ANATOMY WELCOME.

Tiriel stopped dead, her gaze locked onto a pair of boots on the third row.

They were dark brown leather, obviously well-made, with silver buckles and a slightly curved heel. Elegant without being flashy. Chaddick noticed the toe box was unusually wide. Otherwise they didn’t seem to be anything special. But he supposed, if his feet had been cramped in too-small boots for weeks on end, those boots might have seemed heaven sent.

"Oh," Tiriel said softly, her tone conveying exactly that sentiment. The single syllable carried more emotion than most people managed in entire speeches. “Would you look at that?”

Chaddick stood beside her and looked at the boots. They were nice, and he told her so. The elf beamed at him.

She was too stubborn to ask her father for money to buy new ones, especially after he’d already paid the ten thousand gold for a heroic escort to the cave where the Widdershrooms grew—which were supposed to be the secret ingredient for the reversal spell that would have removed her magical ‘deformity’.

Chaddick hadn’t had money to buy her new ones either, until now.

He didn’t think he could stand another second of watching her limp when she thought he wasn’t looking or the almost painful relief that crossed her face every time she sat down. Not now that he had gold to spare.

"Try them on," he said.

"You don’t think they’re too plain?"

"Plain and comfortable is a hell of a lot better than pretty and painful, don’t you think? Try them on, Tiriel."

The cobbler was a short, round woman with clever hands and a professional eye. She took one look at Tiriel's current boots and winced. "How long have you been wearing those, love?"

"A while."

"Too long, whatever it is. They don’t fit you worth a darn, do they? Sit down. Let me see what we're working with."

Tiriel hesitated. Her eyes darted to Chaddick, Goldie, and then—when they both nodded encouragingly—back to the cobbler.

She sat on the low stool and began to unlace her boots with the slow, reluctant movements of someone undressing a wound. When the first boot came off, she kept her foot angled away, tucked beneath the stool's edge.

The cobbler, to her eternal credit, didn't blink. She examined the fit of the new boot against Tiriel's foot with brisk, impersonal competence, adjusting laces and checking the instep. If she noticed anything unusual about the number of toes inside the stocking, she gave no sign.

"These should work. The toe is designed for folks with wider feet, usually beastkin, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned in this business it’s that there’s more kinds of feet in the world than there are faces—accounting for twins and triplets, don’t you know!” She laughed at her own joke. “These will serve just fine for your needs, I think. The leather will mold to your foot over a few days of wear. How do they feel?"

Tiriel stood. She took a step. Then another. Her face went through a transformation that started at her eyebrows and worked its way down to her mouth. Her expression couldn’t seem to settle on surprise or disbelief, and for an alarming second, something dangerously close to tears. But then she smiled so radiantly it could have powered every floating lantern in the market.

"They don't hurt," she whispered. "Chaddick. They don't hurt."

"They look good, too.”

“Do you think so? They aren’t too clumpy?”

The toes were different from the pointed toes that were fashionable for women in Port Viridia, but Chaddick thought they looked good.

“I wouldn’t say clumpy,” he said. “They look… tough. Like the boots of an adventurer.”

Tiriel turned to the cobbler. "How much?"

"Twelve gold for the pair. Twenty if you want the enchanted waterproofing."

"Twenty." Tiriel reached into her satchel without hesitation. The coins she produced were freshly acquired. She pressed them into the cobbler's palm before Chaddick could reach for his purse.

"I'm buying these myself," she said, and the look she gave him was fierce and proud and slightly watery. "I will not have you spending your money on me when our quest money is all tied up at Sanctum Mercatoria. It wouldn’t be fair."

Chaddick felt a pang of disappointment. He’d been looking forward to buying the boots for Tiriel. He wanted to do something to show his appreciation for her, and also to show that he liked her feet just the way they were—so long as they weren’t hurting her. But the hard glint in her eyes was the same stubbornness he carried, and he knew well enough not to argue about it.

He’d just have to find some other way to treat her.

Practical gifts were kind of boring anyway. Maybe he’d get her some of the edible oils he’d seen at one of the beauty booths they’d passed, and offer her a massage.

Or more. They were edible after all, weren’t they? She’d probably enjoy that a lot more than boots.

He shrugged.

"You earned it," he agreed. “You decide how you spend it.”

Once the cobbler had cast the waterproofing enchantment—which came as a single use spell disc Chaddick had seen merchants use before when they didn’t know the magic themselves—Tiriel laced the new boots with reverent care.

Her old ones went into the cobbler's bin. The woman picked them up appreciatively when she’d tossed them away.

“These are very finely made,” she said, “even if they didn’t fit you. Would it be all right if I spiffed them up and put them for sale?”

“They weren’t doing me any good,” Tiriel said. “If you can use them, please go ahead.”

“Thank you,” the cobbler bowed, and passed back a few gold coins. “In that case, you can have the enchantment fee back. And don’t forget me the next time you or your friends needs a new pair of shoes!”

Tiriel walked away from the stall with a spring in her step that hadn't been there before, literally skipping a few steps before she caught herself and tried to look dignified.

Goldie's tail wagged. "They suit you."

"I can feel my toes," Tiriel said, with the same wonder another woman might have used to describe seeing the ocean for the first time. "All of them. And none of them are in pain." She grabbed Goldie's arm. "Goldie. None of them. It’s a miracle!"

"I'm very happy for you,” the Canin paladin barked a laugh. “And for your toes. They’re far too cute to be squished all the time."

“No more blisters!” Tiriel did a happy little jig. “Oh, I’m so excited. This has been the best day ever! Well… almost. Last night was the best day ever. But this is a close second.”

“Close second, huh?” Chaddick couldn’t help but smile at her. “I’m not sure if I should be proud or insulted. Either way, I’ve got an idea for tonight that might be stiff competition.”

Tiriel was already dashing ahead, half walking and half dancing as she tested her new boots on the cobblestones.

Chaddick watched her go and felt something warm settle in his chest. It was good to see her so happy, even if he hadn’t technically been the one to buy the boots. His nose for a good side-quest had made her little side-hustle possible, so he felt he was at least partly responsible for her enormous grin.

And if he could get his hands on some of those oils… he was pretty sure he could turn that grin into an ‘oh’ of ecstasy.

He wanted to find something for Goldie too.

But he was the Chosen One, and there were some practical purchases he needed to make before he indulged the girls.

It wasn’t entirely his style. But he was responsible for Goldie and Tiriel and he didn’t want to slack in that duty. For Goldie’s sake, especially, he needed to prove to her that he could be the kind of hero she could trust. Otherwise, she’d never feel safe enough to relax around him again.
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Unlike most of the Night Market, the blacksmith’s stall was a permanent fixture simply taking advantage of the late night crowds rather than shutting down until morning like some of the other shops in the area.

A large forge sat behind a heavy canvas awning sheltering the entrance. Coals glowed orange in the hearth that threw waves of heat into the cool evening air. Iron tools hung from hooks on a frame. Armor pieces and weapons gleamed on display racks. The ring of hammer on metal carried over the market noise in a steady, rhythmic heartbeat.

The smith himself was a broad man with forearms like hams and a leather apron scarred by years of sparks and spatter. His head was shaved clean, and his dark skin gleamed with sweat from the forge. He looked up as they approached and his eyes went straight to Chaddick's hip.

Not to the shabby armor, or the academy-issue gambeson with its fraying stitching, but to the Blade of Prophecy.

Unlike nearly everyone else Chaddick had met since becoming the Chosen One, this man appreciated the sword and understood immediately what it meant about its bearer.

"Well, well," the smith said. His voice was deep and warm. "That's not something you see every day."

"It's not something you see every decade," Chaddick replied. "Or so I'm told."

"You're the Chosen One." The smith's gaze moved from the sword to Chaddick's face, then to his armor. His expression shifted from impressed to mildly appalled. "And that's what you're wearing? Those stuffed shirts at the Academy should be ashamed of themselves."

"They’re used to the oracles choosing heroes from the Legacy track, I guess.” Chaddick shrugged sheepishly. “I’m what they call an underdog.”

"I can see that. Half the rivets on that gambeson are missing and the rest are hanging on by prayer. Is that rust or blood on your chain mail?"

"Yes."

The smith barked a laugh. "Right. Get over here. Let me see what we can do.”

“Think there’s hope for me?” Chaddick grinned, feeling a bit sheepish. “I’ve never ordered armor before.”

“What are you looking for?” the smith asked. “I’m sure we can figure something out.”

“I don’t even know,” Chaddick said, glancing at Goldie and Tiriel. “I don’t want to embarrass my party, for one thing. But I don’t want to look like a Legacy hero, either.”

“Quality without being fussy,” the smith nodded. “You’ve come to the right place. It’s an honor to have the opportunity to work with a hero of your caliber. As you say, most of the past ones have been Legacy heroes, with family blacksmiths to take care of their armoring needs. Come on, let me get the measure of you."

Fitting new armor was a process Chaddick had never actually experienced. At Ye Olde Hero Academy, you got what you got. The academy-issue gear came in three sizes—too big, too small, and too rotten, and you learned to make do. Legacy students, of course, had personal armorers who fitted them like tailors. Chaddick had learned to pad the gaps with rags and hope for the best.

This was different. The smith measured his shoulders, chest, and waist with a knotted cord, muttering numbers under his breath. He selected pieces from his display with a practiced eye. A breastplate of hardened steel, polished but not ornate. Solid pauldrons that sat flush against his shoulders without the wobble of his academy set. Chain mail links that were tight and uniform, properly oiled. A pair of reinforced vambraces.

"Try the breastplate," the smith said, holding it out.

Chaddick stripped off his rusty chain mail and the ratty gambeson underneath. The evening air hit his skin and raised gooseflesh. He pulled new chain mail over his undershirt, testing for size. The weight was immediately different. Even without the gambeson, it felt evenly distributed and comfortable, wrapping around his shoulders without dragging. He settled the breastplate over it and the smith cinched the side straps.

It fit. Not perfectly, custom work would take weeks, but close enough that the difference from his academy gear was staggering.

“Wow.”

"How’s that?" the smith asked.

"Feels like someone who actually knows what they're doing made it."

He had trained with a breastplate occasionally, but the pieces at the Academy had all been too bulky for him to move comfortably. This piece was smaller and more fitted. And he had to admit, it felt good to have an extra layer between him and any stray arrows that might come his way.

Chaddick tensed, dreading asking the next question. “How much is it going to cost me?”

The smith grinned. "Now, here's the thing. Normally, a set like this runs four hundred gold, if we include a new gambeson.”

Chaddick winced. He had good, enchanted Boots of the Unsquelchable Step, which kept his feet dry no matter what. But other than the Blade of Prophecy, they were the only hero-worthy items he owned. His trousers, shirts, and undershirts could all do with an upgrade. He’d been hoping to get all of them at once. But he doubted he’d have enough left over for that, even if he didn’t get the girls their gifts, if the armor was going to cost four hundred gold.

“Good steel, proper tempering, enchantment-ready if you want to add anything later,” the blacksmith was saying, justifying his price. “My wife’s an enchantress, so we do it all in house, which will save you a bit of gold, too.”

“I’m sure it’s all well worth it,” Chaddick said. “Unfortunately, most of my funds are tied up in promissory notes at the moment.”

He realized how weak it sounded. An established business man probably heard all kinds of excuses throughout the day. Chosen One or not, Chaddick knew he didn’t look like the kind of guy who even knew what a promissory note was, let alone having enough of them to be worth mentioning.

No coincidence there. He hadn’t known what one was until Tiriel had paid him with one. Goldie had needed to help him set up his account at Sanctum Mercatoria because he’d never had more money than he could fit in a small coin purse before.

“Sorry,” he said, feeling his cheeks burn. “I guess I’m shopping on a budget.”

“Well, now,” the blacksmith grinned at Chaddick, which surprised him. “Let me finish. I've got a proposition for you."

Chaddick looked up from his feet, hoping the man wasn’t in the market for a little hero-meat on the side. “Uh…”

The smith tapped a small stamp on his workbench. A maker's mark—a hammer crossed with a flame, with the initials V.K. beneath.

"You let me stamp my mark on those pieces, visible, so everyone can see where the Chosen One got his armor? I'll do the whole set for two hundred. Half price. You're walking advertising, son, and I'd be a fool not to take advantage."

Relief flooded through Chaddick, down to his very bones.

"Done," he said, without hesitation.

"Just like that?" The smith looked surprised. It was obvious most heroes haggled. Or worse, they felt it was beneath them to carry a craftsman's brand.

"I've never been too proud for a good endorsement deal." Chaddick held out his hand. "That’s what got me through the Academy, after all.”

“Well then, it’s a pleasure doing business with you…”

“Chaddick Questwell."

"Viktor Krauss." The smith shook it with a grip that could have bent horseshoes in half. And probably did. “Give me a few moments to get everything ready for you. Feel free to browse. I have a rack of other questing gear from some of the tailors and leatherworkers who don’t like to keep evening hours. I’m sure you’ll find everything you need.”

While Viktor stamped his pieces, Chaddick picked out the rest. A new gambeson in dark gray, padded properly, riveted, and stitched with reinforced thread. After deliberating with Goldie on the matter, they decided to go for a gambeson over chainmail rather than the way he’d been wearing it before. She’d heard of some places in Armathia doing it this way, and Chaddick figured it couldn’t hurt to try.

This method allowed him to have a smaller, more fitted set of mail, which was both cheaper and lighter. The gambeson protected the mail, was cheaper to repair or replace, and was a better layer to remove in warm weather, making the outfit more practical overall. The breastplate’s leather straps were adjustable, so it could be fitted over the combination, or over the chainmail or gambeson individually, if necessary.

Chaddick also picked out two pairs of practical trousers, and three shirts, plain but well-made. Nothing flashy. Nothing that screamed ‘look at me.’

It was strange.

Chaddick had spent most of his life cultivating an image, the artfully messy hair, the confident grin. Having always believed that looking the part was half the battle, Chaddick had assumed once he had money, he’d buy a wardrobe that said ‘effortless hero,’ even if those looks required effort behind the scenes.

But with new armor that actually fit, real gold in his purse and more—in theory—in the bank… the same bank Lord Lumistrae himself kept his wealth!… Chaddick found he didn’t feel so much like an imposter anymore.

And because of that, he found he didn't care about flash. He wanted practical, functional, and affordable.

Especially that last one. Because there was something more important than his image that he wanted to spend the rest of his money on.

A couple of someones, specifically.

"Anything else catch your eye?" Viktor asked, arranging the stamped armor pieces on the counter.

As a matter of fact, something had.

In the back of the stall, mounted on a display form shaped like a female torso, hung a set of enchanted plate armor unlike anything Chaddick had ever seen.

It was crafted from a pale gold metal that caught the forge light and threw it back in warm ripples. The design was... minimal to say the least. A breastplate that barely covered the breasts and not much else, pauldrons that swept up into elegant curves, a girdle of articulated plates that protected the hips while leaving the thighs bare, greaves that rose to just below the knee.

The enchantment card beside it read: VALKYRIAN BATTLE PLATE (ENCHANTED). PROTECTION EQUIVALENT TO FULL PLATE ARMOR. WEIGHTLESSNESS CHARM. RESISTANCE TO BLUNT FORCE, SLASHING, AND PIERCING DAMAGE. DIVINE MAGIC COMPATIBLE.

Divine magic compatible. That meant a paladin could channel through it, which wasn’t true of all plate armor. Perfect for Goldie.

It was beautiful. It was functional. And it would leave an extraordinary amount of his pretty Canin companion on display if he could convince her to wear it.

The price tag read: 15,000 GOLD.

Chaddick didn’t recoil like he had at the cost of his own armor. He did a quick tally of the money that was owed him. He could afford it, as unbelievable as that sounded. Even if his gold was held up by Sanctum Mercatoria bureaucracy and a Magistrate who was actively trying to have him killed.

But, technically…

The image of Goldie wearing that armor lodged itself in his brain and refused to leave. The pale golden metal against her soft golden fur. The athletic lines of her body framed rather than hidden. The way she'd move in something that light. The way she'd fight.

He was staring. He knew he was staring. Viktor had noticed and was grinning.

"Fine taste," the smith said. "That piece is one of a kind. My wife enchanted it herself."

"Your wife? Oh. You mentioned she was an enchantress, that’s right."

"Master Appraiser and Enchantress, Ilara Krauss." He thumbed over his shoulder toward a smaller booth adjacent to the forge. A woman sat behind a cluttered table covered in crystals, focusing lenses, and a brass apparatus that hummed with quiet magic. "She does the enchantment work. I do the metal. Between the two of us, we manage to make our way. Occasionally, we manage to make a work of art, like you’re looking at there."

“Have you had it for a while?”

“A while,” Krauss said with a twist of his lips. “But a piece like that has to wait for the right buyer. Don’t get any ideas about trying to haggle down the price on that one. I don’t mind offering my regular stock at a discount, but that armor… Even for the Chosen One, fifteen thousand gold is what it costs.”

“I’m not haggling,” Chaddick assured him. “I just want to make sure there’s a good chance it will still be here once I get the funds together. I wasn’t lying about having a good chunk of gold tied up in promissory notes. And my companion here—”

Chaddick turned around, but found Tiriel and Goldie had wandered away from the smith’s stall, and were inspecting some shiny trinkets across the street.

The smith laughed. “Aye, I see. She’d look mighty fine in Valkyrie Plate. I won’t argue with that. Tell you what. I’ll put a soft hold on it. If someone tries to buy it, I’ll send word to you. Where are you staying?”

Chaddick almost answered truthfully, but he caught himself. He needed to take the assassin threat seriously, as unbelievable as it seemed. “Send the message to House Lumistrae. Lord Thandor will see that I get it.”

Krauss’s eyebrows lifted all the way to his non-existent hairline. “House Lumistrae? You’re rubbing elbows with some prestigious people, Chosen One.”

Chaddick hoped the smith wasn’t regretting the discount he’d given on the armor. But he supposed, if he ended up buying the enchanted set, it would probably make up for the lost gold. Plus, he had agreed to be a walking billboard, so he didn’t feel too bad about the exchange.

“No one is more surprised than me,” he said sheepishly. “Still, the enchanted armor will have to wait. I’m not exactly going to ask my girlfriend’s father to buy sexy armor for my… sidekick.”

He’d almost said ‘other girlfriend,’ then remembered how Goldie had pulled away. A fresh pang of regret twisted his stomach.

“No, I don’t suppose that would do, would it?” The smith grinned, obviously picking up on the meaning Chaddick had skirted. “Now, is there anything else?”

Chaddick filed the armor away for later. He wasn't buying it tonight. But he wasn't forgetting it, either.

"Your wife," he said, changing direction. "She's an appraiser?"

"The best in Port Viridia. Licensed by the Mage's Guild, back when the Guild was worth a damn." Viktor's lip curled. "Before that snake Mordain dragged it through the mud. Ilara does private work now. Why?"

Chaddick put his hand on the hilt of the Blade of Prophecy. "I've had a basic Detect Magic reading done on this. But I've been discovering new properties that didn't show up in the first assessment. Think she'd be willing to take a look?"

Viktor's eyes lit up. "You're going to let my wife appraise the Blade of Prophecy?"

"If she's willing."

"She's going to be insufferable for weeks." He turned and called over his shoulder. "Ilara! Get over here. You are not going to believe this."


Chapter 10
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Ilara Krauss was a contrast to her husband in almost every way. Where Viktor was broad and boisterous, she was slender and precise. He was dark-skinned and she was pale as ivory. His head was so bald Chaddick could see his reflection in the back of it, while Ilara had enough hair for three people, pulled back in a tight braid. Her eyes were gray and sharp, narrowed behind a pair of wire-framed spectacles as she approached.

She looked at Chaddick with a calm assessment in her gaze, as if she were used to weighing the world in measurements invisible to everyone else. Then her eyes dropped to the sword at his hip and her composure cracked.

"You're joking," she said to Viktor.

"Nope."

"Is that what I think it is?"

"The Blade of Prophecy,” Krauss confirmed. “In the flesh. Well, in the steel."

“Then you must be the Chosen One,” she said to Chaddick. “Funny. You’re different from what I might have expected.”

Chaddick shrugged sheepishly. “I’ll look more the part once I’m outfitted in your husband’s fine armor.” He grinned. “Hopefully.”

His grin had brought more than one older woman to her knees in the past. Not that he was trying to seduce the blacksmith’s wife, but he hoped she might warm to him a little. If for no other reason than that it would be nice to be on good terms with a professional enchantress.

Tiriel might be able to do the job in a pinch, but her magic specialties seemed to be a bit more experimental—not to mention explosive—than he was comfortable with.

Chaddick caught a flicker in Ilara’s expression that suggested she wasn’t entirely immune to his charms, though it was more like recognition than surrender. She glanced at her husband with a wry expression.

“Well, he’s handsome enough to be the Chosen One, isn’t he? That’s the kind of face they love to put in history books. Provided he survives long enough.”

Rather than being jealous, the big blacksmith beamed at his wife. “And he’ll be wearing my armor, won’t he? Which, incidentally, will help him survive a lot longer than the crap he’s wearing now.”

Chaddick’s grin faltered. “Hey, I’m standing right here, you know. And I’m more than just a pretty face.”

The older craftspeople turned to him with identical looks of skepticism on their faces.

He cleared his throat. “I have good taste in armor, don’t I? And… I have this nice sword.”

Ilara took a slow breath, as if she’d almost forgotten what she had been called out there to do.

Maybe she isn’t as immune to my charms as I first thought, Chaddick mused, feeling pleased with himself. Just better at self control.

Ilara adjusted her spectacles, her eyes drawn back to the Blade of Prophecy. She held out her hands, palms up. "May I?"

Chaddick drew the sword and laid it across her open palms.

The ancient steel reacted to her touch. The inscriptions along the fuller pulsed with faint blue light, as if reacting to her magical sensitivity. Ilara's eyes went wide behind her spectacles. As she continued her examination, her fingers hovered above the metal without touching it, tracing the air a half-inch above the surface.

"Oh my," she whispered. "Oh, that's…"

She turned without another word and carried the sword to her worktable like a healer about to perform a delicate operation. The brass apparatus whirred and clicked as she positioned the blade beneath its focusing lenses. Crystals snapped into place along a brass rail. A prism rotated, casting tiny rainbows across the table's surface.

Tiriel materialized at Chaddick's elbow. She'd abandoned whatever she'd been doing at the market stalls the moment she'd seen the appraiser's apparatus.

"That's a Voss-Meridian focusing array," she whispered, her voice hushed with awe. "Third generation. They stopped making those after the Aetheric Restriction Act. How did she get one?"

"My grandmother left it to me," Ilara said without looking up. "And I'll thank you not to mention its existence to anyone with a badge or a clipboard."

"I would never," Tiriel said, and meant it completely. “Magical regulations are completely out of hand these days, if you ask me.”

Goldie returned as well, standing a pace behind them with her hand resting on her sword hilt. She was watching the crowd, not the appraisal. At least one member of their party was keeping her mind on business.

Chaddick added that fact to the long list of reasons he needed to do something nice for her tonight.

Ilara worked in silence for several minutes. The apparatus’s lenses rotated, casting beams of light across the blade in patterns that shifted from blue to gold to a shimmering iridescent hue. Tiriel scratched notes in her notebook with a slender charcoal stick.

"Right," Ilara said at last. She straightened up and pushed her spectacles to the top of her head. "Where to begin."

"Tiriel identified fortune runes, a Pathfinder enchantment, healing and stamina regeneration properties, and some anti-void capability," Chaddick said, indicating the frantically scribbling elf, who nodded along with what he was saying without lifting her face from her notebook. "Most of which we’ve been able to confirm during field use."

Ilara nodded. "Your colleague is skilled. That is a significantly better reading than I would expect from someone using Detect Magic. All those attributes are present and accounted for in my reading as well. But she missed something. Or rather, she identified the components without seeing how they work together. Which is no slight against her skill. It’s quite an unusual enchantment. I have never seen anything like it."

She pointed to two clusters of inscriptions near the cross guard. "The fortune runes and the Pathfinder enchantment are not separate systems. They're linked, deeply from what I can tell. The fortune runes don't just enhance the wielder's luck in combat.”

Tiriel perked up. “Oh, I never thought they might be useful beyond combat. There’s a gambling den some of the older mages talk about, we could—”

Goldie growled. “He’s a hero, not a rogue, elf. Just because your moral code could be broken by a two-bit lock pick…”

“Now, now,” Chaddick put a hand up to ease the paladin’s fury. “A little bonus luck in extralegal activities might not be remiss…”

“Sir!” Goldie hissed under her breath and kicked the back of his heel. “That is not a heroic use of your sword!”

Chaddick was tempted to make a comment about more heroic uses for his ‘sword’ but he didn’t want to embarrass Goldie or make her uncomfortable. He gritted his teeth against the impulse to be hilarious.

“I’ve only tested it in combat,” he said to Ilara. “Please, continue.”

"In combination with the Pathfinder enchantment," Ilara said, "the fortune runes create something much more powerful. A sort of… guidance matrix. Every choice the wielder makes, every path taken, every quest accepted, every fork in the road, is subtly influenced. Nudged, not controlled. The Blade doesn't make your decisions for you. But it ensures that… oh, how should I put it?... The decisions you make freely will lead you where you need to go, one way or another."

The Night Market noise seemed to dim around them as Chaddick considered her words. “What do you mean, where I need to go? This isn’t more capital D Destiny talk, is it?"

“We don’t say the D word,” Tiriel said knowingly, nodding as she continued scribbling in her notebook. “He’s in Destiny Denial.”

“I am not in denial,” Chaddick protested. “I just spent my entire life planning for a hard-earned future, and I’d like to at least try to accomplish my own goals before being swept away by the Fates. Destiny can wait!”

“What he means,” Goldie said, rolling her eyes. “Is that Destiny gets in the way of side-quests. And side-quests pay better.”

“Yes!” Chaddick clapped his hands together with a loud slap. “And more gold means I can buy more gear, and more enchantments. Win-win, right?”

“The man makes a good point,” Krauss rumbled.

Ilara shot her husband a silencing look, then turned back to Chaddick with an intensity in her gaze that made him wince.

"The Blade of Prophecy does not care what quest you choose, Chosen One,” she said. “Your path will guide you toward greatness whether you seek it or not. Destiny is not something you walk toward. It is something that walks with you, whether you like it or not."

The words settled over him like a weight.

“Great,” he muttered. “The assassin wasn’t enough. Now I’m being stalked by Destiny.”

“Don’t sound so grim.” Tiriel snapped her notebook closed and wrapped her arm around his side, squishing her ample breasts against his ribs. “That means you can do as many side-quests as you want, and Goldie can’t give you a hard time about shirking your heroic duties, right?”

“Oh yeah…” Chaddick started to perk up, but the paladin quickly shot that down with a barked laugh.

“I’m still going to give you a hard time, sir. Someone has to. Tiriel is the worst sort of enabler.”

“Destiny walks with me, Goldie,” he said primly, rubbing his knuckles on his chest like he was polishing the family silver. “I can do no wrong.”

Goldie narrowed her eyes at the Enchantress. “Did you have to tell him that?”

Ilara shrugged. “I suspect the harder he attempts to avoid his Fate the more drastically the world will rearrange itself in order to bring his Fate to him. Intentional procrastination could have… unintended consequences. Consider it a warning, rather than absolution. The runes are old and powerful. I don’t know much about how the seers and oracles name their Chosen One, but I do know that the Blade of Prophecy is said to be the most powerful of the ancient artifacts assigned to the Chosen heroes. Having inspected this blade, I can see why… Though, its ability to guide Destiny clearly isn’t fool proof. The last wielder of this blade died before completing their quest.”

Goldie tensed. “You can sense that?”

“She doesn’t have to,” Tiriel said, suddenly looking worried as well. “The magic community keeps close tabs on these things, as there are always would-be prophets who seek to find patterns in the way the oracles work. The last time the Blade of Prophecy was assigned to a Chosen One, about ten years ago, the Mage’s College was buzzing with speculation—and wagers—on how long it would take Aurelius Starborne to complete his quest. But nothing came of that hero. He went off on his journey the same day he received the Blade, and we just didn’t hear anything about him again. If it’s been reassigned to Chaddick the last hero must be dead.”

Chaddick’s optimism faded at that. “Aurelius Starborne? I’ve never even heard of him. But he must have been at Ye Olde Hero College just a few years before us. That’s strange.”

“Perhaps not so strange, sir.” Goldie shook her head. “History only remembers the winners. It’s true for sidekicks, too. Unless you have the misfortune to lose in a particularly noteworthy way... My grandfather used to tell me the only thing worse than being forgotten is being remembered as a cautionary tale.”

Chaddick could see the wisdom in that.

“So, it was his destiny to die young?” He ran a hand through his hair.

Ilara nodded. “That is possible. In which case, being bestowed with the Blade of Prophecy would be a curse rather than a blessing, accelerating an already tragic fate. Or perhaps, his quest was a steppingstone toward a larger goal. Historically, many significant quest lines span generations of heroes.”

He glanced down at the blade, a chill settling over him. The gift which had seemed like such an unexpected boon at first now gave him an ominous feeling.

With an effort, he shook it off.

“Well, then, I guess it doesn’t matter.”

Goldie stood upright, her tail stiffening in alarm. “Sir, how can you say that?”

“If I’m doomed, I’m doomed.” He shrugged. “Whether Fate comes for me sooner or later doesn’t make much difference if I’m going to fail. And if my Destiny is success in any way, shape, or form, having the Blade is still an advantage, right? Either way, all I can do is what I was going to do anyway. So, it doesn’t change anything.”

“But—”

Chaddick held up his hand. “Sorry, Goldie. I’m sure you have a very valid argument. Probably good enough to change my mind. But I’d rather just not have to think about Destiny and Fate and all that stuff I can’t control. It’s better for the humors or whatever the physicians are talking about these days.”

Goldie growled. “You are the most infuriating man I’ve ever met!”

“He’s right though.” Tiriel put a hand on the paladin’s shoulder. “It won’t do us any good to worry about it. Take it from a chronic over-thinker, the one problem you can’t out-think is Destiny.”

Ilara nodded. “I’m inclined to agree. These sorts of enchantments are the kind of thing it’s better not to know about, in a way. Nothing good ever comes of trying to out-maneuver Fate.”

Chaddick felt his earlier tension ease. “Now, there’s one more thing I wanted to ask you about. When we were fighting rats in the Flesh Shambles, I noticed the Blade sometimes created arcs of blue-white energy that it hasn’t done before. The light acted as an extension of my attack, killing rats as easily as my blade.”

Ilara listened without interrupting as Chaddick described the fight against the rat golem. When he finished, she placed both hands flat on the table and leaned forward, her eyes narrowed seriously.

"That sounds like the Blade's anti-void properties activating," she said. "It's not something the wielder triggers consciously. The Blade responds to the presence of void magic. If your sword was projecting anti-void energy during that fight—”

“The rats weren't contaminated by aetheric runoff from the Arcane Quarter," Tiriel interrupted, whirling to face the woman. “It was void magic?”

"I believe so. Someone may have been channeling void magic in that district. Enough to affect the local fauna over a period of weeks, perhaps months."

Tiriel's face had gone the color of old parchment. After remaining frozen in thought for a moment, she suddenly shook her head,

"That's not possible,” she said. "I was there. I examined those rats. I collected specimens. I would have sensed void magic. I should have sensed it."

Ilara looked at her with something uncomfortably close to pity. "Then I suppose we have to wonder why you didn’t. Because I don’t think the Blade of Prophecy is acting up. The enchantments are clear and intact.”

Chaddick frowned. Even he’d been able to sense the void magic surrounding Guild Master Mordain and the cultists. The air had been thick with it. Then again, they had been certain of their success, so they probably weren’t attempting to disguise their use of illicit magic. Was it possible that the sword was so sensitive to void magic that it was responding to a presence so faint Tiriel couldn’t detect it?

Tiriel's jaw was set, but her eyes were troubled. She took out her notebook, scribbled a few more notes, then closed it again with a snap.

"I’ll get to the bottom of this. I need to examine those specimens more carefully. Tonight. If there are void signatures in the tissue samples, I'll find them. But if someone powerful enough to mask void contamination from a trained mage is operating in Port Viridia…"

She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't need to.

Chaddick took the Blade back from Ilara and sheathed it. The ancient steel was warm against his hip, humming contentedly at his side. It made him wonder…

Maybe the Blade had led him to those rats for a reason.

As long as he wielded the Blade of Prophecy, every action led to the same destination. So…

Maybe the side-quest was never really a side-quest at all.

He buried the thought before it could take root. Those were thoughts for the safety of their suite at the Gilded Swan. They had shopping to finish and a bed to get back to. If he started down the rabbit hole of dwelling on prophetic destiny now, he'd be no use to anyone. He’d save that for the bath. Or sitting on the chamber pot.

"Thank you, for the appraisal," he told Ilara. "What do I owe you?"

She waved him off. "I've waited thirty years to examine a Prophecy-class weapon. If anything, I owe you. But if you feel so obliged, keep coming back to Viktor for your weapons and armor needs and we’ll call it even." She paused. “I would like to inspect any other curious enchantments you find in your travels, as well. I have a feeling you’re going to get into some… interesting… things.”

Her husband laughed, a big booming sound. “You see, this is why I married her. She’s got half a mind on marketing, even when she’s doling out warnings. Well, that, and—” He made a gesture with his hands that seemed to encompass the woman’s curves which, though modest, he obviously appreciated. “Be careful out there, Chosen One. I have high hopes for our business partnership."
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As they stepped back into the fray, the girls stayed closer to Chaddick than they had before. Goldie kept her hand on her sword, her position tight to his right flank. On his left, Tiriel fiddled with her wand, muttering under her breath about void magic.

The festive atmosphere of the Night Market hadn't changed, but Chaddick had grown tired of it. Colors that had seemed warm now felt garish. The dancing light of the lanterns now seemed to cast as many shadows as anything, and every shadow was a hiding place—for a void magician or a Felin assassin.

Chaddick forced himself to keep browsing. Partly because they still had shopping to do—he’d managed to sneakily purchase a few vials of warming and edible oils for Tiriel, but still had Goldie’s present to sort—but mostly Chaddick was stubborn, and he refused to let any talk of prophecies or void magic ruin his evening.

They passed a stall selling enchanted accessories: bracers, belts, circlets, and other decorative items intended for adventurers with money to burn. They were pretty, and he wondered if Goldie might like something like that.

Of course, she’d never admit to it if he asked, but he had seen her and Tiriel admiring jewelry earlier. Maybe a decorative, completely impractical gift was just the thing to show his pretty paladin that she was more to him than just a sidekick.

But none of the items seemed right.

Chaddick's attention slid over the display without anything standing out as ‘the one.’ He didn’t know exactly what he was looking for, but he felt like he’d know it when he saw it.

His wandering eye landed on a leatherworker’s stall, up ahead. It was a small booth, less flashy than its glittering neighbors, with items laid out on dark velvet. Belts. Bracers. Wrist wraps. Practical things.

But Chaddick’s gaze landed on a corner of the display that was a bit more decorative than the rest.

Collars. Soft leather in various colors, fitted with small charms and pendants. Some had engravable plates for names. Others had hearts, stars, or tiny gemstones.

He paused. He needed to distract Goldie for long enough that he could get a good look at them. But he was pretty sure this was exactly what he needed.

When Goldie had her eyes turned up to the rooftops across the street, Chaddick elbowed Tiriel gently in the ribs and did a complex miming routine to describe what he wanted her to do.

With Goldie’s sensitive ears, he couldn’t risk whispering.

Fortunately, the elf understood immediately, giving him an encouraging grin before she loudly proclaimed: “Hey, what’s that? I thought I just saw black cat ears poking up over there. Goldie, can you smell anything?”

Instantly, the paladin was on alert, all her senses directed toward the crowd. Chaddick took the opportunity to sneak closer to the table. One piece in particular grabbed his attention, a collar of dark brown leather, supple and well-crafted, with a small heart-shaped pendant in polished silver hanging from a delicate ring at the front.

The idea of securing it around Goldie’s neck gave him goosebumps of pleasure.

The collar wasn't just pretty. It was an answer to the problem he’d been mulling over in the back of his mind. Goldie was caught between her sense of duty and her desire for intimacy. She couldn’t give herself fully to one or the other. It was like a tug-of-war in her heart. She’d decided that rather than fight the pull of intimacy, it was easier to just let go of the rope and keep her feet firmly planted on the side of duty.

Chaddick hated the idea of her going through life only able to experience the chaste, chivalric love of a sworn sidekick, longing and unfulfilled. What they needed were clear boundaries for when it was safe for her to relax, moments when she allowed him to take care of her.

The collar could be the solution. No, it was the solution. He was sure of it.

The leatherworker was an older woman with graying hair and a powerful build who looked like she might have been a brawler in in her prime. She seemed to be wearing one of every type of item she owned, if not more. Her thick arms were covered in cuffs and bracers, her hands in fingerless gloves, her powerful torso braced with a studded belt wide enough to be mistaken for a corset. She looked up as Chaddick approached and read his expression instantly.

"Here’s a man who needs a romantic gift," she said. “You’ve come to the right place.”

"Am I that obvious?"

"Honey, I've been doing this for forty years. I know the look." She lifted a collar from its velvet bed and held it up, coincidently the exact one he’d been looking at. The pendant caught the lantern light, seeming to glow in her fingers.

“You’re good,” he said, impressed. “That’s the one I had my eye on.”

“I noticed.” She grinned. “Any merchant worth her salt keeps an eye on the crowd. You’ve got good taste. The leather is full-grain Mirajinn goat hide, soft as butter. The pendant is solid silver. I can engrave it if you want. A name, a message, whatever you like."

Chaddick thought about it, but he shook his head. "Just the heart," he said. "She'll know what it means."

She tucked the collar into a silk-lined velvet box, deep blue with a silver clasp. As she held it out to him, Chaddick knew he’d made the right decision. He imagined Goldie opening it, the promise that was meant by the gesture, and hoped she would understand.

"Thirty gold," she said. "And that's the friends-and-lovers price. I charge fifty to strangers."

He paid without haggling, though he was pretty sure it was a line she used for every customer. Then he tucked the box into his pocket, next to the oils, glancing over his shoulder to ensure Tiriel still had Goldie distracted with her false Felin sighting.

"She’s a lucky woman," the woman said, as he turned. “Take care.”

Chaddick’s heart was vibrating with anticipation as he returned to the girls. He could hardly wait to get back to the Gilded Swan to give Goldie her gift. But as he approached, and saw the look on both of their faces, his excitement vanished.

“What’s the matter?”

Goldie turned, her warm brown eyes hard and serious. “Sir, we have to go.”

Chaddick wouldn’t have been worried, knowing how Tiriel had distracted Goldie, but the elf looked upset too. And she didn’t seem to be acting.

“What’s going on?”

"I thought I saw a dark furred Felin.” Tiriel’s emerald eyes were wide. “And when I pointed it out to Goldie… she saw it too. Or, rather, she smelled her. It’s the assassin, Chaddick! I didn’t think—” She shook her head. “Never mind. We have to go.”

She didn’t explain further, but Chaddick thought he understood. Tiriel had spotted a Felin in the crowd and drew Goldie’s attention to it as a distraction, but her sighting had been more serious than she realized.

“She fled once she realized she’d been spotted,” Goldie said. “But we need to get you out of here, sir.”

There was no alarm in her voice. But the flat, professional tone made Chaddick more nervous than anything.

“We’ll be safe back at the hotel,” Tiriel said. “One of the reasons my father prefers the Gilded Swan is that they have magical protections on their rooms to keep their guests secure. Father doesn’t skimp on extras like that. He often houses foreign dignitaries in our suites. Let’s find a carriage and get out of here.”

Chaddick didn’t hesitate. “Lead the way.”

They pushed through the crowd at a pace that was fast enough to create distance without drawing attention. Chaddick kept one hand on the Blade's hilt. Tiriel gripped her wand inside her sleeve. Goldie moved ahead and to the left, like a woman who expected people to get out of her way.

Which they did. And if they didn’t, she helped the slow ones figure it out.

Chaddick winced as she bashed a particularly obstinate porter out of her path with her shield. The crowd parted more quickly after that.

"There." Tiriel pointed toward the market's southern edge, where a line of carriages waited beneath a row of purple lanterns. "Lilac Carriage Service. That's one of father's. Our family has an account with them for when the personal carriages are unavailable."

She flagged the driver with a raised hand and a sharp whistle that suggested she'd been hailing carriages since before she could walk. The lilac liveried driver pulled forward immediately. Tiriel flashed a signet ring as they boarded, apparently in lieu of payment. Chaddick was sure the fee would be transferred to Thandor Lumistrae’s account by the day’s end.

At the moment, he didn’t argue. But he made certain to ask what the carriage cost so he could reimburse the elf Lord the next time they met.

They were inside and moving with disorienting quickness. Goldie had entered last, climbing in backward with her eyes on the crowd. The carriage door closed. The driver snapped the reins.

The Night Market fell away behind them, its floating lanterns shrinking to colored pinpricks in the dark. Chaddick felt like he was being swept magically from one place to another.

Goldie kept her face to the window for a long time. Her reflection stared back at her, golden ears still upright, brown eyes searching the streets that rolled past.

"I didn't get a confirmation," she said at last. "The scent was there and then it wasn't. She pulled back when I moved toward her. She’s being very careful, staying down wind.”

Chaddick could tell she was self-conscious about her reaction after the false alarms earlier in the day. But he had no such reservations.

"I believe you."

Goldie’s ears relaxed slightly, but she kept her eyes on the carriage window, as if hoping to catch another glimpse of their stalker.

The carriage rattled through the darkened streets toward the Gilded Swan. The tension in the cabin loosened by degrees as the distance grew.

Tiriel pulled out her notebook and began reviewing the evening's revelations. She tapped her charcoal stick on her lip, leaving a black smudge. “Do you think Artemus managed to find a way out of the storage room?”

Goldie stiffened. “Oh gods, I forgot about him. I hope so… that is not a place I’d like to spend the night.”

“Don’t worry,” Chaddick laughed. “I told Rone where to find him. Though a night with the void rats might be better than old Arty deserves.”

He leaned his head back against the seat, feeling the rumble of cobblestones in his teeth. Between avoiding the assassin in the shadows, learning the Blade's true nature, and the possibility of more void magic, it had been a hell of a day.

“Rone doesn’t strike me as the kind to go out of his way to help people, sir,” Goldie said. “And I didn’t get the feeling that he was fond of Artemus.” She shuddered. “He could still be down there.”

“If he is, it’s not our problem,” Chaddick said. “But… I have a feeling Rone will see the benefit of a guy like Arty. I may have suggested that when they let him out, they give him the sack of rat tails to deliver to Magistrate Zane. As evidence of just how bad the pest problem had gotten."

Tiriel looked up from her notebook. "That's a lot of rat tails."

"One thousand, four hundred and ninety-five."

"In an enchanted bag."

"Yes."

"An enchanted bag whose enchantment will wear off in a day or two."

"Approximately."

Tiriel's eyes widened. Then her mouth twitched. Then she pressed her lips together very hard, as if trying to physically contain the laugh building behind them.

"And when the enchantment wears off..." Goldie said slowly.

"There might be a teensy explosion," Chaddick said, borrowing Tiriel's own words. "But I'm sure Artemus will be fine. He's very resilient. Besides, Magistrate Zane's office could use the redecorating."

Goldie covered her mouth. Her shoulders shook as she struggled to keep her amusement in check. “That is not a heroic thing to do, sir.”

Tiriel gave up the fight and laughed outright, a peal of mischievous bells, bright enough to fill the carriage and spill out the windows. Chaddick had never thought of bells as particularly mischievous, but Tiriel’s giggles had changed his mind.

"You're terrible," she said. "You are a genuinely terrible person."

"I'm the Chosen One,” Chaddick said with an air of feigned self-importance. “Everything I do serves the greater Destiny—capital D. Including tormenting Artemus Pendragon."

"No Destiny ever involved showering government officials with exploding rat tails."

"The Blade of Prophecy disagrees.”

Goldie's laughter finally broke free. The sound was warm and rich and rare enough that Chaddick wanted to bottle it. Her tail thumped against the carriage seat. Her ears were soft and her eyes were bright and for a moment the assassin and the void mage and the corrupt Magistrate didn't exist.

Chaddick leaned back against the cushioned seat. The velvet box pressed warm in the pocket against his chest.

He hoped she would like her gift.

Because when they got back to the Gilded Swan, he had every intention of showing Goldie Guardlight what "off duty" really meant.


Chapter 11
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The Gilded Swan's penthouse suite felt even more welcoming after a day of rat slaughter, enchantment revelations, and a hasty midnight retreat through the Night Market.

Chaddick still couldn’t believe this was his life.

“Home sweet home,” he said as they closed the door behind them. “And now it’s time to relax. A hero’s work is never done!”

Tiriel made a beeline for the desk in the corner of the room. She unpacked her satchel like a woman on a mission. Jars and vials lined up across the mahogany surface before Chaddick had his boots off. Her notebook flipped open to a fresh page. The charcoal stick appeared between her fingers like a wand.

"Don't wait up," she said, already bent over a jar of something that glowed faintly green. "I have important work to do."

"You don't want to eat first?" Chaddick carefully stacked his new clothes and armor on the bench near the door. "We could order something from the kitchen."

"Later. There's something in these samples that I need to understand, and if I don't start now I'll lose the thread." She glanced up long enough to give him a distracted smile. "You two go ahead. I'll join you when I'm done."

Her gaze travelled up and down his body as she took a moment to appreciate the view. Then her forehead wrinkled and she narrowed her eyes. As if suddenly remembering something very important she grabbed her wand and pointed it at Chaddick.

His hands shot up. “Whoa, wait a second. What are you—?”

“Hold still,” she commanded, then her voice taking on the deeper, more resonant tone of spell casting, she said, “Purgo foetoris!”

A burst of lemon scented magic shot out of the end of the wand, enveloping Chaddick in a haze of glitter. He felt the grime of the day disappear, all the sweat, rat guts, and various market odors, replaced with the clean if slightly unpleasant scent of cheap tavern soap.

“Oh, uh… thanks?”

Tiriel aimed her wand at Goldie, and then at herself. “Purgo foetoris, Purgo foetoris!”

It was the same spell she’d used to clean them up after the last time they’d overstayed their welcome in the Flesh Shambles. The wand let out a resigned squeak with each release, as if it resented being used for such menial magic. The lemon scent grew stronger, enveloping the entire room. Strong enough that Chaddick’s eyes started to water.

“Sorry about that,” Tiriel said, waving a hand in front of her face. “I know it’s not perfect but… I think we’ve all got better things to do right now than worry about baths. Don’t we?”

She gave him a look that strongly implied she knew exactly what he was up to, that she supported it, and that she didn’t want stinky undershirts and mutated rat bits to get in the way of his romantic evening.

It was a lot to convey with a simple look, but the elf had very expressive eyebrows when she wanted to.

Chaddick grinned at her again. “Thanks, Tiriel. You’re the best.”

“I know,” she said. “Now get to it. I’m busy.”

Goldie patrolled the room, hardly noticing the fact that she’d been rendered magically, squeakily clean. The paladin was still in full armor, scanning the suite for signs of an intruder. She checked the windows, the balcony, and the bathroom as Tiriel unpacked her things.

Chaddick watched her for a moment. “Tiriel did say the rooms here are protected. You don’t trust the Gilded Swan’s enchanters?”

“Just a precaution, sir.” The Canin’s shoulders were set firmly, and she kept her ears perked. Her tail hung motionless beneath her cloak. “It’s my duty to keep you safe. Can’t be too careful with Felin sneaking around. They have all kinds of tricks.”

Chaddick's heart sank. She was still locked into sidekick mode, the professional walls firmly in place, despite the additional protections of their high-end suite. But he wasn’t going to give up that easily.

The velvet box pressed against his chest. He felt his heart beating against it, like the drumroll announcing a new turn in their lives.

At least, he hoped that was what it was, and not the comedic drumroll punctuating a spectacular and life altering failure.

But there was only one way to find out.

He moved to the bedroom door.

"Goldie," he said. "Can you come in here for a minute?"

Her ears swiveled toward him. "Is everything all right, sir?"

"Everything's fine. I just want to talk to you. Privately."

A flicker of something crossed her face. He couldn’t tell if it was curiosity or wariness. Maybe a bit of both. After a moment’s hesitation that felt like an eternity, she followed him through the door. Trust had won out. Now, he just had to not screw it up.

He closed the door behind them.

The bedroom was enormous, as everything in the Gilded Swan's penthouse tended to be. A monster, four-poster bed draped in silk, wide enough for three people with room to spare, dominated one side of the room. The glittering chandelier cast warm amber light on the floor.

The heated floor, he reminded himself.

That was a luxury Chaddick still hadn't gotten used to, and he suspected he never would.

Goldie stood at attention near the door. She kept one hand on the pommel of her sword, despite the fact that they were clearly not in danger. Her spine was ramrod straight.

She was every inch the professional bodyguard, but the stiffness of her stance suggested something forced about her rigidity.

"At ease, Guardlight," he said, meaning it as a joke.

She didn't laugh. "Sir, if this is about what happened in the alley today, I must apologize again. While my response time was within acceptable parameters, I should never have allowed the assassin to—"

"It's not about the alley. And… stop calling me ‘sir’ for five seconds, would you? You’re making this weird."

She snapped her mouth closed with the same eagerness that she obeyed any of his orders. Her tail gave a single, uncertain twitch, revealing her complicated feelings about this dynamic.

Yes, she was bound to him. Yes, she would obey—though she wasn’t above arguing with him when she thought he was wrong. And, yes, she liked the power dynamic. Even if she felt it was unprofessional to admit to how much she liked it.

Chaddick pulled the box from his pocket. The deep blue velvet was richly textured in the warm light from the chandelier. Its silver clasp gleamed like treasure as he held it out to her without preamble.

Goldie stared at it. Her ears rotated forward. "What is that, s—?"

She managed, just barely, to stop herself from calling him sir. Her tail thumped again, as if the pleasure she got from obeying his order was greater than the pleasure she got from calling him sir.

Chaddick found his eyes focused on her tail, which gave him a thrill of excitement every time it betrayed the paladin’s secret emotions. He loved her tail and her ears, these little windows into her heart and soul.

But he didn’t mention any of this. He said, "Open it and find out."

She took the box like it might bite her. Her gauntleted fingers fumbled with the clasp. They were too big and clumsy for the delicate mechanism. Growling in annoyance, she pulled off one gauntlet and tried again. The box popped open.

The collar sat on its silken bed, the dark brown leather supple and rich. The silver heart pendant caught the twinkling amber light and threw a tiny star across her chin.

Goldie's tail went completely still.

"I saw it at the Night Market,” Chaddick said. "And all I could think about was how beautiful it would look on you.”

"It’s not—" she started, then stopped. Her cheeks flushed beneath her fur. "You shouldn’t have. It's not appropriate for a sidekick to want frivolous things."

He noticed that she didn’t say she didn’t want it, only that it was inappropriate that she did want it. He counted this as a win, small though it was.

"Come on, Goldie. I saw you and Tiriel ogling all those jewelry stands. You don’t have to be ashamed of liking pretty things. Besides, you're not just a sidekick. You’re a woman, too."

“Of course, I’m a woman. I never said I wasn’t.”

Chaddick took a deep breath, trying to figure out how to say what he wanted to say without insulting her.

“I can’t help but feel that when you insist on being my sidekick and only my sidekick, that you’re rejecting a part of yourself. The same part whose tail wags when browsing trinkets with her friend. The same part who likes to be more than friends with the man she’s sworn to protect. I know you don’t—”

“Sir!” Her jaw tightened as she interrupted, clearly trying to bring this conversation back into comfortable territory with her walls firmly in place. "We talked about this.”

“I know,” Chaddick said. “And I told you, we’d finish talking about it later. If you hear what I have to say, and you still believe your way is the only way, I’ll abide by your wishes. I promise you that. But please let me tell you how I feel before you—”

“No!” A panicked look had crept into Goldie’s eyes as she backed toward the door, still clutching the velvet box in her gloveless hand. “That will only make it worse. I know how you feel. I just… I told you, I can't... The moment I let my guard down, someone tries to put an arrow through your neck. I can’t risk that. If I have to choose, I—"

"You don't have to choose." He stepped closer. Close enough to see the pulse jumping in her throat. "That's what the collar is for, Goldie. Please. Just listen to me for a second."

She looked down at it again. Her thumb brushed the velvet. The touch was light, almost reverent. She willed herself to obey his command, though she clearly wished to flee. Again, her tail wagged. She shuddered, though he couldn’t tell if it was from pleasure or something deeper and more complex.

Still, her tail had wagged. She must not be completely against the idea of listening to what he had to say.

"I spent all day trying to come up with a solution that will work for both of us,” Chaddick said. “Because you are my sidekick, and I trust you. Hell, you’re a Guardlight, which means you probably have more heroic instincts in your left pinky than I have in my whole body. You’re the balancing force to my chaotic energy. I could never be the Chosen One without you. The Blade of Prophecy would probably lead me straight off a cliff if I didn’t have your instincts helping to keep me on track.”

A smile flickered at her lips before she caught it and subdued it with a growl. “If that’s true,” she said, “then you should listen to me more often.”

“Shush.” Chaddick pinned her with as serious a look as he could muster. “I’m trying to be romantic here. Let me tell you my brilliant plan! I probably won’t have that many of them in my future.”

“If I do, will you go to the guild and pick up your Chosen One quest?”

She narrowed her eyes. This was a test. A test of his convictions and of his claims that her heroic instincts superseded his own. So far, he’d been reluctant to pick up the quest from the Heroes Guild out of fear that it would derail his plans.

But if Ilara Krauss was right, and the Blade of Prophecy twisted his fate to align with his actions, then… it couldn’t hurt, could it? He wasn’t going to let stubbornness get in the way of proving he was serious to Goldie.

“Yes,” he said, before he could change his mind.

Her eyes widened with shock and her tail thumped twice before she got control of it again. “Oh. Um. Good.”

“As soon as those Sanctum Mercatoria payments appear and we are outfitted with new gear, I will go straight to the Heroes Guild and pick up the Chosen One quest. I promise.”

“I believe you,” she said. “You don’t have to convince me.”

“I’m trying to convince myself.”

Goldie’s gauntleted hand shot out, and she punched him lightly on the shoulder. “Don’t ruin my moment, sir. You said you have something romantic to say?”

“Yes. I’ve thought about it all day, and I think this collar is a solution that will work for both of us. It’s not just a pretty trinket.”

Goldie frowned slightly. “I thought there was nothing wrong with pretty trinkets?”

“There’s not! It’s just that this one happens to be more, okay? Jeeze, talk about ruining the moment.” Chaddick ran his fingers through his hair and winced when they tangled in knots. Tiriel’s de-stinking spell was obviously no replacement for a hairbrush. “Here’s my brilliant, once in a lifetime plan, okay? Let me finish.”

He paused meaningfully, waiting to see if this was one of the moments she’d choose to obey or to push back.

He was slightly surprised when she just nodded, her big, chocolate brown eyes watching him carefully.

“When you wear the collar, you're off duty. You're not my bodyguard. You're not a Guardlight. You're not responsible for keeping anyone alive. You're mine, and I'm the one doing the protecting. Get it?"

Her breath stopped. She stared at him. “I’m… yours?”

"When you take it off, you're back on the clock. Full professional mode. Shield up, ears on a swivel, the works. I won't flirt with you. I won't tease. I'll take your job as seriously as you do, and… I'll even listen when you tell me to take the main road."

The corner of her mouth twitched again. “And when I tell you to pick up your Chosen One quest?”

"I’m serious," he said.

“Sounds too good to be true.”

“It’s perfect. You don't have to choose between being my protector and being my… good girl.”

Goldie’s tail wagged again, harder this time. But she didn’t say anything.

“We’ll have clear boundaries,” he continued. “No gray areas. And you can decide when you’re on and off duty. You put the collar on and take it off, as you like. You’ll be in control.”

“Until I decide I want you to be… yours?”

“Yes.” Chaddick’s heart hammered in his chest. He didn’t think he’d ever been so nervous when propositioning a woman. Then again, he’d never been so scared of what might happen if she said no. “W-what do you think?”

Oh gods. What’s she thinking? Her tail wagged but her face is so serious! The anticipation is going to kill me!

Goldie stood very still for a long time. The chandelier swayed in some unseen breeze that was probably some sort of enchantment to keep the lights moving. From the other room came the faint scratch of Tiriel's charcoal stick and the clink of glass vials.

Chaddick felt like he might die if she didn’t say something.

Goldie passed the box back to him, and his heart stopped. “Oh.”

His mind froze as he tried to process what this meant. How he’d gotten it all wrong. He couldn’t come up with any kind of answer that made sense.

I was so sure this was the answer! Why didn’t it work?

Goldie pulled off her other gauntlet and dropped it on the floor.

Chaddick just stared at it, looking for some explanation.

Then, slowly, Goldie reached up and began unclasping her armor.

The pauldrons came off first. Then, the breastplate, which she set on the floor with the care of someone handling a family heirloom—which it was. Chain mail followed, pooling in a musical heap at her feet. Her sword belt. Her bracers. The cloak.

Piece by piece, the warrior stripped away until there was nothing left but a woman in a thin cotton undershirt and linen undershorts. Her golden ears were soft and low. Her tail hung loose, swaying gently.

Chaddick was speechless at her beauty, his mouth as frozen as his mind.

She stared at the collar in his hands. Then at him, waiting for… something.

What—?

"Will you put it on me?" she asked, finally, a hint of amusement in her expression.

“Oh!” Chaddick was finally startled from his stupor. She wasn’t giving him the collar because she didn’t want it. She was giving it to him because she wanted him to do the honors. “Of course.”

He took the collar from the box, his fingers almost shaking. The leather was warm and smooth in his hands. The pendant was cold where it touched his fingers. Real and concrete despite the fact that the moment felt surreal and dreamlike.

The weight of the gesture he’d spent all day coming up with suddenly hit him with the full force of its meaning.

This is real. This is really happening. She said yes!

He stepped behind her, brushing her golden hair aside and tucking it over one shoulder. The back of her neck was soft, tiny blonde hairs lifting to meet his fingers. She shivered as he laid the leather against her throat. He fastened the buckle, careful not to make it too tight, but snug, firm enough that she'd feel his gift with every swallow, every breath.

The silver heart settled into the hollow of her throat. It caught the light and held it.

Goldie let out a long, shuddering exhale. Her shoulders dropped. Her ears went soft, and her tail began to wag.

Not the controlled, professional sway she occasionally let slip while on duty, but a real wag. The kind that moved her whole body, side to side, the golden plume sweeping the air behind her.

Chaddick came back around to face her. The transformation was already happening. Her stiff posture melted and the hard line of her jaw softened. Her big brown eyes, usually sharp edged with vigilance, went warm and liquid.

"There she is," he said. “My good girl.”

Her tail wagged harder.

"Come here." Taking her hand, he led her to the edge of the bed.

He sat and patted the space beside him.

She sat instantly, no hesitation this time, pressing herself as close to him as she could. Her thigh pressed against his, the heat of her body soaking through his trousers. She smelled like clean fur and armor polish and… Tiriel’s lemon spell.

But as far as Chaddick was concerned it was the best smell in the world.

He reached up and scratched behind her left ear.

Goldie's eyes fluttered shut. A soft sound escaped her throat—not quite a whimper, not quite a sigh. Her head tilted into his hand, pressing against his fingers with a pressure that said more.

He continued to stroke and rub her ears, drawing her face toward his. Her eyes were closed when he kissed her, and she jumped when she felt his lips close on hers. But it didn’t take her long to kiss him back. She whimpered as her long, dexterous tongue slipped between his lips.

“Mmm,” she moaned between kisses. “You taste so yummy. I could just eat you up!”

“Not today,” he said. “I want to focus on you, Goldie. You saved my life today. Let me say thank you.”

She whimpered again. “R-really? You’re really not mad about that?”

“You were a very good girl,” he whispered. “Now what will your reward be?”

Goldie pulled back, looking up at him with her big brown puppy eyes. He kept petting her head and stroking her ears, which made her cheeks flush with excitement. Her wagging tail thumped against Chaddick and the bed.

“Would you… would you rub my tummy? Sir?”

Chaddick grinned. “Lie back.”

She did, sinking into the silk sheets, her golden hair fanning out around her head. Her tail thumped against the mattress. Her shirt had ridden up, exposing a strip of toned stomach above the waistband of her shorts.

Chaddick laid his hand flat on her belly.

Goldie's abs tensed under his palm. Then, deliberately, she relaxed them. Her stomach went soft. Her breathing deepened.

He rubbed. Slow circles, firm enough to feel the ridges of her muscles through her silken skin. The heel of his hand pressed into the flat of her belly, just below her navel. His fingers spread across her ribs.

The thumping of her tail picked up tempo.

"Oh," she breathed. "Oh, that's..."

He rubbed harder. Both hands now, working the tension out of muscles that had been clenched and ready for combat all day. Her stomach. Her sides. The dip of her waist where her body curved in before flaring to her hips.

Goldie squirmed. Her back arched off the mattress. A small, involuntary yip escaped her lips and she slapped a hand over her mouth.

"Don't," Chaddick said. He pulled her hand away. "I want to hear you."

Her cheeks burned. But she let her hand fall to the sheets and gripped them instead. “Gods, that feels so good, sir. I… I didn’t know…”

Chaddick had known. Canin were known to love tummy rubs, to an almost addictive degree. And he was willing to exploit every trick in the book if it meant keeping Goldie happy.

He kept rubbing. Lower now. His thumbs tracing the line of her hip bones through the linen. His fingers dipped below the waistband, not far, just enough to feel the heat radiating from her skin. Teasing her just enough to keep her wanting more.

Goldie's hips shifted. A tiny movement, barely conscious. Pressing up against his hands.

"Good girl," he murmured.

Her whole body shuddered. A whine escaped her throat, high and sharp. Her tail went rigid for a split second, then resumed wagging twice as fast.

“Sir…” she moaned.

His hand slid lower. Past her waistband. Under the linen. His fingers found slick wet heat as Goldie's hips bucked hard against his palm.

"Good girl," he said again, and this time he was paying attention.

He felt it. The clench of her inner muscles against his fingers. The flood of slick warmth. The way her whole body contracted around those two words like they were a jolt of magic.

"Oh gods," she gasped. Her hands twisted in the sheets. "Oh gods, say it again, sir."

In answer, he slowly circled her clit with his finger, petting her gently.

"Please." The word came out broken. Her hips rocked against his hand. "Please, I need—"

He kept a steady pressure on, stroking her along her lips and dragging his finger over the sensitive pearl at her center.

"Tell me I'm good." Her voice cracked. Her tail was a blur. "Tell me I'm your good girl. I need to hear it. I need—I'll do anything, just please—"

"You're my good girl, Goldie." He pressed his fingers deeper. Found the spot that made her spine arch. "The best girl."

She cried out, a raw, animal sound—a yip that broke into a moan that became a panting, desperate whimper.

"I am," she gasped, rocking against his hand. "I'm a good girl. I'm your good girl, sir, I'll serve you, I'll protect you, I'll do whatever my master wants—"

Chaddick’s cock strained against his trousers. He hadn't expected that. He hadn't expected any of this. He’d hoped she’d like the collar, but the sheer intensity of her response was so much more than he’d hoped for.

The moment he’d given her permission to stop being strong, the façade had cracked, revealing the sweet, gooey insides beneath her armor. Just as he’d suspected, but still… so much better than he’d hoped for.

He worked her with his fingers. Firm, steady strokes. Her undergarments were soaked through now and he pushed them down her thighs with his free hand. She kicked them off without hesitation, spreading her legs wider, tail thumping, hips grinding as if she’d lost control of her lower half.

"More... Yes. Pet me! Please, master, please—"

Chaddick shifted down the bed. He settled between her thighs and looked up at her. She was a mess. Flushed, panting, ears flat with arousal, hands twisting in the silk sheets. Her undershirt was tucked up under her armpits, revealing the soft curve of her small breasts and their very pert nipples. Her bare pussy glistened with excitement.

“Master?”

The collar gleamed at her throat, its silver charm as beautiful to him as the most precious gemstone. It had reduced the most composed woman he knew to a wriggling, begging wreck, which made it more valuable than any quest prize. That collar, belly rubs, and two praise-filled words would make Goldie Guardlight his forever.

He lowered his face to her inner thigh. Pressed his nose against her heat. And sniffed.

Goldie froze. Her eyes flew open. "What are you—?"

He sniffed again, slow and deliberate. He dragged his nose along the crease of her thigh, inhaling deeply, the way she'd done to him that morning. The scent of her was thick and musky and sweet. Salt and heat and arousal.

And lemons…

"You smell incredible," he said against her skin.

A sound came out of her that he'd never heard before. A groaning sort of bark that seemed to leap from her throat, unbidden. Her thighs clamped around his head, then released. Her tail was wagging so hard the whole bed shook.

"That's— you can't just— oh, Master!—"

He licked her with one long, slow stripe from bottom to top, scooping her sweet juices up with his tongue.

Goldie's back came off the mattress. Her hands flew to his head, fingers tangling in his hair. “Ungh, master, no! You can’t!”

But she didn’t let go of his hair, her strong grip keeping his face between her legs, and he didn’t stop licking.

The honey and lemon taste of her drove him wild.

He lapped at her like a cat, feeling her shuddering pleasure again and again. Settling into a rhythm, his tongue worked her the way she'd worked him that morning, giving back the ecstasy she’d given him. As he explored, he found the spots that made her yip and whimper and squirm, alternating relentlessly between them until he found a new spot that made her go completely silent, mouth open, eyes wide, every muscle locked.

"Good girl," he said against her.

The vibration of the words made her cry out. “Ohh, fuck! Master…”

She came apart under his mouth. And it was not the gentle unwinding of a society lady, no dignified release. She came like a warrior. Her orgasm hit like a hammer, knocking her hips against his face so hard for a second he thought he was going to get a nosebleed.

But he didn’t stop.

If he was being perfectly honest, he probably couldn’t stop.

Her thighs squeezed his head. Her fingers yanked his hair hard enough to sting. She yipped and howled and panted, her tail slamming against the mattress in a frantic beat, her whole body trembling with it.

He just kept licking her through the aftershocks, stroking her thighs as they trembled, hoping that eventually, she’d relax enough to let him have his face back.

But he wasn’t in a hurry.

Having the paladin melt for him like this was a dream come true.

All the while, he kept murmuring praise against her swollen clit, loving every shudder it sent through her body.

Finally, when she was too weak to keep a grip on his hair, she whimpered and pushed feebly at his forehead.

"Stop," she panted. "I can't— if you say it again I'm going to— stop, I'm too sensitive, I'll die—Please, master… mercy!"

He gave her one final, gentle lick. She yelped and kicked him in the shoulder. Not hard, but hard enough.

"Ow."

"Sorry," she gasped. "Reflex."

“Don’t be,” he said, rubbing the bruise gently. “Now I know you were serious. But, for future reference, maybe we should have a safe word or something…”

“A safe word?”

He nodded. “You know… in case you want to beg me to stop and have me completely ignore you, because you’re wearing that collar and that makes you mine to torture with my tongue. Or something…”

Her tail started to thump again. “We can do that?”

“Sure,” he said. “You just need to tell me another word that means stop that isn’t stop. Like…”

“Cat-breath!”

“Uh… what?”

“Nothing is worse than cat breath,” she explained. “And I’d never want to say that when you were petting me. So I’m not going to accidentally use it. It’s perfect, right?”

He climbed back up the bed and collapsed beside her. “Perfect. Strange, but perfect.”

“Kind of like you, sir.”

“Touche.”

She immediately rolled into him, pressing her face into his chest, her whole body still shaking with residual tremors. Her tail continued wagging at half-speed, bumping against his leg in a lazy rhythm.

"You tricked me,” she said into his shirt.

“I did no such thing.”

“That was not what I expected when you said you wanted to talk. I thought I was in trouble!"

"You could never be in trouble, Goldie,” he assured her. “You’re a—”

She put a finger to his lips. “Don’t make me ruin the moment by bringing up cat-breath. I need a break.”

“All right, all right. Well, I’m glad you enjoyed your gift.”

"You sniffed me."

"You started it.”

She groaned. But her arms tightened around him and her nose pressed into the hollow of his throat, inhaling deeply. "I can't believe I just let you do that… My ancestors are turning in their graves.”

“I don’t care about your ancestors. I care about you. Did you like it?”

She nodded, wriggling tighter against his side. He could feel her hard little nipples poking him through his shirt.

“So much, master. I—” She whined again. “Oh gods, I called you master. Not even sir, but master! It’s this collar… when I wear it, I feel like I belong to you. Like a pet.”

“Is that a bad thing?” he asked. “Do you want me to take it back?”

There was a long pause, punctuated only by the thump of her golden tail against the bed. “Not even a little bit.”

They lay there for a while. Chaddick stared up at the twinkling lights of the chandelier until they blurred together like stars from a distant realm. From the other room, Chaddick could hear Tiriel muttering to herself and the clink of glass against glass.

Goldie stirred against him. "I should go get her. She shouldn't be alone all night."

"She said she was working,” Chaddick reminded her.

Goldie pushed herself up on one elbow as she looked for her linen shorts. Her ears were soft and low, her eyes drowsy, her golden hair a tangled halo around her face. The collar sat snug against her throat. She looked content in a way he'd never seen before. Relaxed all the way down to the bone.

“She doesn’t know when to stop working,” she said with a yawn. “That's the problem."

She pulled the damp undergarments back on with a wince of discomfort over her backside.

Chaddick raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Do you hear yourself right now, Miss Duty-Never-Sleeps?”

She kissed him. Quick, warm, and undoubtedly tasting of herself. “Master?”

He caught her lower lip between his teeth, deepening the kiss before he let her go. “Yes?”

“Shut up. Or we’ll have to find some other way for you to use that wagging tongue of yours.”

“Are you allowed to talk to me like that when you’re wearing the Enchanted Collar of Canin Compliance?”

“You shouldn’t have demonstrated that particular skill if you didn’t want me to use it against you, sir. A sidekick is always strategizing.”

“Even when she’s off duty?”

Goldie rolled off the bed and padded toward the door, looking deliciously disheveled. “Depends on how good she feels like being.”

"Hey, Goldie?"

She looked back over her shoulder.

"You're a very good girl."

Her tail wagged so hard it blurred, completely destroying her cool façade. Chaddick grinned.

“Yup, still got it.”

Goldie bit her lip and ducked through the door, but not before he caught a glimpse of her flushed red face.

This was going to be a learning experience for both of them, and he was looking forward to every second.
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Goldie floated.

There was no other word for it. Her legs were jelly. Her arms were noodles. Her brain had been scooped out and replaced with warm honey. Every muscle in her body had surrendered unconditionally, and she wasn't entirely sure she'd ever get them back.

She padded out of the bedroom on unsteady feet, leaving the door open behind her. When she glanced back at Chaddick, he was grinning at her with an insufferably smug expression on his face.

It made her want to run back to bed and throw herself into his infuriating arms.

Her hero. Hers. Her fingers lifted to the heart charm at her throat. And she was his now. The thought gave her a shudder of pleasure she couldn’t hold back.

The sitting room was warm and softly lit. Tiriel sat at the desk, hunched over her specimens, a charcoal stick tucked behind one pointed ear. Streaks of black marred her pale cheeks. Her notebook was open to a page dense with cramped handwriting and small diagrams.

She didn't look up. "You sound like you had fun."

Goldie's ears flattened. "You heard?"

"Goldie, I think they heard three floors below us.” Tiriel glanced up with a smirk. “Father is definitely going to have to field more complaints from the hotel staff. But this time, I’m completely innocent.”

Her gaze dropped to Goldie's throat and the smirk softened into something warmer. "Oh. Is that what was in the box?"

Goldie's hand went to the pendant. "He bought it at the Night Market. I’m guessing he snuck off when you distracted me by pretending you saw the Felin assassin.”

"Hey! I really did see cat ears in the crowd. And it turned out the sneaky little wretch was creeping around, right? So, my fake sighting turned out to be a real sighting. Really, my distraction ended up saving the day.” Tiriel set down her charcoal stick and turned in her chair. Her emerald eyes studied the collar with open curiosity. "It suits you. Are you feeling better about things now? I mean, as far as I’m concerned nothing beats a good orgasm to help clear those niggling little doubts about propriety. But… I wasn’t sure he’d be able to sweet talk you out of your sense of duty. You have higher standards than Chaddick and I put together.”

"He didn’t sweet talk me.” Goldie ran her thumb along the leather and explained to Tiriel what the gift meant.

The elf was quiet for a moment. Then she stood and stepped around the desk to kiss Goldie softly on the cheek. "Sometimes I think the handsome buffoon is a lot smarter than he looks."

She winked, and Goldie giggled.

Tiriel tilted her head. “You look like someone poured you out of a glass. You must be ready for bed.”

"That's what I came to ask you. Are you coming? Chaddick says he has something for you too, when you’re ready."

"Oooh, tempting.” Tiriel got a faraway look in her eye as she imagined what the hero might have planned for her. “But, not yet. I'm on the verge of something rather exciting and I want to see it through."

"Is it about the void magic?"

"Unfortunately, no. The void traces are minimal. Residual contamination at best, nothing to suggest an active source. Which is good news, I suppose, if slightly anticlimactic." Tiriel glanced back at her notes. "What I found is something else entirely. Something from Durgo's collection that I didn't expect. I'll tell you about it in the morning."

"Can you give me a hint?"

"Let's just say our eccentric alchemist friend had some very interesting side projects that had nothing to do with rats." Tiriel's expression shifted—something private, and a bit mischievous flickering behind her eyes. "Go to bed, Goldie. You've had quite an evening. And if I know Chaddick, you’re not done yet. The man’s insatiable."

Goldie’s tail was wagging again. She couldn't seem to stop it. “I usually say, ‘infuriating’.”

“I think it’s the same personality trait, spun two different ways. You’ve got to take the good with the bad.”

Goldie nodded sagely. “I didn’t realize you were such a philosopher, Tiriel. But I think you’re onto something.”

“Of course I am. I’m a genius. Of the slightly mad variety, I’m told, but that’s never held me back any. Now, off to bed.”

“All right, if you’re sure you won’t join us.” Goldie turned, her tail still wagging. “Good night, Tiriel—oh!”

She felt her tail nudge something on the table, just as the elf let out a shout of alarm. “Watch your tail!”

“Oops.” Goldie looked down at herself. A fine dusting of gold powder clung to her skin, shimmering in the lamplight. “I’m sorry!”

“No sense crying over spilled milk,” Tiriel said with a shrug. “Umm… you’re glowing now.”

“I see that,” Goldie said. “What is this stuff? Or should I be afraid to ask?”

“Nothing to worry about. Just an ingredient for some silly little charms I’ve been working on. Completely inert on its own. I think.”

“You think?”

“Without a binding agent and a proper enchantment matrix it's about as magical as glitter. Probably." Tiriel waved a hand. "I’m sure it’ll brush right off."

Goldie tried. It didn't brush off. It clung to her skin, warm and faintly tingling.

"Or it won't," Tiriel amended. "It's harmless either way. Just leave it."

"I think it’s moving…" Goldie muttered, twisting to inspect the backs of her arms. “Creeping into places it most definitely shouldn’t be.”

Her entire body was tingling now. It wasn’t an unpleasant sensation, but it was alarming.

"Sounds like the beginnings of a very exciting night. Go. Sleep. I'll be in, sooner or later."

Tiriel kissed her again, a quick, warm peck on the cheek, and turned back to her desk. Her charcoal stick was already moving before Goldie reached the bedroom door. She closed the door and shimmied out of her clothes, inspecting her newly glittering skin. The gold dust really was everywhere.

Chaddick was half-asleep when she climbed back in beside him. He shifted to make room, and she tucked herself against his side, her head on his chest, the collar a gentle pressure against her throat. She wrapped one leg over him and nuzzled in close.

"Tiriel says goodnight," she murmured. "And the void magic is probably residual from Mordain's ritual. Not a new threat."

"That's a relief," he mumbled, lowering his mouth to one of her breasts.

Goldie gasped, tangling her fingers in his hair again. She struggled to tell him the rest as he transported her to another blissful state. "She also found something interesting she won't tell me about. She's being very mysterious."

"That's Tiriel." His arm tightened around her.

One hand slipped between her thighs, cupping her pussy gently. But he waited before doing more. The closeness of his fingers to that sweet, sensitive spot made her desire burn again.

“Pet me again, Master?” she begged. “Please…”

Chaddick fingered her as he licked and sucked her nipples, teasing her puffy lips and swollen clit. By the time she came again, his hand was dripping with her juices, and she felt as weak as a newborn pup in his hands. He hadn’t even noticed the golden powder, which still tingled faintly against her skin, warm and strange.

Goldie closed her eyes.

She pressed her nose into Chaddick's chest and inhaled. The scent of Tiriel’s lemon spell almost overpowered everything else, but Goldie’s sensitive Canin nose picked up what she was hoping for.

The clean scent of his sweat, a hint of leather and metal from his armor, and the warm something wonderful underneath it all that was just him. The smell of safety. The smell of home.

Her tail gave one last, drowsy wag.

She fell asleep, listening to Chaddick’s heartbeat, feeling relaxed and cozy in a way she never had before. A way she hadn’t even realized was possible until her hero had put a collar around her neck, and given her the greatest gift a sidekick could ask for.

An enchanting break from the sense of duty that ruled her life.


Chapter 12
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The next morning, Goldie flitted around the suite of the Gilded Swan like a golden hummingbird—literally humming, like some sort of princess in a story book.

Chaddick couldn't remember the last time he'd heard her hum. Actually, he wasn't sure he'd ever heard her hum. She wasn’t exactly the carefree type.

The sound was soft and tuneless, drifting from the bathroom where she was getting dressed, punctuated by the gentle thump of her tail against the doorframe. The night before had obviously had an effect on her.

Chaddick beamed at her as Goldie emerged wearing a fresh undershirt and linen shorts. The collar was still snug against her throat. She padded barefoot across the heated floor to the breakfast tray that room service had delivered. The paladin looked like a different woman without her armor, cloak, sword belt, and shield.

"Good morning," she said, and kissed him on the cheek before sitting down at the table.

Chaddick stared at her. "Who are you and what have you done with my sidekick?"

"She's off duty." Goldie's fingers brushed the heart pendant. "Remember?"

"I remember. But it’s still strange. I'm not used to you being... this."

He gestured vaguely, trying to encompass the change without words.

"This?"

"Happy, I guess."

Her ears dipped sideways. "I'm always happy, sir."

"You're always alert. You're always scanning for threats. You're always one heartbeat from drawing your sword and putting yourself between me and danger. That's not the same as happy."

She opened her mouth to argue. Then she closed it and reached for a bread roll instead. Her tail wagged as she tore it in half. "Fine. Maybe I'm a little happier than usual."

Tiriel was already at her desk, surrounded by the aftermath of a long night's work. She hadn’t come to bed that night, but somehow she managed to be sporting some serious bedhead.

Jars and vials crowded the surface of her table. Pages of cramped notes lay scattered around her like fallen leaves. The charcoal stick was down to a nub. Her red hair had escaped its tie hours ago and hung in a wild curtain around her face.

She looked exhausted, slightly crazy, and entirely too pleased with herself. Chaddick guessed this meant she'd made a breakthrough in her research. Since she hadn’t blown anything up while doing so, he was cautiously optimistic.

"Tiriel. Breakfast."

"Mmhm." She didn't look up.

"There's jam."

"Mmhm."

"There's also a small fire on your desk."

Tiriel's head snapped up. She looked down. No fire. She glared at him. "Hilarious."

"Got your attention though. Come eat. You've been at that desk since last night. You’ll turn into a hunchback if you aren’t careful."

She scowled at him, and gestured to her chest with charcoal smudged hands. “No hunchback ever had tits like these!”

“Tits like those are liable to turn you into a hunchback, too,” Goldie said, her tail still wagging. “You ought to invest in a back brace.”

Tiriel grumbled but pushed back her chair and joined them at the table. She dropped into her seat and immediately started sloppily buttering a roll, as if her eyes were too tired to focus on the task at hand.

“What do you know,” she muttered. “I like being a little top heavy. And Chaddick likes it too. If anything, I bet he’d like if I was even bigger!”

Chaddick knew better than to answer the unasked question. Of course, he loved Tiriel’s ridiculously oversized breasts. And of course, he would also love them if they were even more ridiculously oversized breasts. But he loved Goldie’s small, perky breasts too. Really, when it came to breasts, Chaddick was pretty sure it was hard to go wrong, provided they weren’t sagging down to the floor and getting stepped on.

Though, he could imagine that when he was an old man, and those were the kind of breasts available to him, he’d likely modify his opinion. Breasts, he figured, like any other valuable commodity, were affected by the rule of supply and demand. As supplies dried up, it was a sellers market, and Chaddick would take what he could get.

Goldie poured the elf a cup of tea without comment. Tiriel took it without looking, sipped, and with a shudder shook herself out of her research-induced crabby state. Her green eyes focused. She looked at Goldie, then at Chaddick, then at Goldie's collar, and a small smile crossed her face.

"You look rested," she said to Goldie. “I trust you had a good night.”

"I slept wonderfully." Goldie's tail thumped the chair leg. "The gold dust seems to have come off, by the way. I can't find a trace of it."

She held up her arm and turned it in the morning light. Her skin was clean, with no shimmer. Not even a speck of the powder that had clung to her so stubbornly the night before remained.

“It’s not on the sheets? Or all over Chaddick’s tongue?”

Both women glanced at Chaddick, who was still daydreaming about breasts. “Huh? Why are you looking at me like that? What did I do?”

“Not that I noticed,” Goldie said with a shrug. “And you can see for yourself that it’s not on his face.”

Tiriel frowned. "That's odd. It should have just flaked off. It's a crystalline compound, not a salve."

"Should I be worried?"

"No. Probably not. Almost certainly not." Tiriel squinted at Goldie's arm, then shrugged. "I'll examine you later if it'll make you feel better. But fortune powder really is harmless. The worst case scenario is that you'll be mildly luckier than usual for a day or two."

"I did get lucky last night." Goldie giggled and bit into her roll. “After I spilled the powder. Maybe I used it all up?”

“That doesn’t count.” Tiriel mumbled into her own food, but she shared a conspiratorial look with the paladin. “All you have to do to get lucky with Chaddick is ask.” Suddenly she burst into an imitation of Goldie from the night before. “Please, master, please! Pet my soaking wet pussy, lick me, yes! Mmm, I’m such a good little doggy. Oooh, I’ll do anything my master tells me to if he’ll rub my tummy.”

Goldie’s brown eyes went wide and her face flushed. “I don’t sound like that, do I? How embarrassing!”

Chaddick cleared his throat and made a break for it before they could drag him into the discussion. Between the talk of breast enhancements and Tiriel’s mock-moaning, they were heading for an unproductive day. Which didn’t actually sound too bad, now that he thought of it, but he did want to get to the bottom of the corruption rotting the heart of Port Viridia. And he was a hero now. So he had to make responsible decisions, at least some of the time.

Still, it was hard not to appreciate the quiet, domestic moment.

Sunlight angled through the tall windows and caught the steam rising from the teapot. The room smelled like fresh bread and black tea and Tiriel's lemon cleaning spell, which still lingered faintly in the air.

Chaddick hadn’t ever had a home, as such. He’d moved from temporary place to place as a child, trying to stay safe while essentially being homeless. He hadn’t been kidding when he told Goldie she balanced his chaotic nomad energy. By the time he’d lucked into his scholarship and Ye Olde Hero Academy, he’d been a vagrant for most of his life. Trapped in a tiny Academy dorm room, he’d dreamed of becoming a hero and moving around freely, without any need to worry about where the next meal was coming from, or fear what would happen if he couldn’t afford a bed before dark.

That was home enough for him, he’d thought.

But this was different, this life he’d stumbled into. Cozy and comfortable and strange. It seemed surreal that he now had a penthouse suite, two women he loved, and—whether he liked it or not, apparently, a Destiny.

Plus the corrupt Magistrate trying to have him assassinated.

Life came at you fast when you were the Chosen One.

"All right," he said, once it seemed safe to return to the table. "We need to talk about Zane."

Goldie's ears rotated forward. Despite the fact that she still wore the collar, the mention of the man who'd tried to have Chaddick killed brought a sharpness back to her eyes. She growled low in her throat.

Tiriel set down her tea. "What about him?"

“We should kill him, that’s what,” Goldie snarled. “And I can say that without even feeling guilty about it because I’m not on duty.”

It was the sweetest death threat anyone had ever made on Chaddick’s behalf. He paused to scratch behind Goldie’s ears, which killed the growl and set her tail back to thumping.

"We've been reacting,” Chaddick explained. “Every move we've made since the assassination attempt has been defensive or a temporary distraction. Running from the Felin, taking a rat quest to scrape together gold, dodging Artemus. Meanwhile, Zane sits in his office and pulls strings and waits for us to either go broke or die."

"I’m sure he’d prefer we did both,” Goldie muttered. “But we won’t give him the pleasure, will we?”

Her eyelids fluttered with contentment as he rubbed her ears.

"Definitely not,” Chaddick confirmed. “I think we should stop reacting and start investigating. Let’s find something on him that we can use. Real evidence, not just suspicion. And we’ll take it to someone who can do something about it."

"Who?" Tiriel wondered aloud. “Captain Blackweather obviously works for Zane. All the city guard do.”

Chaddick shook his head. "Blackweather's definitely out. We need someone with authority that supersedes the Magistrate's. Or we need evidence so damning that Blackweather has no choice but to act regardless."

"Well, what do we have so far?" Goldie asked. “Besides the fact that the guy smells like a rat.”

Chaddick ticked them off. "Fennwick, the textile merchant from the rat quest, told us about new administrative fees that didn't exist six months ago. Processing fees, inspection surcharges, market license charges. It’s been going on for a while, but seems to have ramped up after Mordain's arrest. Could be a coincidence, but I’m betting not.”

“Mordain didn’t have anything to do with merchant fees and taxes, though,” Tiriel said. “He was just the Guild Master of the Mage’s Guild. A big deal to mages, but not merchants.”

Goldie nodded. “It’s an interesting connection, but it’s not evidence. Every merchant in every city in Armathia complains about taxes.”

"True. But Rone confirmed the budget is dry. The watch can't even afford to deal with the rats because there's no gold left in the municipal coffers. Zane signed off on the quest rewards, but clearly he either had no idea how bad the infestation was or he thought the reward was so low that no one would take it on.”

“So he’s either incompetent or corrupt,” Tiriel said. “Or both.”

“Could be some sort of protection racket…” Goldie’s tail whacked against her chair as she puzzled out the clues. “I’ve heard of such things in bigger cities. Usually they’re run by organized crime groups rather than city officials, but once a city is corrupt enough, is there really much difference?”

“So you think the merchants who got hit by the rat infestation were the ones who didn’t pay up?” Chaddick tapped a finger against his chin as he considered that option. “That’s possible. But Fennwick was complaining about fees he’d had to pay.”

“He’d also moved shop to an undesirable neighborhood,” Goldie reminded him, “which suggests that, even if he wanted to pay, money was tight enough that he was running out of options.”

“That would involve some way to control the rats, though,” Chaddick said. “Which seems unlikely. You didn’t sense any kind of magical manipulation controlling them, did you, Tiriel?”

The elf shook her head. “It’s a clever idea,” she said, sounding a bit annoyed that she hadn’t thought of it. “But I didn’t catch any hint of that. Had the rats been contaminated with void magic, as Ilara Kraus suggested, then we might have had something. But if they ever were, the trace is so faint now that only your sword can sense it.”

Chaddick gritted his teeth. “Either way, we still can't prove it. Fennwick's complaints and Rone's empty budget aren't enough. We'd need some kind of paper trail… financial records, ledgers showing where the fee money actually goes."

“I doubt he’s just going to hand over that information,” Tiriel said. “And unfortunately, my breaking and entering skills were limited to the Mage’s Guild.”

Goldie cast a suspicious look her way. “A likely story…”

“It’s true!” Tiriel picked up her spoon and splashed tea at the Canin woman. “I might be an opportunist when it comes to redistributing sketchy magical goods, but I’m no thief. I only knew how to infiltrate the Mage’s Guild because I spent so much time in that building.”

Goldie grinned, wiping a droplet of tea off her cheek and licking it from her finger. “And because you were always having privileges revoked due to your habit of blowing things up?”

Tiriel’s green eyes narrowed. “I did what I had to do. My research was not going to wait for some stupid suspension.”

Silence settled over the table. Goldie chewed on her roll, her tail no longer moving. Tiriel stirred her tea, lost in thought.

"What do we know about Zane himself?" Chaddick asked. "Not the Magistrate. The man. His personal life, his habits, his weaknesses."

Goldie shrugged. "He's short, greasy, and smells like cheap cologne. Beyond that, I’ve got nothing. As far as I know, he’s not even from a prominent family. He just got hired because he’s a stuck up prick. Kind of like Artemus, if you think about it."

Chaddick raised his eyebrows. “Never did I ever think my Guardlight sidekick would speak so rudely of a city official.”

In answer, Goldie just pointed to her collar. Chaddick suppressed a smile. There was a whole other side of his paladin companion that he never knew was lurking behind the rule-following persona.

Tiriel was not the only monster he’d unleashed in the bedroom, apparently.

"Actually," Tiriel said, and the word carried the particular weight it always did when the elf was about to reveal something she'd been sitting on, "I know quite a lot about Zane."

Chaddick turned to her in surprise. "Since when?"

"Since always. Society gossip is a secondary—if unwilling—research field of mine. Call it research by osmosis, if you will. With parents like mine, enmeshed in every tangle of petty politics they can get their fingers into, it would be harder not to know things.”

“You’ve never mentioned it before,” Chaddick said.

Tiriel waved his comment away. “Frankly, it’s not very interesting to me. Whenever my mother chatters about this sort of thing, I’m usually thinking about something more important, and I only catch bits and pieces. But even so, I’ve absorbed enough that I think we might find something useful…” She leaned back in her chair and tucked a strand of red hair behind one pointed ear, looking up at the ceiling as if that was where she might find her precious tidbits of information. "Prudencius Zane is a man without means, as Goldie suggested. He married into the Ashworth family. Old money, deeply traditional. His wife, Constance, is the true power behind the name. The gold, the connections, the social standing… It’s all hers."

"So he's a kept man," Chaddick said.

"Very much so. And she holds the purse strings tighter than a Sanctum Mercatoria clerk. He gets an allowance. A generous one, by most standards, but I’ve heard rumors that the Magistrate has some expensive habits..." She let the implication hang.

"Gambling? Drugs? Whores?" Chaddick guessed. “What kind of habits are we talking about here?”

Tiriel's smile turned conspiratorial. "They're both prominent members of the Order of the Virtuous Chain, Zane and his wife. Do you know them?"

Chaddick shook his head. Goldie did the same.

"They're a puritanical religious order. Very vocal about moral standards. They campaign against 'indecency' in public entertainment, push for modesty laws, preach abstinence outside of marriage, that sort of thing. I’m not surprised you haven’t heard of them. They aren’t very popular.”

Chaddick did an impression of being shocked. “I wonder why?”

“Yes, well, you wouldn’t know it now, but a few decades ago, it was all the rage for society ladies to become members. That fad faded once they realized how boring life was without all the drinking and debauchery they were used to—my mother was appalled, I can tell you. Constance Ashworth-Zane, however, is practically their patron saint. She organizes their charity galas. She funds their chapter houses."

"And Zane?" Chaddick asked.

"He performs the role beautifully. Moral speeches. Public condemnation of vice. Pamphlets." She paused. "I mean, you’ve seen the guy. He’s a natural for that sort of thing, don’t you think? We actually got handed one of their pamphlets at the Night Market. They must have sniffed out our carnal desires from a mile away. I think I used it to wrap a specimen..."

"So they're prudes. Professional level prudes."

"She's a prude. He's a hypocrite." Tiriel sipped her tea, enjoying herself. "The whispers in certain circles—specifically the kind of circles where wealthy elven ladies have a drink or two and start gossiping about who's sleeping with whom—suggest that Magistrate Zane has appetites that would curl his wife's graying hair if she knew about them. Nothing specific. Just... that he strays. That he seeks things outside the marriage bed that Constance would never tolerate."

“Okay,” Chaddick said, his mind whirling with possibilities. “Maybe we can work with that. But… if he’s just sleeping around, that doesn’t really explain where all the money’s going, does it?”

Goldie wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know. A guy like Zane? It might cost him a lot to get laid.”

Tiriel snorted her tea.

“All right, what about other associates? Who else does Zane hang around with?”

Goldie’s eyes got wide. “Artemus! Do you think he’s Zane’s secret sex slave?”

“Artemus is probably a rabid member of the Order,” Tiriel says. “That guy seems like the type who doesn’t know he can use his weenie for anything other than peeing and occasionally getting pinched in his chainmail.”

Chaddick didn’t want to imagine whatever weird scenario might result in that outcome. The elf didn’t know a lot about armor, but he took her point.

Chaddick's mind went to the Magistrate's office. The nervous clerk. The whispered gossip about the half-orc, Hullbreaker's, frequent private consultations. “He’s got something going with the Admiral.”

Tiriel and Goldie both looked at him.

“Artemus?” Goldie said. “That would be weird, even for him.”

"Zane. Remember? The clerks at the Magistrate’s office said Admiral Hullbreaker had been meeting with him regularly. Privately. And when she showed up, he went white as a ghost."

Tiriel’s eyebrows went up. “The Admiral would be a higher authority than Captain Blackweather. Do you think she’s onto him?”

"I don't know. But whatever the connection is, he's terrified of her and she keeps coming back. That's not a normal professional relationship."

Goldie had stopped chewing. Her roll sat forgotten in her hand, a crescent of teeth marks along one edge. Her ears flattened. “If she’s corrupt, too, we’re going to be in big trouble when we crack this open. Who’s going to back us up with the Admiral on Zane’s side?”

Chaddick pushed back from the table and paced to the window. On the horizon, the harbor glittered, all sun-bright water and bobbing masts. It hardly seemed like the same world that he lived in. Not the sort of place where assassins crept and shot arrows out of the shadows.

"We might have a partial answer, at least,” Tiriel said slowly. "If Constance controls the family wealth, and Zane needs gold for extracurricular activities she'd never approve of..."

"He might start squeezing the merchants to fund his secret life," Chaddick finished. “So that’s a motive. But we still need evidence.”

The pieces weren’t all falling into place, but at least they had a few on the board. Maybe if he moved them around a bit, an idea might start to take shape.

Tiriel's charcoal stick had materialized in her hand, pulled from behind her ear without thinking. She was sketching something on the back of a breakfast napkin. He hoped it wasn’t another diagram of Admiral Hullbreaker’s impressive glutes.

"So we have two threads," Chaddick said. "The money trail and his personal life. And we need to be wary of Admiral Hullbreaker. If she’s making Zane’s life difficult, she could be an ally. But if she’s the one he’s paying off, this corruption goes higher than we thought, and we’re going to have to tread very carefully.”

“Zane seems like the kind of guy who likes to keep track of things,” Goldie said. “Nit picky, you know? I bet there’s a paper trail, even if it might get him in trouble. He just wouldn’t be able to help himself.”

Goldie's tail had started wagging again, her body unable to help broadcasting her excitement as the plan came together.

“I suspect you’re right,” Chaddick said.

"But where do we start?" Goldie asked. “They aren’t just going to let us into the Magistrate’s office because we ask nicely.”

“The Order of the Virtuous Chain isn’t likely to answer our questions, either,” Tiriel said. “They’d get one whiff of us and plan an emergency conversion.”

Chaddick snorted. He could picture it. Busty Tiriel in a modesty-enforcing habit, Goldie reciting scripture with her collar gleaming in the candlelight, himself kneeling in prayer instead of at a tavern bar. The image lasted about half a second before his imagination gave up.

"Fennwick was the most talkative of the merchants we met,” Chaddick said. “If he’s desperate enough to cooperate, maybe we can get him to show us receipts for these mystery fees. Physical paperwork with Zane’s seal on it would be a start. Other merchants in the Shambles might have similar documentation."

“Do we really have to go back there?” Goldie whined. She'd pulled her knees up onto the chair, bare feet tucked under her, looking remarkably comfortable compared to her usually stiff and formal posture. “I don’t want that smell in my fur again.”

“Well, that’s my plan,” Chaddick said. “I can go myself if you don’t want to—”

The paladin cut him off with a growl. “You will do no such thing, sir. Not on my watch.”

“Aren’t you still off duty?” he teased.

She narrowed her brown eyes at him. “I won’t be for long.”

“It’s settled, then. We’ll pay Fennwick another visit.”

Tiriel nodded but didn't stand. Her fingers drummed against her teacup and her eyes drifted toward her desk.

"You're… not coming," Chaddick said, already knowing the answer.

"Is that all right? I don’t want to abandon you mid-investigation, but… I was up all night, and I’d really like a nap—”

“You’d really like a few more hours of uninterrupted research time for your top secret project,” Goldie accused. “Come on, why don’t you tell us what you’re working on?”

Tiriel bit her lip, looking conflicted. “It’s just… I may have found something in Durgo's supplies that’s got me all excited. I can’t concentrate on anything else.”

“Is it related to the investigation?” Chaddick asked.

“No,” Tiriel admitted, her cheeks pinking. “It’s… for something else… If you really need me, I’ll come along. I don’t want my side-project to get in the way of your investigation. But I’d really like to finish! For… uh… personal reasons.”

The elf’s face had suddenly gone a startlingly vibrant shade of red, which only made Chaddick more curious. Was she still trying to find a solution to her extra toes? Even after buying the new boots? That couldn’t be it. But whatever it was, he didn’t think she was ready to talk about it. Not yet.

“Don’t worry about it,” Chaddick said. “Goldie and I can handle Fennwick. And I know you’ll be safe here. Why don’t we plan to meet up this afternoon. Does that give you enough time?”

“Yes! At least, I hope so.” Tiriel nodded enthusiastically. “And while I’m working I can send a message to my father, asking for more information on Zane. If I know him, he’s dying to be involved in some new gossip.”

Chaddick grinned. “Great! We’ll meet you back here, then?”

“Perfect. If there’s a change of plan, I’ll get a message to you, one way or another.”

Chaddick’s eyes narrowed. “Why would there be a change of plan?”

Tiriel stood and kissed him, evading the question. She tasted like black tea and jam. Then she kissed Goldie on the forehead, scratched behind one ear until the Canin's tail wagged, and retreated to her desk.

"Be careful," she called over her shoulder, already reaching for a fresh charcoal stick. "And if you see any Felin on the way, try not to let Goldie chase them up a tree."

Goldie huffed. “I’m not that bad.”

She crossed to the bedroom door where she’d neatly stacked her armor the night before. Piece by piece, the warrior reassembled herself. Chaddick did the same.

Goldie’s fingers hesitated when they got to her collar.

She glanced at Chaddick and her tail wagged softly, almost uncertainly.

He gave her a small nod. "Time to go to work."

She unfastened the buckle. Lifted the collar away from her throat. Set it gently on the nightstand beside the bed, the silver heart pendant winking in the sunlight.

With that, her spine straightened, her ears lifted, and her tail went still. She swept her cloak over her shoulders and her hand settled on her sword pommel. Her eyes swept the room one final time before she picked up her shield and came to stand at his side.

Goldie Guardlight, first class sidekick, was back on the clock.

"Ready when you are, sir," she said.

Chaddick buckled on the Blade of Prophecy and followed her out the door.


Chapter 13
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Tiriel had told Goldie she wanted a nap. It was a lie. They all knew it was a lie. But the truth was, she really should sleep. She could feel the mania of a new obsession boiling in her brain. If she could sleep, maybe she would be able to get control of herself before she completely spiraled.

Besides, it was possible to want to nap and to know that you absolutely weren’t going to nap.

So, was it really a lie?

If it was, it was a small one. Hardly worth mentioning, really. And anyways, entirely justified by the circumstances. Sleep was for people who hadn't just cracked the formula for an illegal alchemical enhancement potion using stolen supplies from an eccentric rat-infested chemist.

Right? Right.

Sleep could wait. Magical breakthroughs could not.

The breakfast dishes sat untouched on her side of the table, pushed aside to make room for the real meal: pages of notes, diagrams, test tubes, and a very interesting vial of amber liquid that she'd been staring at for the better part of an hour.

Durgo's potion. Or rather, what was left of it.

She'd figured out what it was sometime around the second bell of the morning, when the last piece of the formula clicked into place and she'd had to stuff her fist in her mouth to keep from shouting. The eccentric alchemist had been running a side business that didn't appear in any Guild registry and certainly never got reported to the tax assessors. That much had been clear the moment she’d set foot in the shop. And she could respect the man’s dedication to quasi-legal experimentation. It was a passion of hers, as well.

But she hadn’t realized just how interesting this little side business might be.

One of the vials she’d pilfered appeared, when she examined it more closely, to be an enhancement potion. Specifically, of the masculine virility variety. Desperate men were known to purchase such things from back-alley apothecaries when they wanted to impress a lover or salvage a flagging marriage. Even despite rumors that poorly philtered potions could have disastrous results.

Sexual enhancements were illegal, unregulated, and enormously profitable if you knew your craft.

Durgo had known his craft.

The base formula was interesting, though. Some potions enhanced a man’s ability to last, some increased the potency of his seed, some gave him temporary strength and flexibility that allowed for exotic positions that might otherwise be prone to injury and or death (which, she had to admit, was an intriguing prospect for future experimentation).

Tiriel had spent the night reverse-engineering the formula from the partial sample and the remaining ingredients in Durgo's stolen supply kit—she’d sold off everything that didn’t interest her, but had kept quite a stash of treasures which begged to be examined. She couldn't replicate the formula exactly. She was missing two components she'd need to source separately. But she had enough of the original to work with. And more importantly, she understood the underlying principle.

As far as Tiriel could tell, Durgo’s potion was all about show. The potion stimulated cellular growth in soft tissue. Targeted, temporary, reversible. For its intended purpose, a few drops would suffice. A splash of the juice and your pepperoni stick was suddenly a meat log. And your alchemy business was as good as minting gold. The effect would last an hour, maybe two, before the tissue returned to its natural state.

Its actual purpose wasn’t what interested her, though. Chaddick surely had no need of such a potion. But it did make her wonder about the off-label applications of a concoction like that…

What if you increased the concentration? What if you modified the binding agent to target different tissue? What if, hypothetically, a brilliant elven researcher with access to an alchemical supply treasure trove wanted to apply the same principle to, say, her own body?

She loved the way Chaddick looked at her when she undid the top button of her blouse, his response when she pressed her chest against him. What if her breasts were even bigger? Bigger than could ever be considered natural? She’d be the only one in the world who could satisfy his love of breasts!

Tiriel's quill scratched across the page as she calculated potential dosages. She was well aware that she was in the grip of one of her episodes. She could feel it—the tunnel vision, the racing thoughts, the way the rest of the world faded to a distant murmur while the problem consumed her. She recognized the signs the way a drunk recognized the wobble in their step: clearly, objectively, and with absolutely no intention of stopping.

The last time she'd felt this way, she'd accidentally blown up her laboratory at the Mage's Guild.

But this was different. This wasn't volatile transmutation magic. This was alchemy. Alchemy was perfectly predictable, completely controllable, and most certainly mayhem-proof.

Usually. So long as one stayed away from explosive reagents. And caustic ones. And poisonous ones. And the ones that caused eyeballs to dry up and slugs to shoot out of your nostrils.

Anyway, that wasn’t the point. The point was, this particular experiment was not going to be a problem and therefore her mania was also not a problem, and she was prepared to argue that in court if necessary.

She divided the remaining sample. Two-thirds went into a sealed vial for later analysis. The remaining third she enhanced—increasing the concentration, adjusting the binding agent, adding a stabilizing compound that should allow the effect to target breast tissue specifically.

The result was a small vial of rose-gold liquid that glittered when she tilted it in the light. She held it up to the window. Sunlight caught the liquid and threw tiny prismatic sparks across the ceiling.

"I’m a genius," she murmured. “A genius, I tell you!”

Who was she telling, exactly? She didn’t know. These thoughts just came into her mind as she worked, like uninvited guests taking up room in her head to egg her on once she was on track to make a big discovery. Some people were their own greatest critics. Tiriel was her own greatest cheering squad.

Now. The question of what to do with it.

She could test it on herself. That was the obvious next step. Apply a small amount, observe the results, document the effect and duration. Blah, blah, blah. Standard experimental procedure.

If she followed standard experimental procedures more often, she’d probably spend less time blowing up laboratories. But that wasn’t really her style, now was it?

She hadn’t spent all night hunched over a desk, getting a cramp in her neck, just to play things safe, had she?

No!

She wanted to make an impact. And in order to make an impact, a lady mage had to be prepared to take some risks. The greater the risks, the greater the rewards…

The more gargantuan the boobies!

Tiriel set the vial down and pressed her palms against the table. Her heart was beating too fast. Her cheeks burned like the fiery desert sun of Mirajinn.

She was thinking about Chaddick.

She was always thinking about Chaddick. That was nothing new. Since the day she'd met him outside the smoking ruins of her laboratory at the Mage’s Guild, the man had occupied a disproportionate amount of her mental real estate. First as a curiosity—who was this glorious, golden god? Then as a subject of study—how could any man be so alluring, so handsome, so MANly? And more importantly, why did it affect her so?

Since then… well, her obsession had escalated to the point of being both far more consuming and far less quantifiable. Her introduction to carnal knowledge had opened more doors of curiosity than she had closed behind her. This was a whole new world of study… she could spend a lifetime exploring the many ways he made her shiver, shake, and scream, the many ways she could return the favor…

Chaddick Questwell would be her life’s work. There was nothing strange about that, was there? She had never encountered such a fascinating and rewarding subject matter. She would be foolish to ignore this calling!

Best of all, he was interested in her, as well. Perhaps not in the same way. He was not a researcher at heart. But he was an adventurer! An explorer of dangerous and exciting new terrains!! Together, they could discover wonders previously unknown to lovers past, present, or future!!! They were in uncharted territory, now!!!!

Wow. That was a lot of exclamation marks. Her mental cheering squad was really getting into their groove today. She was here for it, though. He was a man of Destiny, and she was Destined to blow his mind.

And… um… other things.

Chaddick liked her body. She knew this because he told her so, frequently and with enthusiasm in ways that left very little room for ambiguity. He loved her breasts—which, by elven standards, made her something of an oddity. Her mother's social circle considered anything above a modest curve to be vulgar. "Built like a tavern wench," she’d heard one particularly nasty woman refer to her as when she’d known Tiriel could hear.

Tiriel had spent most of her adolescence trying to hide her figure under academic robes, hunched over books and pretending she didn't notice the sidelong glances from her mother's friends. It was one of many reasons she'd chosen the Mage's Guild over high society. In the Guild, no one cared what you looked like as long as your research was sound.

But Chaddick Questwell had looked at her like a gift from the horny gods had just been dropped in his already stiffening lap, and sixty-five years of self-consciousness had evaporated in a single afternoon…

…of obsessive observation and manic scribbling in her notebook, at least half of which were creative combinations of his name and hers, should they choose to bind themselves to one another in an outdated wedding ceremony that would make her parents squirm.

Chaddick had bought her sensual massage oils at the Night Market yesterday—tingling, warming, and edible. She shuddered with excitement at the thought.

He thought she hadn't noticed, but she had. She noticed everything, all the time. It was like her mind couldn’t stop noticing things. Every scrap of information that came her way needed to be stored in case it was important later on. The really important stuff, she tried to write down. Or the stuff that kept cycling through her head with no sign of stopping, because she hoped that writing it down would get it out of her brain so she could think of something else. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes she was so busy noticing things that she didn’t notice other things… It was a blessing and a curse.

But of course, she noticed everything she could about Chaddick: her muse, her magnum opus, her object of ardent affection. She saw the way he'd glanced at the stall, the way he'd circled back when he thought she and Goldie were looking at trinkets, the way he'd tucked the small package into his pocket with a sexy little smirk like he was already imagining using them on her.

She hadn’t been jealous of Goldie’s gift because she’d known he’d thought of her, too. Tiriel didn’t mind sharing Chaddick’s affections with the paladin, after all, so long as they were distributed evenly. And Goldie had gotten there first, even if it had been by decree of Ye Olde Hero Academy and not personal choice. She seemed to suffer from an obsession nearly equal to Tiriel’s own, which she was forced to juggle with a parallel obsession with duty and honor. Poor thing. At least Tiriel’s other obsession—magical research—was naturally compatible with becoming the Chosen One’s personal whore. But she was sure Goldie would find a way to balance her nature and her personal needs.

To that effect, Chaddick had gotten Goldie the collar. And he’d bought oils for Tiriel.

The thought of him using those oils on her curves—the curves she’d been so embarrassed of her entire life and which, under his appreciative gaze, suddenly became her most seductive charms—set her trembling with anticipation.

Well. If he had a surprise planned for her, it was only fair that she have one planned for him.

She picked up the vial again. The rose-gold liquid swirled.

She knew she should wait. She should test it properly. She should run controlled trials with incremental doses and document each stage of the reaction before even considering self-application.

Technically, she should also be helping Chaddick investigate the corrupt Magistrate who was trying to have him killed.

But Chaddick was the Chosen One. He had the Blade of Prophecy, his loyal Guardlight sidekick, and some kind of dumb luck that seemed to bend reality around his decisions. He'd be fine.

He always said he was in the hero business for the gold and the girls, not the glory, right?

She was a girl. And she had a burning need to see the look on his face when her tits grew large enough to smother his handsome face—

Tiriel pinched the bridge of her nose. She was rationalizing. The manic energy made everything seem urgent and reasonable and completely justified, and the rational part of her brain—currently tied up in a corner with a gag in its mouth thanks to the cheer squad—was screaming that this was exactly how things ended up blowing up around her!

At least, she was pretty sure that’s what it would be screaming if she let it speak.

Which she really didn’t feel like doing.

She wasn't going to blow anything up. Not completely. She was just going to enhance. To inflate. To feel the stretch of her body becoming an oversexed toy for her handsome lover to play with…

Maybe Goldie would like them too? Now that the stuffy Canin paladin had learned the world didn’t end when she loosened up, maybe she’d like to play a little, too? With Chaddick present of course. She was sure Chaddick would like to watch Goldie licking edible oil off Tiriel’s engorged breasts…

Goldie teased Tiriel about how big her boobs were, but that meant she was looking at them, didn’t it? And she wouldn’t look if she wasn’t interested…

Goldie's affection for Tiriel was real, she was sure of that, if more complicated than what she felt for Chaddick. Less consuming, more cautious, as if Goldie wasn't entirely sure what her feelings meant or what to do with them.

But Tiriel knew Goldie liked pets, and she liked licking up Chaddick’s messes, and if one of Chaddick’s messes happened to explode all over Tiriel’s magically enhanced titties… well, no one could blame Tiriel for getting a little turned on by the clean up.

She took a deep breath. All this fantasizing was making her feel lightheaded. She really did need to sleep. Eventually…

One thing at a time.

She sealed the glittering rose-gold vial and tucked it into her cleavage. Then, she gathered the sensual massage oils from the nightstand and stuffed them in there too. A plan was forming. It might be reckless. Some would call it impulsive. Those who knew her would probably say it was entirely characteristic of what happened when Tiriel Lumistrae was running on no sleep and too much excitement, just… sexier.

The investigation into the Magistrate was important, of course. But it wasn’t the only important thing. Self-care was important too!

Chaddick and Goldie had gone back to the Shambles. They'd be filthy and tired and irritated by the time they were done with Fennwick and the other merchants. If they were going to continue their investigation in top form, what they needed was a break.

Somewhere warm and private and luxurious. Somewhere that would wash away the unsightly horrors of the stinkiest streets of Port Viridia.

Somewhere like… a bathhouse!

There was an excellent one in Verdant Springs—the wealthy district preferred by the new-money politicians, city officials, and merchants who couldn’t quite hack it with the true elites, but who wouldn’t deign to mix with the commoners. The Lumistrae avoided Verdant Springs, in general. But Father did say their bath house was superior to the one near their home, because the springs were natural instead of magically heated. Couldn’t beat the minerals or something like that. She hadn’t really been paying that close attention.

But she did know there were private rooms, heated pools, and thick stone walls that kept sound in and prying ears out. The staff stayed out of the way, keeping up front unless you called for them. It was a favored place for sexual exploits among the rich and famous for just that reason.

Tiriel crossed to the hotel's message board—an enchanted slate mounted near the door. She activated it with a tap of her wand, then sifted through the menu until she got to the Guest Services: Letter Courier.

Selecting Chaddick Questwell as the recipient, she wrote: Meet me at the Verdant Springs bathhouse, fourth bell, in the steam room. Intriguing developments to share. — T

She snickered to herself at that last line.

The message shimmered and vanished, the fee automatically transferring to her father’s account. She wasn’t sure exactly how the magical courier system worked. Message and parcel delivery wasn’t one of her interests, magical or mundane. But she knew that somehow her note would find Chaddick and Goldie, and most deliveries within Port Viridia were accomplished within the hour.

That left her just enough time to sort out the final piece of her plan. A new outfit.

Tiriel inspected herself in the mirror. Her current attire of rumpled research robes, charcoal-smudged blouse, and ink-stained fingers was not going to cut it. She needed something that said ‘irresistible seductress’ rather than ‘I haven't slept in thirty hours and I may be losing my mind.’

The Gilded Swan had an impressive staff, which included personal tailors. One could select a pre-designed ensemble from their bespoke catalogue—each item could only be sold once!—and have it magically altered to one’s unique proportions in hardly the time it took to say “Smashing, darling! I don’t know how you do it!”

Once she’d cast another lemony clean-up spell on herself, she made her way to the tailor on duty. Fortunately, the Gilded Swan staff were all accustomed to unusual requests from wealthy guests and trained not to ask unnecessary questions. The petite, perfectly coiffed man barely blinked when Tiriel asked for a fitted dress with concealed expansion panels. He just straightened his powdered wig and pointed her to the measuring dais.

"Self-adjusting fabric, my lady?" he asked, pins between his teeth.

"Something that can accommodate... sudden changes in proportion. Of an extreme variety."

"Ah." He nodded. "I'll add elastic rune-stitching to the bodice. It'll stretch to accommodate up to three times the current volume before the seams give out."

"Make it five."

The tailor's eyebrows rose, but he made the adjustment without comment.

An hour later, Tiriel descended the Gilded Swan's front steps in a deep green dress that hugged her curves like it had been painted on. The neckline plunged. The fabric shimmered. The expansion panels were invisible to the naked eye but purred faintly with enchantment when she pressed her fingers against them.

She had the serum and the oils stuffed between her breasts. The plan in her head was approximately sixty percent thought-through and one hundred percent committed-to.

This was just the thing to help them refocus on the challenges ahead.

If there was a lesson she had learned from her society-loving mother and her snooty friends, it was the importance of indulgent self-care to get one through the difficult spells in life.

The afternoon sun was warm on her face as she hailed a carriage to take her to Verdant Springs.

Perhaps it was not the self-care routine her mother had lectured her about over the years. But Tiriel was never one to follow the beaten path…

She was going to blow Chaddick's mind. And he was going to blow all over her oversized tits.

It would be perfect.
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Calypso Catsong was a professional.

She repeated this to herself as she crouched on the rooftop of a chandler's shop, watching the Chosen One and his paladin disappear into the narrow streets leading toward the Flesh Shambles.

I am a professional. I do not get attached to targets. I do not follow them for days because I find them interesting. I do not sit in trees outside their hotel room listening to their lovemaking like some sort of deranged voyeur.

Her ears flattened against her skull and she suppressed a hiss of frustration.

She'd done all of those things.

Curiosity was her problem. It always had been.

Mama Mira used to say that curiosity was the Felin curse—not the trite little proverb about dead cats that humans liked to throw around, but something deeper, something woven into their blood. A compulsion that overrode reason and self-preservation and every sensible instinct a person was supposed to have.

Calypso had learned this at the age of six, when she'd followed a pirate off the docks of Saltmere because he had a bright red feather in his hat, and she’d nearly died as a result.

It had been a beautiful thing, long and vivid, the color of fresh blood, bobbing with each step the man took. She'd wanted it. Not for any reason. Just... wanted it. The way her paws wanted to bat at dangling string, the way her eyes locked onto anything that moved quickly or erratically. This want bypassed thought entirely. When she thought about it now, even after everything that had happened, she still wanted it. She knew if she saw that feather today, she’d do it all again.

That was the curse of Felin curiosity.

She'd followed the pirate up the gangplank of a ship called the Sandpiper, sneaking through the shadows, as silent as fog creeping into the bay, her eyes locked on her prize.

Little Calypso had crept past the cargo hold, past the crew quarters, all the way into the lower deck, where the shadows smelled like bilge water and old blood—this should have been her first clue that something was wrong. But the feather glowed like a tiny torch in the darkness, holding her attention hostage so that she could think of nothing else.

Captain Dreadeye had found her there. A skinny Felin kitten with enormous gold eyes and her claws tangled in a pirate's hat, trying to yank the feather free while he screamed.

Dreadeye had smiled with too many, too sharp teeth, delighted to have found himself a stowaway.

If Mama Mira hadn't been aboard that day Calypso would have ended up in the cargo hold with the slaves. A stowaway was at the mercy of the Captain of a ship. No laws protected them. To enter a Captain’s domain uninvited was to relinquish any rights you had before. You became property. Merchandise. Another mouth that earned its keep or got thrown overboard.

Of course, Calypso hadn’t known this. She was just a kitten.

Mira had scooped her up, tucked her under one green arm, and told Captain Dreadeye that the kitten was hers. Paid for it, too. Five silver pieces. Everything she had in her pockets.

Calypso wasn’t big enough to be much good to Captain Dreadeye anyway. Probably he’d just wanted to torture her until he tossed her into the sea. And Mama Mira held some sway on the Sandpiper, despite her diminutive size. She was the cook. And no pirate, not even the Captain, dared to piss off his cook.

Dreadeye had just grunted and moved on after telling Mira to keep her pet under control. He hadn’t even made the goblin pay to replace the fancy pirate’s hat Calypso had sunk her tiny teeth into. Which was a good thing, too, because Mira likely wouldn’t have been able to afford it if he had.

Five silver pieces, that had been the cost of her life. Calypso had never forgotten the price.

But she still couldn't stop chasing feathers.

Chaddick Questwell wasn't a feather, though. He was something worse. She didn’t understand what the feeling was that tickled her insides when she watched him. But like the feather, she couldn’t stop watching him.

She'd stalked him through the Flesh Shambles the day before, keeping to the rooftops at the edge of the district. The Shambles were a vile cesspool where all the worst bits, pieces, and wet squirts of the city collected like clots of hair and blood in a plugged drain. The stench alone was enough to make her retch—corpses, offal, and the sharp ammonia reek of animal pens. Grime coated every surface down there. It would have taken hours to scrub from her skin and fur, had she dared to walk its streets.

She'd stayed on the outskirts, tracking the progress of the hero and his entourage by following the squeaks of rats and the clash of steel. And the strange, spectacled man she’d intercepted before… She didn’t know what he was doing there, but she was grateful for his presence this time, rather than annoyed.

Fortunately, he seemed to have gotten himself somewhat cleaned up after the chamber pot incident. Good for him.

He didn’t come back from the last basement they’d entered, and Calypso wondered what had happened to him. But she was much more interested in the Chosen One, so that minor flicker of curiosity went unexplored.

She'd kept her distance when the group had completed their quest in the Shambles and taken to the streets of the Night Market in celebration.

Calypso stayed as far downwind of the paladin as possible. The dog-woman's senses were terrifyingly sharp, and after the afternoon's alley encounter, she would be on high alert for Felin scent. Calypso had threaded through the crowd two hundred paces behind them, hood up, moving when they moved, stopping when they stopped.

But watching. Always watching. She couldn’t tear her eyes from her prey.

Chaddick walked as if the world were a stage built for his amusement, as loose and confident as the main character of a dramatic play. When his hand found the small of the elf's back to guide her through the crowd, Calypso’s eyes burned on the spot. When the paladin’s tail wagged when the hero said something that made her laugh, Calypso held back a hiss of fury. Her tail puffed up like she’d been startled by a rat.

It infuriated her, the ease of their connection. Those three moved like they belonged to each other, like they were parts of the same whole. She hated it.

But she couldn’t stop staring.

Calypso had never belonged to anyone. Not like that.

Mira had loved her. Sable was her sister in everything but blood.

But she’d always felt like a rescued stray, a charity case, the bad luck kitten.

She didn't understand what was different here. That’s what made her mad. Why hadn’t she belonged to Mira and Sable the way these three belonged to each other? They clearly weren’t family: a human, an elf, and a Canin. So how did they fit so perfectly? What was the glue that held them together?

More importantly, why didn’t she have it? Was there something wrong with her, to make it so that she didn’t stick to anyone like that?

She mourned Mama Mira’s death, and she would do anything to rescue her sister, but… Calypso couldn’t fight the feeling that she was missing something…

She didn't understand what she was feeling. It wasn't hunger, exactly, though it gnawed at her the same way. It wasn't the predatory focus she felt when tracking a mark. It was... a pull. Like the pull of the earth when she teetered at the edge of a ledge far above the cobblestones. Like the warmth of a sunlit windowsill drawing her in from the cold.

She wanted to curl up next to this hero and press her face against his chest and close her eyes and just... let go.

Stop running, stop calculating, stop scrambling to survive.

Just be.

But she couldn’t do that with the stupid elf and the stupid Canin in the way. Because as soon as she got close—gods, she’d known she was taking risks that she shouldn’t be taking, but she couldn’t help it!—as soon as she’d gotten close to the hero, the sunbeam himself, they’d spotted her.

Thank Pandem the Goddess of Mischief and Patron of Rogues for the crowds… she’d been able to get away.

Barely.

And still… still her curiosity would not relent. She’d almost gotten caught and yet she couldn’t stop herself from stalking.

Calypso had been forced to follow their carriage to the Gilded Swan, sprinting along rooftops, leaping frantic gaps, racing ahead when the carriage slowed for traffic, guessing their route so she could keep in front.

Why? It was pointless. This wasn’t even a toy she could play with. Like a sunbeam, she could dance and pounce all she liked, but she could never touch him. The most she could hope for would be to bask, secretly, in the warmth of his presence from the edge of the shadows.

The way she’d watched families from the mouths of alleys in Saltmere after her mother had died, hoping someone would notice her. Feed her. Take her in. Pet her head and tell her everything would be okay…

It didn’t happen then and it wouldn’t happen now. Sunbeams were forever out of reach.

But it was nice to know they existed in the world, wasn’t it? It made it not seem like such a bad place to be.

Calypso already knew she wouldn't be attempting to kill this hero again. The idea made her stomach lurch. She'd rather kill the Magistrate. The slimy little bastard would deserve it, wouldn’t he?

Actually, the more she thought about it, the more appealing that option became. Kill Zane, take his gold, pay off Dreadeye, get Sable back. No need to snuff out the sunbeam at all.

Which meant… maybe he’d still be there, waiting for her, willing to let her bask in his warmth and light, just for a little while…

Except that Zane was a public official and killing a Magistrate would bring the entire city watch down on her head. And if Dreadeye found out the guards were after her, he’d toss her into a cage as well, before setting off for the next port.

Besides, she didn't know where Zane kept his gold. He never had it with him, as far as she could tell.

But she’d do it. She didn’t like to kill, but she’d do it if it meant keeping this perfect, golden hero alive…

She’d tear the Magistrate’s throat out with her bare claws.

Her tail was puffed again.

Stupid Magistrate.

The Gilded Swan's wards had stopped her at the window. It was some kind of protective enchantment, layered into the glass and stone. Her fingers had tingled when she'd pressed them against the frame, and then a gentle but immovable force had pushed her back. Not violent. Just... a rejection. As if the building itself had assessed her intentions and found them wanting.

She'd retreated to a massive pink-leafed tree that grew close to the upper floors. The branches were thick enough to support her weight, and the leaves provided cover. She'd wedged herself into a fork between two limbs, wrapped her tail around her knees, and listened.

And nearly fallen out of the tree when she’d heard what she heard.

What was going on in that room? She wished she could see…

Desperate, raw, pleading sounds had issued from the Canin woman’s mouth that Calypso had only ever heard from people in pain—except this wasn’t pain. The Chosen One's low murmur between the cries. Him soothing. Her begging.

She'd sat in that tree for a very long time after the sounds faded, her claws digging furrows into the bark. What did it mean? The Canin had called the hero Master. Was she a slave? If she was, she seemed to be enjoying herself a lot more than the slaves on Dreadeye’s ship.

Was it sex?

Calypso had only ever witnessed the sexual exploits of orcs, ogres, trolls, and gnolls which seemed somehow more unpleasant than the beatings that ensued when the slaves didn’t finish their work in time. Just as rough and bloody, only without the mercy of clothes to cloak the nature of the violence.

She didn’t know what it was. But… like the Chosen One himself… those sounds had piqued her curiosity.

Calypso wanted more of whatever that was. It made her feel hot and tingly, and a little bit like she needed to pee. But it was exciting, too.

She’d stayed in the tree all night, hoping to hear it again. Hoping to catch a glimpse of her sunbeam. By morning, her muscles were cold, stiff, and cramped, and she had gained nothing but some complicated half-dreams.

She’d imagined the Chosen One, opening his britches to reveal a beam of light that shot from his body and between her legs, causing the tingling feeling to become even more intense. So intense that Calypso thought she might burst into a cloud of fizzy stars if it went on any longer.

But she woke up before that happened. She had never been so sad to wake up, even if she was about to explode.

In the morning, the paladin had emerged from the hotel alongside her hero, looking scarier than ever. Whatever had been occasionally distracting the Canin woman the day before, she seemed to have worked it out of her system that night.

Or her Master had helped her.

More tingling. Gods, this was odd. Pleasant, but…

The Canin looked her way, frightening the daydreams back into their shadows.

The paladin was a warrior. A hunter.

And to her, Calypso was the prey.

She followed them anyway.

Keeping up had been brutal. The paladin's head swiveled constantly. Her ears rotated like signal flags. Every time Calypso settled into a comfortable following distance, the dog-woman would pause, sniff, and scan in her direction, forcing her to flatten against the tiles and hold her breath.

She'd lost them twice. Once in the market district, when a cart of fish barrels blocked her sightline and they turned a corner she hadn't anticipated. Once at the edge of the Shambles, where the warren of narrow streets and overhanging buildings made rooftop pursuit impossible without dropping to ground level.

She wasn't going into the Shambles. The stench of the place clung to her fur and would linger for days. Some things were beneath even a desperate assassin's dignity.

Instead, she'd found a perch overlooking the district's southern exit and settled in to wait.

Hours passed. Her legs cramped. Pigeons landed near her and she resisted, barely, the urge to pounce. She ate a strip of dried fish from her belt pouch and tried not to think about anything. She waited…

Finally, she spotted them leaving from the eastern exit, not the southern one. It was pure luck that she'd glanced in that direction because an awning had caught the wind, flashing bright yellow in the corner of her vision. If she'd blinked at the wrong moment, she'd have missed them entirely.

She followed, her heart racing at the near disaster, reckless now, closer than she should have been. She could feel herself losing discipline, the careful distance collapsing, the last vestiges of professional detachment crumbling.

The paladin's ears kept twitching in her direction. She hadn’t locked onto Calypso yet, but she was suspicious. Somehow she was aware that something was tracking them. Stupid Canin and their stupid super-senses.

Why did his sidekick have to be a dog?

The architecture changed as they moved through Port Viridia, until it was all clean marble and polished stone, wide streets and manicured gardens. A wealthy district, which Calypso was vaguely familiar with thanks to past jobs she’d done when the Sandpiper was at port in Port Viridia.

The flat roofs and decorative ledges offered plenty of cover for rooftop travel, however, and she was able to follow with ease while staying out of the paladin’s line of scent and hearing.

When they finally stopped outside a large building with steam rising from ventilation shafts in its roof, Calypso didn’t know what to think.

It was a bathhouse, as far as she could tell. An expensive one, by the look of it. The sign read Verdant Springs Baths in flowing gold script.

She supposed, if she’d spent all afternoon in the Flesh Shambles, a bathhouse wouldn’t be out of order. Calypso hated baths. She hated water almost as much as she hated Canin—a feeling that was only enhanced by the fact that she spent most of her time on a pirate ship where water meant the sea, and the sea meant certain death. Calypso preferred to clean herself with oils and powders designed for sensitive Felin skin.

But she could understand why they felt they needed a bath. A little bit.

Canin probably loved water.

She hissed.

The elf was already there, waiting for them at the entrance in a green dress that fit her like a glove. She looked like she'd made an effort, though there was a slightly unhinged tightness around her eyes. Calypso recognized it as the same high-strung exhaustion sailors got when they’d been on watch too long in enemy territory.

It set Calypso’s teeth on edge.

What was she up to?

The Chosen One and his paladin didn’t seem to think anything was strange about it, but she didn’t like it.

When the trio went inside, the Felin dropped from the rooftop and crept to a service alley behind the building where the bathhouse had a back entrance for staff. It was unlocked.

Inside, the air was thick with scented steam. Lavender, eucalyptus, and other exotic floral concoctions floated in perfumed clouds, making her eyes water. Bottles of aromatic oils lined the shelves of a preparation room. Calypso grabbed two at random and splashed them on her neck, her wrists, and the base of her ears and tail. The perfume was overpowering and made her want to sneeze, but it would mask her scent from the paladin's nose. At least for a while. Hopefully.

She moved through the service corridors, quick and silent, bare feet on warm tile. Voices drifted through the walls. Water splashed somewhere. Laughter echoed through the building like Calypso was being haunted by playful spirits. But she was locked onto her target, so she didn’t allow herself to get spooked.

The Chosen One's deep, expressive voice carried through the empty corridors, and Calypso was able to follow it to a private steam room at the back of the building. A heavy wooden door with a fogged glass panel marked the entrance to the steam room. Through the mist, shapes moved. She stuck to the shadows, though they would not be able to see her in the dark hallway, not through the foggy glass.

The ceiling was crossed with thick wooden beams, open above the walls that separated the bathing chambers. She should be able climb up and move to a better vantage point without alerting anyone to her presence. Calypso climbed up a shelf full of fluffy white towels until she could reach the beams. Balancing like an acrobat, she tiptoed across the ceiling until she was directly above the room where the hero and his companions had gone.

The steam made everything hazy, but she could see them. Chaddick reclined on a stone bench, a towel around his waist, looking like he'd needed this for days. The paladin sat beside him, armor off, wrapped in a towel, her golden ears drooping with damp air. She'd left her sword and shield in an alcove by the door—it seemed to be enchanted to keep the moisture out. Their armor was there, too. She seemed uncomfortable, like she didn’t know why they were here, and her impatience was radiating toward the elf.

She paced before them, still wearing her dress, looking more and more agitated. Her copper-red hair had frizzed around her face. Between that and the sodden dress, Calypso thought she looked like a sea witch. Every movement from the elf made Calypso tense. Her smile sent jolts of warning through the Felin assassin’s skin.

She knew that look. Pirates got a look like that when their minds were set upon doing something dangerous. The ferocity in the elf’s emerald eyes seemed to dare the others to stop her.

The Chosen One didn’t seem worried and the paladin was just getting more annoyed. Neither seemed to sense the danger.

They were talking, or rather the Canin and the elf were. The hero just seemed… amused? That didn’t mean anything, though. She already knew he was too carefree, too unbothered by the world to take anything seriously. It made her angry that he could be so careless with his life, when she needed him to be alive!

Calypso caught fragments through the hiss of the steam vents at the center of the room, but every word only made her more nervous.

"—this is serious Tiriel. We don’t have time for—"

"—trust me. You’ll want to see—"

"—what she says when she’s going to blow something up, sir—"

"—oh, you have no idea how right you are—"

Calypso's muscles tensed. The elf reached between her breasts, which drew Chaddick’s gaze, immediately.

A distraction. Calypso’s tail shot out straight behind her.

The elf’s fingers had closed around something small. A vial. She held it up, angling it away from the others, her expression shifting from mischief to intense, frightening focus. She’d seen the same look on assassins' faces, right before they slipped something into a drink.

Calypso's blood went cold.

She's going to poison him.

The thought hit like a crossbow bolt. The Magistrate. He'd hired Calypso—but what if he'd hired someone else, too? What if this elf, who Calypso had assumed was the man's lover, had been playing a longer game? Getting close, earning trust, waiting for the perfect moment?

The betrayal of finding another assassin competing for her mark made her panic. She’d thought that if she just didn’t finish the job, the Chosen One would be safe. That if she didn’t kill him, he was no longer in danger. But if there was another assassin…

The elf uncorked the vial. She was leaning forward, the liquid tilting—

No. I have to stop this!

Calypso launched off the beam.

She didn't think. Her body moved the way it always moved when instinct overrode sense—fast, fluid, and… spectacularly ill-timed.

"NOBODY KILLS HIM BUT ME!"

That… was not what she meant to say. But the garbled sentiment was there.

The words ripped out of her as she dropped through the steam and landed in front of the elf. Her foot hit the wet stone floor and slid. Her shoulder clipped the elf's arm. The vial spun through the air.

The glittering liquid sprayed in a wide arc and hit Calypso square in the chest.

The warmth started immediately. Then the tingling. Then the pressure.

Way to go, clumsy paws… Now you’re the one who’s dead. Who’s going to save Sable now?

Her leather bodysuit—already fitted to second-skin tightness—creaked. The stitching along the front panel groaned. Her chest was... expanding. Swelling outward against the leather like bread dough rising in a pan.

Calypso looked down and hissed.

Oh gods, what cruel death was this? Was she about to explode?

A seam popped. Then another. Then the entire front of her bodysuit split open with a sound like a sail tearing in a gale, and Calypso Catsong—professional assassin, feared killer, scourge of the rooftops—stood in a cloud of steam with enormous breasts spilling out of her ruined leather.

The Chosen One stared at her, mouth open.

The elf stared at her, hands still frozen in the position of holding a vial that was no longer there.

The paladin, towel forgotten and completely naked, had somehow managed to grab her sword which was now pointed at Calypo’s throat. The Canin woman’s teeth were bared, a growl building in her throat.

Calypso's ears plastered flat against her skull. Her tail tried and failed to puff, its hairs heavy with the weight of the steamy air. Her claws extended involuntarily, scraping against the wet stone. But there was nothing she could do now.

She was naked from the waist up, trapped by the heft of her own chest, which was stretched until her pale skin was thin enough to see her veins. And tingling. Tingling worse than her thighs had tingled in that dream.

Oh gods, he was staring at her.

She was so sensitive, the kiss of the steam was bringing tears of desperation to her eyes.

The Canin growled again, louder this time, startling Calypso from her body’s confusing sensations.

What in the hells was going on?

The paladin glowered at her, brown eyes locked on gold. Dog verses cat. Hunter versus hunter.

Except one of them was savage, furious, and ready to kill.

And one of them felt like her knees were going to give out.

Calypso's lower lip trembled. Every Felin instinct that ran through her veins screamed at her to run. The Canin would kill her, would tear her limb from limb with her teeth, and bury her bones to dig up and chew on later. But she couldn’t move.

She could barely stand. Her legs were collapsing under the backbreaking weight of her enchanted breasts.

Calypso had never heard of offensive magic like this. It was dastardly.

She attempted to wrap her arms around her enormous, exposed chest, flinching as the touch sent jolts of confusing pleasure straight through her core.

Shaking, the assassin who had stalked and terrorized the Chosen One for days and tried to kill him—Accidently!—slowly sat on the wet stone floor. Ugh, water!

Her eyes locked in terror on the paladin.

Why did it have to be a dog?

She started to cry.

How embarrassing…


Chapter 14
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"Permission to kill, sir." Goldie's voice was flat, cold and utterly professional. Her sword was leveled at the Felin's throat. Steam curled around the blade.

She was also completely naked. The towel had fallen when she'd lunged for her weapon, and the paladin either hadn't noticed or didn't care. Her golden ears were pinned forward. Her tail was rigid. Every line of her body radiated lethal intent.

But Chaddick noticed.

His sidekick was toned, muscular, dripping wet, her small perfect breasts heaving with fury. Under different circumstances he would have taken a moment to enjoy the view. But the crying girl on the floor took priority. For now, at least.

"Stand down, Goldie."

"Sir, this is the Felin. She’s camouflaged her scent with some sort of chemical agent, but now that I have her up close, I can tell. It’s the same stench that’s been following us from the estate, to the magistrate’s office, the Guild, and the alley. She's been stalking us for days. She just tried to—"

"I said stand down."

Goldie's jaw tightened. A growl vibrated in her chest. But she held her position, the blade rock-steady at the Felin's neck.

Gods, she was beautiful when she was angry… and naked.

The cat girl flinched as the growl crescendoed into a snarl. Her black ears were plastered so flat they'd disappeared into her hair. Her tail was soaked thanks to the puddle she’d landed in. She had it curled tight around her ankles like a pitiful security blanket.

She'd wrapped her arms over her chest, which—for reasons Chaddick was having some trouble comprehending, though no trouble appreciating—had inflated to enormous size, tearing out of the tight leather bodice of her rogue costume. Their sheer size made attempting to cover them a losing battle. Pale skin strained over the Felin assassin’s swollen curves, the flesh marbled with faint blue veins. The remains of her leather bodysuit hung in tatters from her shoulders.

She was shaking helplessly, full-body tremors quaking her petite frame. It was difficult to imagine this pathetic creature as the blood-thirsty assassin that had been tailing them for days. But Chaddick had to assume that Goldie was right, and this was the same Felin who’d been sent to assassinate him. And presumably, the same Felin who’d actually made an attempt to complete the job. Yet he couldn’t muster even a smidgen of animosity toward the poor, frightened woman.

"My potion!" Tiriel wailed, her voice slicing through Chaddick’s thoughts like a knife. “My perfect, beautiful potion!”

Everyone looked at her.

The elf stood with her hands clenched at her sides, staring at the Felin's chest with an expression that could only be described as bereft. Utterly and completely devastated.

"Those were supposed to be my gargantuan boobies!" She gestured at her own figure, still contained within the green dress. "I had this dress made especially for them!” Her voice cracked. “My magnificent experiment is ruined!”

"Tiriel," Chaddick said carefully. "What are you talking about?"

"The surprise! The reason I brought you here! I found an enhancement potion in Durgo's supplies and I spent all night perfecting a version that would temporarily enlarge my—" She stopped. Looked at Goldie. Looked at the sword pointed at the assassin’s throat. Looked at the crying Felin. She stomped her foot in frustration. "Ugh! This is not how I imagined this afternoon going. At all."

"Someone get her a towel, please," Chaddick said, pointing at the sobbing cat girl. "The poor thing can hardly move."

Goldie growled, keeping her blade pointed at the assassin. “That ‘poor thing’ tried to put an arrow through your neck, sir. Forgive me, but I will not lower my weapon to see to her comfort. This is obviously a trap.”

Tiriel, however, apparently over her momentary upset, grabbed a fluffy, white towel from the stack in the alcove and brought it over. “Here you go, sweetie… I’m—"

The moment she stepped closer, the cat girl scrambled backward, her claws scraping wet stone. She flinched away from Tiriel’s outstretched hand instinctively, but her golden eyes remained locked on Goldie. She shivered as her eyes darted between the point of the blade and the paladin’s bared teeth.

She was terrified, that much was obvious. And Chaddick didn’t think it was a trap unless the woman was also a world class stage actress as well as a high-end assassin. Not completely out of the question, but… not likely, either. Yet she didn’t seem to be frightened of him or Tiriel in quite the same way. Goldie, on the other hand, generated a bone-deep, primal terror that seemed to go beyond the threat of the blade.

Is it because she’s Canin?

He knew Canin and Felin didn’t exactly get along. Goldie reminded him of that much every time she sniffed a cat-person in their vicinity. But they generally found a way to get along—especially in diverse city centers like Port Viridia, where people came from all over Armathia for all kinds of reasons, the flow of gold being the great equalizer of cultural rifts.

Every muscle in the Felin's body appeared to be screaming at the cat girl to run, but she was hobbled by her magically transformed chest.

It might not have been Tiriel’s intent to use the potion offensively, but Chaddick was beginning to realize why body modification magic was so tightly controlled. A disfiguration like this, on the battlefield, could be devastating.

"Goldie," Chaddick said quietly. "Back up, please."

"Sir—"

"She's not going to talk with a sword at her throat. And she's not going to attack me. Look at her."

“There, there,” Tiriel said, wrapping the towel around the Felin’s shoulders. “It’s all right. Chaddick won’t hurt you.”

The dark-haired woman curled into herself as the elf attempted to cover her. She drew her knees up, crossed her arms as far around her chest as she could, and tried to make herself small. Tears left trails on her flushed, pink cheeks. Chaddick couldn’t tell if it was heat from the steam room or embarrassment that colored them. The occasional hiccupping sob shook her frame.

Goldie narrowed her eyes at the cat girl, her lip curled. "Don’t be a fool. She tried to kill you, and now she’s trying to… to distract you with those ridiculous breasts!"

"Distracting they might be, but I think that’s Tiriel’s doing, not hers. Right now, she's scared half to death, and you are not helping. Back up, please. Give her space."

Goldie's growl rumbled lower, as if she were trying to suppress it, but it only came out more menacing than before. But, with visible effort, she stepped back three paces. She didn't lower the sword. She didn't take her eyes off the Felin. But she obeyed his command and gave the Felin some ground.

Chaddick crouched in front of the cat girl and held out a second towel, to help cover the front of her chest, as the first wasn’t anywhere near large enough. "Here."

Her golden eyes, ringed with natural black, were enormous and wet as she stared up at him. Vertical pupils dilated wide in the dim steam.

She looked like the half-drowned kitten Chaddick had once pulled from a sack he’d found floating in the river as a boy. It had been an actual cat, not a Felin. His heart still twisted as he remembered holding the tiny, shivering thing in his hand as it died, and the feelings of helplessness and rage he’d felt that he could do nothing to save it. What was the point in him finding it if there was nothing he could do to help?

A determination that he would not fail this shivering kitten burned in his chest like a torch. She didn’t look like a killer to him, whether she’d been the one to fire the arrow at him or not. She looked just as lost and scared as he’d felt a thousand times in his life. He knew fear like that could turn a person desperate and dangerous. But he was willing to hear her story.

Slowly, one arm uncurled from her chest. She took the towel and clumsily wrapped it around herself, tucking it under her arms. The fabric tented over the unnatural swell of her chest, not completely covering the bottom of her breasts. But it gave her a modicum of modesty, at least. Her ears stayed flat, but the worst of the shaking eased.

"What's your name?" Chaddick asked.

"C-Calypso." Her voice was smaller than he'd expected. Rougher. Like she hadn't used it much lately. "Calypso Catsong."

"All right, Calypso. I'm going to ask you some questions. And I need you to answer them honestly. Can you do that? I promise I won’t be mad."

Her eyes darted to Goldie and back.

“She might still be mad,” Chaddick admitted. “She’s very protective of me. But she’s not going to hurt you if I tell her not to.”

The cat girl nodded, reluctantly. “O-okay.”

"Good. Let's start with an easy one. 'Nobody kills him but me.' What exactly did you mean by that?"

A flush crept up her neck. "I thought... the elf was going to poison you. The vial. She was going to splash it on you. I thought the Magistrate had hired someone else."

"Someone else?"

"Another assassin." The words started coming faster, tumbling out in a jumble that tangled over itself. "He hired me. Magistrate Zane. To kill you. A thousand gold. But I wasn't going to do it. I decided I wasn't going to. After the arrow in the alley. It was an accident! I wasn't — I don't want to kill you, I never wanted to, I don’t like killing, but if I don’t then he’ll kill my sister and that would be my fault too. He has my sister, and I need gold to get her back, and I thought if I just watched you, if I stayed close, maybe I could figure out another way, but then the elf pulled out that vial and I thought—"

"Slow down." Chaddick held up a hand. "The Magistrate has your sister?"

“N-no…” Calypso's breath hitched. She pulled the towel tighter. "Captain Dreadeye. On the Sandpiper. He's a troll. A pirate. He... he killed my mother."

The steam room went quiet. Even Goldie's growl faded to silence.

"Mama Mira." Calypso's voice dropped. "She was a goblin. Not my real mom. She’s dead too… but a long time ago. Mira was a cook on the Sandpiper. She took me in when I was a kitten. Me and her daughter, Sable. They’re my family."

“Why did Dreadeye kill her?” Chaddick asked, though he assumed a pirate troll didn’t require much in the way of a reason to resort to violence. Trolls were known to be short tempered at the best of times, and pirates were as lawless as they came.

Calypso’s claws flexed against the stone. Tiny scratches appeared in the tile.

"Mira was saving money. Hiding it, a coin at a time, trying to get enough to buy passage on another ship for the three of us, so we could run the next time we got to port. Dreadeye found out." She swallowed. "He killed her. Right there on the deck, in front of the whole crew, crushed her skull with his fist. And then he told me and Sable that if we wanted freedom so badly, we would pay for it. Literally. Like slaves. He said we were lucky he was giving us that option instead of killing us the way he killed Mama."

Chaddick's jaw tightened.

"Sable… she’s not much good to him, except as leverage. Only reason he never interfered with her before was because it’s a dangerous thing to piss off the cook. Sable can’t cook worth a damn anyway, but he’d never trust her to after killing Mama. She doesn’t like to fight, either. All Sable likes to do is sing. Now, he’s keeping her… in a cage on the ship... makes her sing while he has his dinner. He told me if I want to buy her freedom, I have to earn the gold myself."

"So you became an assassin," Goldie said from behind. “That’s not a skill that a person just stumbles upon. You have to be trained. You have to like it, cat. Don’t lie to the Chosen One when he’s showing you mercy!”

“You don’t have to like it. I never liked it! I hate it. I’m just… good at it. Thieving and spying, too. Dreadeye knew I’d find a way to make the cash.” Calypso stopped as if realizing how difficult this might be to believe, given the way she’d just leapt from the rafters at her target and gotten herself captured. She finished with a squeak. “I’m better than this. Usually.”

Chaddick, still crouching, tried to bring her back to the main point. “So you landed a contract with the Magistrate. For how much?”

“A thousand gold.” She shivered, looking up at him with those big gold eyes. “It was supposed to be enough for both of us—”

Chaddick shot to his feet, causing the little cat girl to shriek.

She quickly stammered her way through the rest of the explanation. “B-but I don’t get paid until the job is done. And he’s got all these restrictions and conditions. To be honest… I-I don’t know if he would pay me, even if I did do it. So I didn’t want to. And then, the more I watched you the less I wanted to, and—”

Rage boiled in Chaddick’s stomach, burning up like bile in the back of his through. “I don’t believe it!”

“B-but it’s true,” Calypso whimpered and pushed herself backward, shaking once more. “Everything I told you is true!”

Goldie growled. “Now can I kill her?”

“No!” Chaddick looked confused. “Why would you—? No, I can’t believe the bounty on my head is only a thousand gold. This is an outrage!”

It was Calypso’s turn to look confused. “I… I’m sorry… I should have charged more? I doubled my fee because I knew you had a Canin bodyguard and Canin’s are—”

Goldie’s growl became a snarl and she took a step forward. “Finish that sentence, I dare you, cat!”

“Eep!” Calypso squeaked and attempted to hide her head under the towel, which only exposed more of her oversized breasts. “Really, really, really scary!”

“That’s even worse!” Chaddick was really fuming now. “So, it was only going to cost five-hundred gold to have me killed? I’ve never been so insulted in my life. I thought Zane spent a fortune on a high-end assassin. I was proud of that, dammit!”

Calypso’s tiny voice issued from the rumpled pile of towels. “M-maybe that’s my fault. I only charged what I needed to free me and my sister. I just answered an ad on the message board at Crimson Tide pub, looking for someone with stalking skills. Maybe he would have paid more? I’m sorry!”

Chaddick whirled on her, pointing a finger in her face. “Don’t say that. You have nothing to be sorry for. It’s obvious that none of this is your fault at all. And it doesn’t matter what the Magistrate was willing to pay on paper, since I doubt he had plans to follow through on the payment any more than he did with the money he owes me. Which better amount to more than five-hundred gold!”

"I-I worried about that, too.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, her claws retracting as she did. "I’ve done work for him before, last time we were in port—not killing, just sneaking around sort of stuff. And he paid up front then. Loved flashing his cash around. But… this time, I didn’t see any. I followed him a bit too, at home and at work, and… I never saw any money.”

Silence. Chaddick dropped his hand and crouched back down in front of her. “Exactly what kind of sneaking around stuff did you do?”

“Um…” Calypso shrugged. “I had to pick up and deliver envelopes and parcels to some big fat smelly guy in the Mage’s Guild. And sometimes I had to leave things at different merchant’s shops. The parcels were always heavy and some of them smelled really gross, but… the pay was good, so I didn’t ask.”

Chaddick shot a glance at Goldie and gave her a significant look.

She lowered her blade a couple of inches. “Fine. We won't kill her. But there's no reason we shouldn't hand her in to the authorities. Attempted assassination is a capital offense."

Tiriel had been circling the conversation at a slight distance, her focus split between the emotional confession and her usual muttered tangents, which Chaddick was learning to ignore.

"I don't know," she said. "I kind of like her. It takes spunk to stand up to a pirate like that. Sounds like the poor thing’s had some awful luck. And I bet she’s got lots of valuable information for us if she’s worked for Zane before.”

Goldie tensed. "She shot an arrow at Chaddick's neck. Are we just going to forget about that?"

"She missed, didn’t she?”

Calypso put up a hand like a school child asking for permission to speak. “I actually wasn’t going to shoot at all,” she said when the elf nodded to her, “but a pigeon startled me and I slipped.”

“See? No harm, no foul. Besides, you would have saved him anyway.”

"That doesn't make it—"

"Tiriel’s right," Chaddick said, cutting off the debate. “We could use her. And… she needs our help, Goldie. Rescuing an innocent goblin girl from the hands of a vile pirate? Isn’t that what heroes are supposed to do?”

“Other heroes, sir!” Goldie protested, though more weakly this time. “Not the Chosen One! You have more important things to do. Like taking down the Magistrate! And going to the Heroes Guild to pick up your real quest.”

Chaddick shook his head. “Let’s give her a chance.”

Both women looked at him, Tiriel nodding excitedly and Goldie glowering. Even Calypso lifted her golden eyes from the floor to watch his face.

He needed to be very careful here. Goldie's ears were twitching with suspicion, and he was acutely aware that saying "I find this dangerous cat girl incredibly attractive, and I can’t say no to a damsel in distress" would go over about as well as a purity vow at a pirate wedding. He had to appeal to her sense of logic and order.

"The Magistrate hired her, she’s had previous contact with him. She probably knows more about his schedule and his habits than we do. Maybe even the layout of his home. That's intelligence we don't have. And we need her even more, now. Because if Zane didn’t blow his wad on my bounty—still pissed about that, by the way—then there’s even more money unaccounted for from his personal accounts and the city coffers."

Goldie's eyes narrowed.

"You promised." Her voice dropped and her ears flattened. "You promised you'd pick up your Chosen One quest. And now you're chasing another side-quest, just because a pretty girl asked you to?"

“I promised I would pick up the Chosen One quest after we solved this case and got the money at Sanctum Mercatoria unlocked,” he said. “That hasn’t changed. I’m just saying we could also do this. There are no rules against having more than one quest at a time. It’s actually a very common strategy for the side-quest track.”

The words hung in the steam. Goldie turned away and slammed the steam vents closed with more force than necessary. She cranked on the overhead fans. The heavy air began to clear. Then she stalked to the alcove and started putting her clothes and armor back on, each piece clasped with an angry snap.

"...a pretty cat," she muttered, yanking her breastplate straps tight. "Of all the things. A cat. It's insulting, is what it is. Even more insulting than the bounty."

"Don't worry about Goldie," Tiriel said, crouching beside Calypso. The elf's tone shifted to something warm and conspiratorial. "She takes her job way too seriously. But she'll come around. And… well… sorry about the honkers, too."

Calypso stared at her. "You... you did this to me?”

She stared down at the barely covered bulges on her chest, trying not to glance at Goldie as the paladin continued to stomp around the room.

“Technically, I tried to do it to me.” Tiriel gestured to her own substantial, but now over-shadowed breasts. “I was going to surprise Chaddick with a new and improved set of love pillows. He loves to snuggle them, and suck on my… uh… well, never mind that, now. When you fell out of the ceiling and landed on me, you kind of stole my thunder. And my potion.”

Her tone was morose at first, but it didn’t take long for Tiriel’s professional interest to override her disappointment. “Speaking of which, how are you feeling? The swelling should go down in an hour or two. I think. I mean… I haven't actually tested this particular formulation before, so it's all a bit hypothetical. But you probably don't have to worry about being permanently inflated."

"Probably?"

"Almost certainly probably. At least sixty percent. Maybe seventy."

Calypso made a sound that might have been a laugh if it weren't so close to a sob.

Tiriel's eyes lit up. "Can I ask—how big are you normally? Because Felin typically have smaller busts, and the growth ratio suggests the potion may be more potent on smaller starting volumes, which would mean that for me, with my already substantial—"

"Tiriel," Chaddick warned.

"Right, right. Later." She spotted the dropped vial on the floor. "Oh! Look! A second chance at glory!"

She snatched it up, held it to the light, and gave it a desperate shake over her own cleavage. A few drops spattered out—one on her left breast, three on her right. Tiriel cupped her hands over the wet spots and waited.

The expansion panels in her dress made a creaking sound as her chest began to grow.

"Yes," she breathed. "Yes, it's working. I can feel it. Oh, this is—"

Her left breast swelled modestly. Her right breast swelled considerably more. Neither was anywhere near as impressive as Calypso’s. Within seconds, Tiriel was sporting a dramatically lopsided figure—one side roughly its normal generous size, the other straining the enchanted fabric to its limits.

She looked down at herself. "Oh. That's... not balanced."

"That’s kind of what I was thinking," Chaddick said with a smirk. “Or did you mean your breasts, specifically?”

Tiriel ignored him.

"I got more on the right side than the left. That was a methodological failure I should have accounted for." She prodded the smaller breast with a frown, then winced. "Gods, they're sensitive, though. Even more than I expected. The enhancement must amplify nerve response in the affected tissue."

She turned to Chaddick, her eyes bright with the particular brand of inspiration that usually preceded either a breakthrough or an explosion. "You need to massage them down."

"I need to what?"

"Don’t worry, I brought the oils for just this purpose!" She produced from inside her crooked cleavage the warming, tingling, edible massage oils that Chaddick had thought he'd purchased secretly. "Use these. And thank you, by the way. What a thoughtful gift.”

“You’re welcome,” Chaddick said, shaking his head. “And… surprise?”

Tiriel nodded, motioning for him to take the small bottles. “Manual stimulation combined with the warming agent should encourage the tissue to relax and return to baseline. And… I need to know how the enhanced sensitivity interacts with the oil's properties… um… for my research."

"For your research."

"That’s what I said."

Chaddick looked at Goldie, who was buckling her sword belt forcefully, her jaw set and her ears flat.

“Don’t mind me, sir,” she grumbled. “I’ll just stand guard while you consort with a killer and sex-crazed maniac. I’m sure everything will be fine.”

“Is this… okay with you?” He looked at Calypso, who was huddled in her towel on the floor, looking more confused than ever. “We could probably take it to another room or something.”

Calypso dared a glance at Goldie, as if realizing that would leave her alone with the furious Canin. “No. That’s okay. I’ll just… um… close my eyes?”

“Don’t worry, love.” Tiriel was already unbuttoning the top of her dress, releasing her lopsided breasts from their emerald green prison. “I’m not shy. Feast your eyes on my… almost glorious chest!”

Calypso’s face turned beet red, and she sank deeper into the pile of towels. Chaddick sighed and shook his head. Then, he uncorked the oil with a shrug. “If everyone’s on board, I guess it can’t hurt to try.”

The sensual massage serum smelled like warm honey and exotic spices. The liquid was golden and slightly thick, and it tingled against his fingers the moment it touched his skin.

Tiriel shivered when he pressed his hands against her. The oil warmed on contact, spreading heat through his palms and into her swollen flesh. The fabric of her dress had been pulled down beneath her bust, exposing her fully to his touch.

"Oh," she gasped as he squeezed. "Oh, that's... oh, gods."

She hadn't been exaggerating about the sensitivity. Every press of his fingers drew a twitch, a gasp, or a full-body shudder. When he worked the oil into the larger breast, kneading firmly the way you'd work a knot out of a sore muscle, she grabbed his shoulders and—

“Unnngh, yes!” She moaned loudly. The sound echoed off the stone walls. “Fuck that’s good.”

In the corner, Goldie stationed herself between the alcove and the door, sword drawn, her back to them. She was growling steadily, her eyes locked on Calypso. Guarding, yes, but seething while she did it.

Calypso, for her part, had gone very still inside her towel fortress. Only her face was visible, golden eyes tracking Chaddick's hands with the intense, unblinking focus of a cat watching a bird in a cage. Her pupils had widened until the black nearly swallowed the gold. A deep flush crept up her neck and across her cheeks. Her ears had begun to swivel forward despite themselves, as if she couldn't help leaning toward the sounds Tiriel was making.

Her tail, poking out from beneath the towel, twitched in short, rhythmic jerks.

Tiriel's back arched, and she stumbled back, falling against a stone bench next to one of the steam vents. Chaddick lowered her as gently as he could, as she seemed completely unable to control her spasming limbs. The oil had turned her skin glossy and flushed, her nipples stiff and dark against the swell of her unevenly swollen breasts.

Every time Chaddick's thumbs passed over them she cried out, sharp and breathy, passion building with each sucking gasp.

"Don't stop," she panted. "Don't you dare—oh, right there, baby, yes!”

Her fingers dug into his shoulders. Her hips shifted on the bench. The moans were climbing, her whole body tightening around some invisible force within her body.

Without warning, and without any other stimulation than of her highly sensitive breasts, her body locked, arching off the stone, as her mouth opened in a cry that bounced off every wall and ceiling beam.

Calypso yowled in alarm when the elf came, startled by the sudden outburst. Her towel fortress lurched as she flinched. Her tail shot straight out and attempted to puff, the damp fur managing only a sad, spiky bristle.

Goldie didn't turn around, standing with her arms crossed and staring at the door, keeping half her focus on the Felin and the other half on making sure she looked suitably pissed off.

As Tiriel's cry faded to gasping breaths, her breasts began to shrink. Slowly, visibly, the swollen tissue softened and receded. Within a minute, both sides had settled back to their normal, generous proportions—balanced, once again.

"Fascinating," Tiriel panted, still flushed and trembling. "The release of tension accelerates the reversal. Orgasm as a catalyst for tissue normalization. I need to write this down."

She turned to Calypso. "The same should be true for you. The swelling will reverse faster if you, um..." She made a vague gesture. "Release the tension. I’m sure Chaddick wouldn’t mind helping you… adorable little Felin assassin that you are. Of course, you can just wait, too. No pressure. I’m almost certain the swelling will go down on its own within an hour or two."

Calypso's face was crimson.

Chaddick noticed the towel fortress looked noticeably less mountainous than it had a few minutes ago. Her claws were embedded in the stone floor. Her breathing was uneven, and she was shaking again. Though, this time it didn’t seem to be from fear.

"It's already wearing off," she said quickly. "Thank you."

Tiriel blinked. "Already? That's disappointing. I mean, not for you. Accidental applications are a different matter entirely. But I’d have expected with the enhanced concentration that—"

Chaddick caught her eye and gave a subtle shake of his head, then a meaningful glance toward Calypso. He raised his eyebrows slightly, hoping the usually observant elf would pick up on the obvious clues.

Tiriel's mouth formed a small 'O' of understanding. Her eyes darted to the Felin's flushed face, her heaving chest, the way her thighs were pressed together beneath the towel.

A delighted grin spread across the elf's face. “Oh, well. Never mind all that. It’s fine. I’m sure I just need to do a few more experiments to get a lock down on the duration. If you’d like to help with my experiments, we could—”

Chaddick cleared his throat before Tiriel could say anything that would send the poor girl fleeing through the nearest window. Which would have been awkward, because there were none in the steam room.

"So, Calypso," he said, keeping his tone casual. "I’d very much like to hear what you know about Zane’s operation. Anything you know about his schedule, his home, where he keeps his records. Anything at all would be useful."

Calypso stared at him. Her ears had risen slightly—not relaxed, but no longer plastered flat.

"You're serious? You actually want to help me?"

"Of course,” he said. “And I want to take down Zane while I’m at it. Not just because he tried to have me killed for discount bin pricing. If I’m right, he’s been stealing from this city for a long time."

Her golden eyes held his for a long moment. Then they flicked to Goldie, who was still growling by the door. The paladin cast a frustrated glance over her shoulder, encompassing all three of them, but fixed on Calypso.

“Are you sure you still want to join up with this band of coin-chasers and perverts, cat? If you run now, I wouldn’t blame you.”

Calypso looked startled at being addressed by the Canin in an almost friendly way. She swallowed hard, seeming to steel herself for a difficult decision.

“Y-you might all be a little crazy,” she said, her voice so small Chaddick could barely hear it. “B-but you’re better than the pirates.”

Goldie gave a small woof in the back of her throat, but her ears had flattened into her hair and Chaddick thought he’d caught a glimpse of pity in the Canin paladin’s expression before she turned away again.

"I do know Zane’s schedule, too," Calypso continued. “I know where he lives, when his house is empty, where the guards are usually posted, and when they change shifts. I can get us in… if you want."

"Good. That's very good." Chaddick settled himself on the bench across from her. "Tell me everything. And then, you can take us there."

“Sure.” The cat girl sat up a little straighter and pulled the towel tight around her shoulders, looking awkward. “But… Can I get something else to wear?”


Chapter 15
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The night air was cool against Chaddick's face as they left Verdant Springs. The bathhouse's warm glow faded behind them, replaced by the soft light of enchanted streetlamps that lined the wealthy residential streets.

Calypso walked at the front of the group. Tiriel had torn a strip of emerald fabric from the bottom of her expensive new dress, which was now wrapped snugly around the Felin's chest, tied in a neat bow at the center. Calypso had objected with something like fear in her eyes when the elf had sighed and made the first tear, horrified that such a beautiful garment be destroyed for her sake.

But Tiriel reminded her that she’d ruined Calypso’s outfit first, so now they were even. And that besides, she came from a wealthy family so she didn’t really have to worry about the cost of things, even if she was occasionally stubborn about spending her parents’ money.

Chaddick assumed she’d paid for the dress out of her ill-gotten alchemical gains, but that was another thing he should probably check with Lord Lumistrae when next they met. He felt strange enough about accepting the initial thousand gold quest reward, considering the development of his relationship with Tiriel.

He was determined to pay back every copper that Tiriel’s father put out to support them while Chaddick didn’t have the means to support them himself. And that included the expensive suite at the Gilded Swan, whether Thandor liked it or not.

Granted, Chaddick had no idea how much the hotel suite cost or whether he’d ever in his lifetime be able to pay it back. But, while he’d never had much money, being broke was more comfortable than being in debt. Especially to his future father-in-law.

The emerald bow sat right between Calypso’s breasts, which were still noticeably larger than what her torn leather bodice suggested was their natural size. But the swelling had gone down considerably since the mini-release she’d had while watching Chaddick and Tiriel. The effect was less deadly assassin, and more gift-wrapped present.

Chaddick found it unreasonably adorable.

"I know I look stupid," Calypso muttered without turning around. Her black ears swiveled backward, tracking him. “You don’t have to stare.”

"I was just assessing your… tactical readiness. Are you going to be able to move with that thing tied like that?"

"I’ll be fine. Looking stupid won’t kill me."

"I think you look quite fetching, actually.”

Her tail lashed once. A flush crept up the back of her neck. She picked up her pace.

Goldie fell into step beside Chaddick and stared hard at the back of the cat girl’s head. This time, she didn’t growl. The paladin had her shield arm out, ears rotating, nose twitching at every new scent the breeze carried. Despite her objections to the Felin, Chaddick suspected she was relieved to have one thing less to worry about. Even if she didn’t trust Calypso yet, it must be a relief to have her where she could see her.

Tiriel brought up the rear, notebook in hand. She scribbled as she walked, her magelight bobbing at her shoulder to illuminate the page. Every few steps, she glanced up at Calypso's wrapped chest, muttering about the next stage of her experiments.

The residential streets of the Verdant Springs district were wide and clean. Hedgerows lined the pavement, trimmed into geometric shapes. The houses here were large but not quite as ostentatious as those in the neighborhood of House Lumistrae. The people who lived here were wealthy enough to afford cathedral windows and personal gardeners, but not quite wealthy enough for marble columns or enchanted floating gardens.

There were a few houses that had attempted back-alley knockoffs of the higher-tier designs, however, which cheapened the feel of what otherwise might have been a classy neighborhood. He wouldn’t have been at all surprised to find Magistrate Zane’s home to be on the list of these offenders.

Calypso's pace slowed as they rounded a corner and her posture changed. The uncertain girl from the bathhouse had vanished at some point during their walk. She moved lower, now, and lighter, her bare feet silent on the cobblestones. She motioned them all into the shadows of a hedgerow that had been sculpted into a row of… mating swans?

Chaddick frowned up at the monstrosity. “… the fuck?”

"We’re close," she said quietly. "His house is three down on the left. The one with the iron fence and the hedge maze in the front garden."

"A hedge maze?" Chaddick raised an eyebrow. "I hope it’s not another avian gang-bang because this foliage is going to give me nightmares.”

"No…" Calypso said, her voice trailing off. Then she glanced over her shoulder with a concerned look on her face. "But they definitely have some weird décor. If the swans are upsetting you, maybe you should stay outside?”

Behind them, Tiriel let out a chime of laughter. “And let us have all the fun? He’d die of jealousy. And I’m dying to get a load of the Ashworth family’s secrets. Old wealth is known to conceal a lot of skeletons in its walk-in closets, and most of them have weird boners.”

“And what does that tell us about your family, I wonder?” Goldie muttered. “None of us should be surprised that you’re a sex-fiend, I suppose.”

Instead of being offended, Tiriel just laughed louder. “Oh, you have no idea.”

Chaddick grinned. “I’ve got some idea. And so far, I like what I’ve seen.”

Tiriel batted her eyelashes at him and pressed her breasts together with the sides of her arms. The potion might not have worked in the way she’d hoped, but she still had plenty of natural assets to display.

Goldie did growl this time.

“Shhh,” Calypso hissed. “You’re all terrible at sneaking.”

They stopped across the street, in the shadow of a large pink-leafed tree, a smaller specimen of the same type that grew around the Gilded Swan. Chaddick thought they might be some sort of oak tree that had been enchanted to grow the bright leaves, but whatever the process was it must have been expensive, because they weren’t found anywhere else in the city besides the wealthier districts.

The Magistrate's residence was a handsome three-story stone building that looked like it might have once been a church. Either that or the Ashworths had their home built to look like a church in order to demonstrate to the neighbors just how pious they were. Iron railings enclosed a tidy front garden filled with hedges, topiary and white flowers. Tidy didn’t actually begin to describe it. More like sterile. Rigid lines carved through the foliage of the hedges as if they’d been sliced by a saber rather than shaped by a green thumb. Many different types of flowers had been planted, but all of them were white. Chaddick had the impression that the gardener considered color to be a garish and sinful excess, and organic shapes a symptom of wicked thoughts.

Dull light leaked into the garden in pale pools from behind the curtained windows on the ground floor.

Goldie's hand drifted to her sword hilt. She shifted her weight, rolled her shoulders, and frowned. "Something feels… strange here."

"It sure as hell looks strange," Chaddick said. “Their gardener must be a psychopath.”

Tiriel nodded. “The kind of person who does live dissections on animals just to see how long they can make them squirm. It’s like they enjoyed torturing plants so much they made it their career. If you ask me, it’s got Constance Ashworth-Zane written all over it.”

"It’s not that." Goldie’s frown deepened. She rubbed the back of her neck. "I have a weird sensation… like a sixth sense has been triggered. It feels like a warmth, coming from inside the house."

Tiriel looked up from her notebook. Her green eyes sharpened. “If you’re getting ‘warmth’ from this place, you might be the psychopath.”

Goldie shook her head. "I don’t know. It’s hard to explain. But something is tugging at me…”

Calypso’s golden eyes flashed in the dark. “Creepy.”

“Never mind,” the paladin growled. “It’s probably nothing. I’m just on edge from having to work with a cat."

“No,” Chaddick said seriously. “I believe you. Let us know if anything changes, okay?”

Reluctantly, Goldie nodded, but not before casting a glare at Calypso.

“It wasn’t an insult,” the cat girl muttered, her ears flattening defensively. “Sometimes I get weird feelings like that too… I think it's ghosts.”

“That’s all I need,” Goldie scoffed, but there was no venom in it anymore.

Her shoulders relaxed but she still seemed uncomfortable as they moved through the strange garden.

Calypso led them around the back. She moved with surprising ease and confidence for someone who had been so frightened back in the steam room. It was obvious the Felin rogue was far more at home in the shadows than as the center of attention. Her glowing, orblike eyes swept the garden wall, the servants' gate, the upper windows as she scouted the various entry points.

"I’m getting… two house guards. One patrolling the ground floor, one in the kitchen. My instinct says they switch every hour.” She pointed to a second-floor window. "Zane’s office is up there. The staff don't go in. His wife doesn't go in either. But I’ve met him there before. He’s very proud of the fact that his office is for business only. I got the impression that it makes him feel he’s got a little bit of power when the home is mostly run by his wife.”

“Sounds about right,” Tiriel agreed. “Can you get us in?”

“It's locked, but I can get us in. We just need to get inside the house. Give me thirty seconds."

“Wait,” Chaddick put a hand on her shoulder and she flinched from his touch. He withdrew his fingers immediately. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. But… how do you know all that? I mean, with the guards and stuff. I can’t see or hear anything.”

Calypso shrugged warily. “I just do. I told you, I’m good at this stuff.”

“Felins are natural sneaks,” Goldie said. “I tried to warn you.”

“You must have a natural talent for stealth magic.” Tiriel’s eyes widened as she approached the cat girl. “It’s exceedingly rare, but not unheard of for some beastkin to be born with an arcane version of animalistic instincts. Mages and Wizards must attain their arcane power through study and meditation. Witches and Warlocks make pacts with spirits and creatures of power to gain their magic. But what you’re describing is more like the power of Sorcerers, inherited through a powerful bloodline. I absolutely must—”

“You absolutely must stop with the magic history lecture,” Chaddick said. “You can test her abilities when we’re not about to commit a break in. For now, let’s just be grateful she’s a skilled rogue.”

“Assassin,” Goldie muttered under her breath. But it felt like her animosity was fading faster than she could stoke it.

Calypso scaled the garden wall like a spider, her claws easily finding purchase in the mortar between stones. At the top, she paused, ears swiveling, then dropped silently to the other side.

A moment later, the servants' gate clicked open from within.

Goldie crossed her arms. "Show-off."

Calypso led them around the side of the house to an area filled with composting plants and rotting kitchen scraps. A servant’s entrance opened next to the offal pit, through which the Felin guided them all inside the house, after a quick flash of her lockpicks. The door opened into a corridor that was hidden from the rest of the house, so that staff could move unseen within the walls. To the left, it would have led to the kitchen. To the right, another door opened into the main corridor.

“We have to go part of the way in the open,” Calypso warned. “But there shouldn’t be a patrol here for a while. Move quickly and quietly.”

The air smelled like beeswax candles and dried lavender as they stepped out of the dusty servants passage and into the main corridor. The hallway was dark, lit only by a single lamp at the far end. They crept steadily toward it, tiptoeing along the wooden floors.

Portraits lined the walls, and as Chaddick's eyes adjusted, he slowed to look at them. He'd expected the usual aristocratic fare. Stern ancestors. Hunting scenes. Maybe a landscape or two.

What he got was… creepy. The Order of the Virtuous Chain had its claws sunk deep into the Ashworth-Zanes.

The first painting depicted Magistrate Zane and his wife standing side by side in formal robes. Nothing unusual about that, except both of them wore elaborate metal contraptions around their waists, visible over their clothing like ceremonial regalia. Chastity belts, polished to a mirror shine, with the symbol of the Order—a chain wrapped around a burning heart—engraved prominently on the front.

They stared out of the canvas with expressions of serene moral superiority.

"What the hell am I looking at?" Chaddick whispered.

"Told you they were weird," Tiriel whispered back. "Members of the Order are expected to be pure and chaste, even in marriage—don’t ask me how that’s supposed to work if they want kids. Members take vows and submit to enforced chastity rituals, including purity tests where they use enchantment to prove the ‘sinlessness’ of their partners. It’s like they get off on not getting off. Freaks.”

"Zane wasn’t wearing a belt like that when we saw him though."

"This is obviously some performative thing to show how devout they are,” Tiriel explained. “The normal belts are smaller and worn under the clothes. And they’re enchanted to dole out punishment. If the wearer experiences, shall we say, ‘unauthorized arousal,’ the belt administers a corrective stimulus. Pinpricks, hellfire, who knows. Very painful, from what I've read."

Chaddick's hand moved instinctively to cover his groin. "That's barbaric."

Tiriel shrugged. "The Order considers physical desire to be a corruption of the spirit. Mastery over the flesh is the highest form of devotion."

“What part of quick and quiet did you not understand?” Calypso hissed. She’d had to come back to collect them as they stood in front of the paintings. “Come on! Do you want to do this or not?”

Chaddick accepted the chastisement as gracefully as he could, considering the cat girl threatening him with her claws was still wrapped up like an anniversary present. “Sorry… I’ll be good.”

“Doubtful,” Goldie muttered. “You really are terrible at following directions, sir.”

Chaddick raised his eyebrows at the paladin, surprised that she would jump to Calypso’s defense. Goldie’s ears flattened as she realized what she’d done and she curled a lip at him, daring him to say anything about it. Wisely, Chaddick kept his observation to himself.

He followed as Calypso motioned them along the passage, but he couldn’t help his gaze lingering on the next painting they passed as well. It was larger, a dramatic scene rendered in rich oils and gilt frame, depicting Zane and his wife bathed in holy light. Their eyes were averted heavenward. Their hands were clasped in prayer. Behind them, a background of writhing, naked figures twisted in various states of carnal abandon, painted with extraordinary anatomical detail.

The artist had spared nothing. Every curve, every muscle, every glistening surface of bare skin was rendered with obsessive realism.

Chaddick stared. "For people who hate sex, they hired a painter who's really into it."

"The flesh tempts, but the virtuous resist," Goldie read from a plaque beneath the frame. Her tone was flat. "I think the naked people are supposed to represent the sins they're turning away from."

"Right. And the painter happened to spend three months studying erect nipples to get the details just so… for piety?"

Calypso had stopped ahead of them, crouched at the foot of the staircase. Her ears were locked forward, tracking the sound of the patrol guard's footsteps from around the corner. She held up a hand and they all fell silent as they waited.

The footsteps moved away and she beckoned them forward.

They climbed the stairs in silence. More paintings lined the stairwell. More scenes of the Zanes resisting temptation. In one, Zane's wife stood alone on a cliff, hair streaming in a divine wind, while beneath her, sinners cavorted in a lake of fire. The sinners appeared to be having a much better time than she was.

Chaddick filed all of it away under weird crap he never wanted anything to do with. But somewhere in this temple of repressed desire, Constance Ashworth-Zane’s hair-shirt loving husband was hiding a secret, and Chaddick wasn’t going to rest until he figured out what it was.

Calypso stopped before a heavy oak door on the second-floor landing. She produced her lockpicks again and went to work. Her clawed fingers moved swiftly and delicately as her ears tilted toward the lock's mechanism, guiding her movements. It was obviously a more complicated lock than the one on the servant’s door. But twenty seconds later, the lock turned with a soft click.

Even Goldie seemed impressed.

They slipped inside quickly, and Calypso closed and locked the door behind them. Servants weren’t allowed in Zane’s study, apparently, but it paid to be cautious. If the guards heard something they shouldn’t, they would come to check on it even if the maids stayed out.

The office was cramped and meticulously organized. A desk dominated the center, flanked by filing cabinets. Ledgers were stacked on shelves. A portrait of Mrs. Ashworth-Zane hung behind the desk, watching over her husband's work with the same serene disapproval she wore in every other painting.

She was a foul, reedy looking woman who seemed to have had all the color leeched out of her by the same method suffered by the flowers in the garden. She and Prudencius Zane were made for each other, as far as Chaddick was concerned.

Tiriel, with her penchant for data, went straight for the ledgers. She pulled one from the shelf and started flipping pages, her magelight hovering close.

"Here," she said after a few minutes. "Administrative processing fees, market inspection surcharges, district maintenance levies. All authorized by the Magistrate's office. All directed into a private account." She traced a column with her finger. "I knew he wouldn’t be able to help keeping records… People like him feel too invincible to cover their tracks. But look at this, the fees used to be normal stuff, but the amounts and things merchants were being charged for increased steadily starting about two years ago. And look at this—corresponding payments to the Mage's Guild, earmarked for 'special projects.'"

"Mordain," Chaddick said. “It’s gotta be. That’s who he was using Calypso to pick up and deliver parcels to, right?”

“Big, fat, and smelly?” Tiriel pondered. “Could have been a few of the members of the Guild Council, to be honest. But yeah, my money would be on Mordain. Half the extortion money was going straight to the Guild. Funding for the void cult, no doubt. And it looks like Mordain was providing Zane with cursed artifacts and weak offensive timelapse spells in exchange.”

“So, it was a protection racket,” Chaddick said. “Calypso, you had to deliver those parcels to merchants, right? The curses and spells were probably used to cause havoc for any merchants who refused to pay the increased fees."

The cat girl just shrugged. “I didn’t ask. ‘Discretion’ was a part of the contract. But I wouldn’t be surprised.”

Goldie leaned over the desk and pulled open a drawer, sifting through to see if she could find anything interesting. Papers, sealing wax, a brass stamp with the Magistrate's seal. The second drawer held more of the same. The third drawer stuck when she pulled it, then gave way with a jolt.

The paladin snorted. “Take a look at this, sir. You wanted evidence of an affair? I don’t think these belong to the missus.”

A pair of women's undergarments sat folded on top of a stack of papers. Expensive silk with lace trim. Beneath them, a pair of black stockings rolled into a neat bundle.

Chaddick picked up the undergarments with the end of a fountain pen and held them at arm's length. "Well. This is interesting."

Goldie's nose wrinkled. "Whoever wore those last had on so much perfume that it completely masks their scent, but it’s not enough to cover Zane’s stink. Put them back, sir. You’ll probably catch something.”

Tiriel looked up from her ledgers. "A mistress could explain the drain on his finances, and he’s certainly rumored to be a man about town when his wife’s not watching. But seeing these ledgers, I don’t know. There’s a lot more money missing than what would be needed to buy gifts for secret lovers. Unless… he was saving it for something else? Maybe he was serious about this girl, and they planned to run away and start a new life together?”

Chaddick frowned. “What I’m wondering is how he manages to get it up for his mistress if his wife keeps him in a chastity belt?”

“Maybe he doesn’t,” Calypso pointed out. “She’s probably just using him for the money and pleased to have found an easy mark she doesn’t even have to sleep with. Zane probably thinks he’s the hero of some grand romance.”

Chaddick set the garments down and pulled out the papers beneath them. Zane didn’t seem like the romantic type to him. But years of celibacy and brainwashing might do weird things to a guy.

He picked up a folded note on heavy cream stock, sealed with a blob of black wax. He re-broke the seal, which had stuck back together, and read the words aloud.

"Prudencius Zane is a very naughty boy."

Silence.

Goldie wrinkled her nose. "Sounds vaguely threatening.”

“Or flirtatious?” Tiriel offered.

"There's more." Chaddick flipped through the stack. Each note was written in the same bold, angular hand on the same heavy paper. It was distinctly not feminine. "These don’t look like love letters to me. More like demands. ‘You shall only wear undergarments of the itchiest wool to this month's council meeting.’" He turned to the next. "’Take the enclosed potion before your scheduled purity test.’" And another. "’Apply a thin layer of your wife's favorite lipstick to your next prayer meeting.’"

Tiriel's eyebrows had climbed nearly to her hairline. "Blackmail! That makes a lot more sense than a secret lover. Someone has been blackmailing the Magistrate. Maybe we aren’t the only ones who discovered his connection to Guild Master Mordain."

"And not just for money," Chaddick said. "These demands are all acts of humiliation. Either tests of his obedience or… acts of revenge. I wonder who he pissed off?”

“Maybe they’re from someone at the Order?” Goldie suggested. “Either to test his religious convictions or as punishment for his indiscretions?”

“The Order is definitely weird enough to do something like that,” Tiriel confirmed.

Calypso had moved to the wall behind the desk and pressed her fingers against a section of paneling. It shifted under her touch, revealing a recessed iron door with a combination dial. "Hey, there’s a safe here.”

Chaddick stood upright. “Nice. Good eyes.”

“I’ve seen it open before,” the cat girl said with a shrug. “Like I said, Zane used to like to flash his riches. If he’s got any money left, it’ll be in there.”

“Can you open it?”

She knelt before the safe and pressed her ear to the metal. Her black ears went rigid, amplifying the faint clicks of the mechanism. Her clawed fingers turned the dial as delicately as a spider tugging strands of silk.

The safe opened with a heavy clunk.

“Ha!” Chaddick fist pumped the air. “Looks like I’m getting my reward after all. What is it? Sacks of gold? Piles of gemstones? Precious magical artifacts?”

“Umm…” Calypso’s tail twitched. “Not exactly.”

Chaddick peered over her shoulder to look inside the safe. All he could see was a leather-bound journal, a stack of withdrawal receipts, and empty space. A lot of empty space. The velvet lining showed the impressions of where coin stacks had once sat, rectangular depressions pressed deep into the fabric. But there wasn’t a coin to be found now.

Goldie inhaled sharply.

Everyone looked at her.

"That strange sense," she said. “It’s even stronger here. A warmth… like sitting next to a hearth fire. I can almost see it, it’s so strong, almost a shimmer in the air.”

“I don’t see anything,” Chaddick said.

Tiriel was watching Goldie with a strange look in her eyes. “Interesting… very interesting…”

The paladin’s brown eyes were wide and unfocused, staring at the empty safe as if she could see something the rest of them couldn't.

“But whatever it is I’m sensing, it’s gone." She pressed a hand against the iron door. She turned her head slowly, as if following an invisible thread. "I can feel where it went, though. A trail. Leading away from here. I wish I knew what it was, why it’s so important."

Tiriel's face split into a grin so wide it was almost manic. "The fortune powder!"

"What?" Goldie pulled her hand back.

"Durgo's fortune powder! The golden dust you spilled on yourself last night. It's given you some kind of... gold-sensitivity." Tiriel bounced on her toes. "The compound must have bonded with your Canin sensory processing. Fortune powder is supposed to attract wealth. It’s used in cheap luck charms all the time. They usually aren’t very effective, but I’ve never heard of anyone absorbing it before, like you did. Maybe… metabolized through a Canin's enhanced olfactory system… it's become a tracking sense instead!"

Goldie stared at her hand. "You're telling me I can smell gold now?"

"Not smell, exactly. Sense. Feel. However your brain is interpreting it. But yes." Tiriel clasped her hands together. "Oh, this is so fascinating! I can’t wait to run some controlled trials to—”

Chaddick shook his head. “That doesn’t make sense. I’m carrying some gold right now. Most people walking the streets of Port Viridia are. If that was what it was, she’d be overwhelmed by this new sense all the time. But it only kicked in out in Zane’s garden.”

Tiriel pondered that. “Excellent observation. Perhaps my hypothesis was too hasty. You’re right… it does seem more complex than a mere gold-sense. Is it possible that the concentration of wealth in this area is just so high that it’s triggering the fortune powder? Or is it because we’re looking for this gold in particular? Maybe it’s actually a… quest objective indicator? That would be an unusual side effect, but not completely outside the range of probability.”

Goldie’s tail was frozen as if she couldn’t decide if this was a good thing or not. “What does that mean?”

“Well, it’s too early to say. We’ll have to do some more tests…” Tiriel’s excitement faltered and a flash of disappointment crossed her face. “But probably, it means you’re about to become Chaddick’s favorite girl. An innate ability to sense where important treasures are located or an uncanny knowledge of where to go to complete a quest… How am I supposed to compete with that? Damn it, all! Foiled by my own experiments once again…”

Calypso, still crouched by the safe, shot Chaddick a sideways look. "First the serum she spilled on me, and now I hear she’s doused the paladin with something too? She seems prone to accidents. Should I be worried?"

"Well…” Chaddick grinned. “Things are never boring if you travel with us, that’s for sure.”

Tiriel beamed. “I’m going to choose to take that as a compliment.”

Goldie was still staring at the empty safe, her expression wavering between wonder and concern.

Chaddick picked up the withdrawal receipts, stamped with the Sanctum Mercatoria logo. Looking at the earlier dates, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Monthly withdrawals, modest amounts. Then every two weeks. Then weekly. Then twice a week. The most recent entries showed withdrawals every few days, the amounts climbing each time.

Whatever Zane was spending his money on, it had escalated from habit to compulsion.

"Where does the trail go?" he asked Goldie.

She closed her eyes. Her nostrils flared instinctively, though Chaddick suspected the sense she was following had nothing to do with her nose. Slow and steady, she turned her head, like a compass needle finding north.

"That way," she said, then opened her eyes to see which direction she was pointing. "Toward the harbor."

Below them, heavy boots sounded on the hardwood floors. The patrol guard had changed direction.

Calypso's ears snapped toward the sound. "We should go."

She scanned the room, looking for something.

“The door is right where we left it,” Chaddick said, already moving to put his hand on the door knob. “Let’s move.”

“Not that way.” Calypso moved to the far wall and ran her fingers along the wallpaper, feeling for something underneath. After a moment she let out a pleased chuckle. “Yup. Just as I suspected. Our way out.”

She reached up and pressed a notch on the decorative molding and a panel swung inward, just like the hidden safe. The secret door revealed a narrow servants' passage, dark and smelling of dust and old wood. The way the door stuck, it seemed like it hadn’t been used in a very long time.

Goldie froze, giving the cat girl a suspicious glare. "How did you know about this?"

"Every rich house has them. Servants aren't supposed to be seen." Calypso's golden eyes flashed in the dim light. "Even though Zane didn’t want any maids nosing around in his study, I had a feeling the room would be equipped with a servant access anyway. Come on."

They slipped through, single file. Calypso pushed the panel shut behind them. The passage was tight, barely wide enough for Goldie's armored shoulders. Chaddick heard the guard's footsteps pass the office door and continue down the hall. They held their breath as the guard passed, then slowly began to shuffle through the tight space.

The passage led along the hall, down the stairs and past the kitchen where the second guard sat humming to himself. But Calypso’s sense for when to wait and when to move saved them from making any clattering mistakes. Eventually, she led them out through another hidden door which opened into the garden.

Night air hit them once more. The white flowers were strangely scentless as they moved through the gate, out of the garden and into the streets. No one was around, but they kept to the shadows between the pools of light on the cobblestones, cast by lamps on every corner.

Chaddick exhaled. Tiriel had copied enough dates and amounts from Zane’s ledgers that they should be able to find more evidence, if necessary, or at least point the authorities in the right direction. If there were any authorities to report to. He’d tucked the blackmail notes inside his gambeson, fearing Zane might try to destroy them if he figured out they were on his trail. The withdrawal pattern painted a clear picture of a man spiraling deeper into something he couldn't control, which meant he might be getting desperate.

But they were going to get to the bottom of this.

Apparently, Goldie could follow the gold.

She stood very still on the pavement, her eyes half-closed, one hand pressed flat against the garden wall as she sensed the air.

"I can still feel it, sir," she said. "The trail goes south and east. Toward the water."

Chaddick looked at Tiriel. Tiriel looked at Calypso. Calypso looked at Goldie. Goldie opened her eyes and looked at Chaddick.

"Well," he said. "Shall we find out where a very naughty Magistrate has been spending his stolen coins?"

Goldie's tail gave a single, determined wag. "Ready when you are, sir."

If she’d been wearing her collar, Chaddick would have kissed her and told her what a good girl she was. But she wasn’t, so he’d have to keep his feelings on the backburner for now.

“Lead the way,” he said. “We’re right behind you.”

They moved into the night, following a trail only one of them could see.


Chapter 16
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Artemus Pendragon adjusted the burlap sack on his shoulder and marched toward the Magistrate's offices with the grim determination of a man on a sacred mission. The bag was heavier than it looked, and it squelched with every step. Something inside it shifted wetly, and a smell leaked through the enchanted fabric that made his eyes water.

He didn't care. This was important work.

Command Warden Rone had been characteristically unhelpful when Artemus had finally been released from the storage closet. The man had looked at him with a flat, dead-eyed stare that said Artemus—or perhaps all of humanity—was a roadblock in the way of his happiness, and said, "You. Take this to the Magistrate. Evidence of the pest situation. And don't come back."

That had been hours ago. Artemus had cleaned himself up as best he could, purchased a new notebook (just in case), and set about completing his task with the thoroughness that had made him valedictorian of Ye Olde Hero Academy's Legacy Track.

The fact that Questwell’s sidekick—one of the previously honorable Guardlights, no less!—had locked him in a storage room was unfathomable. Not just the act itself, though that was humiliating enough. Nor the betrayal of a Pendragon by a Guardlight, when the family clans had been tight-knit for generations—ever since the dreaded Lancelot incident...

It was the principle of the matter.

Artemus Pendragon did not get locked in closets. Artemus Pendragon was the great-great-great-grandson of Arthur Pendragon, whose name was carved into the Hero's Monument in letters three inches deep. His family had produced more legendary heroes than any other lineage in Armathia. His grandfather had slain the Wyrm of Westmarch. His father had been awarded the Silver Shield of Valor before he'd turned twenty-five.

And Artemus had been top of his class. Every class. Four years of perfect marks in Heroic History, Heroic Ethics, Duel Tactics, Rescue Protocols, and Advanced Prophecy Studies. He'd memorized the Codex of Heroic Conduct cover to cover. He'd studied every prophecy, every omen, every historical precedent for the selection of a Chosen One.

He'd been ready.

More to the point, his family had been ready.

The Pendragon estate had prepared a celebration. The banquet hall had been decorated. Invitations had been sent. When they’d received word of Aurelius Starborne’s untimely demise, his family had privately cheered their good fortune. His death meant the Blade of Prophecy would be available when Artemus was declared Chosen One. It was an act of Destiny, and Destiny always acted in the Pendragon’s favor.

Except that Lancelot thing—but they didn’t talk about that.

His mother had commissioned a portrait—Artemus in ceremonial armor, holding the Blade of Prophecy and bathed in divine light. The artist had already sketched the composition, despite the commission being a bit premature of the facts.

The portrait still hung in the family gallery, draped in velvet and awaiting its reveal. Yet, behind the curtain, it remained unfinished, the Blade conspicuously absent from his painted hands. It was unfathomable and completely unreasonable!

The Academy's seers, in their infinite and incomprehensible wisdom, had given the Blade to Chaddick Questwell instead of him.

Chaddick Questwell, who had scraped through his coursework on charm and combat scores alone. Who had openly mocked the traditions Artemus held sacred. Who treated his destiny like an inconvenience and his sidekick like a—

Artemus's neck flushed. He adjusted his grip on the bag and walked faster.

Goldie Guardlight should have been his sidekick—her beautiful brown eyes and golden fur gleaming as she stood next to him. Well, behind him and a little to the left, as was proper for a sidekick. But she would be beside him in spirit. And she would have made him look even more heroic than the Blade of Prophecy. Surely, his mother would have commissioned a second portrait, one with his bound companion kneeling at his feet. Now that would have been a portrait worthy of a hero!

And Artemus would never, ever have dreamt of treating Goldie the way that cad Chaddick had… like a piece of cheap meat. Like one of his barroom conquests.

Guardlights didn’t need or want attention like that. No sidekick did. It was their honor to serve a hero, and that was enough. That was the way it was meant to be.

It was wrong. It was simply, objectively wrong that Chaddick Questwell had ended up with both the blade and the babe... er… sidekick.

The Blade of Prophecy was supposed to choose the most worthy candidate. And by every measurable standard—academic achievement, family lineage, dedication to the heroic code—that candidate was Artemus Pendragon.

The oracles, however, had not agreed. Artemus had spent every day since trying to understand why.

The only conclusion that made any sense was that the selection process had been corrupted somehow. Questwell's enrollment at the Academy had always been suspicious. A scholarship student with no family name, no lineage, no history? Accepted on "Heroic Potential," which as far as Artemus could determine, was a polite way of saying the recruitment office thought he'd look good on a poster…

Something was wrong. And Artemus was going to prove it. That was why he'd accepted the Magistrate's commission. Not for gold—Pendragons didn't need gold—but because documenting Questwell's failures was a sacred duty. When Artemus presented his evidence to the Academy's Board of Directors, they would have no choice but to review the selection. To correct the error. To snatch the Blade of Prophecy from Chaddick’s hands and give it to the rightful wielder!

There was, unfortunately, no hope for the Guardlight girl. She’d sworn herself to a fraud, but the binding oath of a sidekick was unbreakable. Artemus was sure the Academy would find him a suitable replacement. Perhaps an exotic specimen from Mirajinn… they were said to be petite, pious, and submissive sidekicks who favored magic over melee in their fighting.

Certainly not the type of woman who would lock a hero in a storage room.

These musings carried Artemus all the way to the Magistrate’s office, his righteous indignation burning hot enough that he hardly even noticed the smell or the occasional gurgling rumbles that issued from the center of the sack.

He looked forward to the satisfaction on Magistrate Zane’s face when he presented him with this one small victory against the chaos that threatened Port Viridia. Questwell may have been the one to dispatch the rats, but Artemus was the one who would receive the glory.

The Knight entered the Magistrate's offices with his back straight and his shoulders proud. As he approached the front desk, a clerk looked up at him with an expression that suggested Artemus was interfering with his digestion.

Clearly this was a mistake. The man must not know who he was.

"I need to see Magistrate Zane," Artemus declared.

"The Magistrate is busy."

"You didn’t even check!”

“The Magistrate is a busy man,” the clerk said with a grimace. “I don’t need to check. You can make an appointment, or you can go away.”

“I will do no such thing,” Artemus said. “I am Artemus Pendragon. I'm delivering evidence from the Port Viridia Watch regarding the pest crisis in the Flesh Shambles." He hefted the bag onto the counter with a wet thump. The clerk recoiled. "One thousand, four hundred and ninety-five rat tails, collected during a sanctioned extermination operation. The Magistrate authorized the bounty himself. He'll want to see the scale of the problem firsthand, if for no other reason than to verify that the fee paid by the city was legitimate. This is official business, and I intend to see the Magistrate personally."

The clerk stared at the bag. A dark stain was spreading across the counter beneath it and threatening a stack of bookkeeping records. Artemus hoped the city had a good maid service, because the mark did not look like it was going to wipe up easily.

"I'll... see if he's available." The man gingerly rescued the stack of books and moved them to another table. “One moment, please.”
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Prudencius Zane had been having a terrible week, and the arrival of the Pendragon boy did nothing to improve it.

He watched through the crack in his office door as the young hero argued with his clerk. Stiff-spined, immaculate, radiating self-importance. Zane could smell the arrogance wafting off the young Knight, like the stink of a room at the Crimson Tide after the ships came in and the whores had been run through a few dozen times.

He couldn’t stand arrogance in anyone other than himself. Especially not from these old-money types, like the world owed them something.

The boy reminded Zane of his wife, which was never a good sign.

Not in temperament—Constance was cold where Pendragon was hot—but in conviction. They both believed. Truly, deeply, and without reservation. Constance believed in the sanctity of the Virtuous Chain with every fiber of her rigid soul. Pendragon seemed to believe in his own family’s importance with the same fervor.

Never mind, one of the clerks will deal with him, Zane thought as he closed the door and shuffled uncomfortably back to his desk. I have more important things to worry about.

Zane envied them both, though he hated to admit it even to himself. His envy tasted like bile in the back of his throat.

He'd never believed in anything except getting ahead. The Order of the Virtuous Chain had been Constance's condition for the marriage, and the marriage had been his condition for accessing the Ashworth fortune. A fair trade at the time. He'd worn the ceremonial robes, recited the vows, submitted to the rituals.

The chastity garments had been part of the deal. Enchanted metalwork, blessed by the Order's priests, designed to enforce purity through discomfort. When his thoughts strayed toward the carnal, the metal bit. Tiny pinpricks, sharp enough to remind him of his vows.

He’d thought he could handle it. And he had at first. But now… the damned thing would be his undoing.

Zane shifted in his chair. The garment was chafing today. It had been chafing all week, in fact. The more he tried not to think about it, the worse it got. A maddening cycle that tightened like a vice.

He needed to focus. There were more pressing concerns than his undergarments.

Mordain was in prison. That was the root of everything.

Guild Master Silas Mordain had been many things—arrogant, corpulent, obsessed with forbidden magic—but above all, he had been useful. Their arrangement had been simple and profitable. Mordain provided Zane with cursed trinkets and minor hexes that could ruin a merchant's stock overnight or cause mysterious ‘structural damage’ to a shop that had been slow to pay its fees. In exchange, Zane directed a portion of the collected surcharges to the Mage's Guild.

What Mordain did with that money was his own business. Zane hadn't asked, and hadn't wanted to know. Void magic, dark rituals, apocalyptic ambitions—none of that was Zane's concern. At least, it hadn’t been, until the idiot Mordain had gotten himself caught and Zane had been forced to arrest him.

He was a practical man. He cared about leverage and liquidity, not theology. And he was smart enough to keep Mordain locked up in the deepest cells of the city dungeon, where he wouldn’t be able to tell anyone about Zane’s connection to his cult. That would have been inconvenient.

The rats had been Mordain's idea, too. A proof of concept, he'd called it. The mind-control potion he was developing for the Black Zenith ritual needed testing on living subjects, and rats were both plentiful and disposable. Mordain had tested his formula on the Shambles' rodent population, and when it worked—when the rats responded to directed commands—Zane had seen the opportunity immediately.

Controlled rats could be sent into any shop, any warehouse, any home. They could contaminate grain stores, gnaw through support beams, or nest in expensive fabrics. Best of all, unlike a cursed artifact or a bit of illegal hexwork, rats couldn’t be traced back to anything untoward. Rats were simply a fact of life in Port Viridia. No one could possibly be blamed.

And when the damage was done, the Magistrate's office would arrive with a sympathetic expression and an invoice for emergency pest remediation services.

It had worked beautifully. For a while.

Then the Arcane Quarter's magical runoff had seeped into the sewers and interfered with the control enchantment. The rats stopped responding to commands. They bred. They mutated. The manufactured problem became a real one, and suddenly the Flesh Shambles was overrun with rodents that answered to no one.

And then Mordain had gotten himself arrested trying to summon the Dark Lord with a counterfeit Cockatrice feather and a cauldron full of laxatives, and the entire arrangement had collapsed like a shit-house of cards.

Suddenly, Zane's operation was hemorrhaging money somewhere. His phantom fees would still bring in some revenue, but without Mordain’s curses or rats, it wouldn’t take long for the merchants to realize Zane’s threats didn’t have any teeth. They’d start pushing back. They’d start asking questions, and Zane’s ride on easy street would be finished.

Not to mention that rats-blasted Chosen One.

Zane's jaw tightened. Questwell and his little party had stumbled into the void cult situation and come out looking like heroes. He’d tried to have the situation handled quickly and quietly by a usually reliable contact who just happened to be in town. But that had gone tits up, just like Mordain’s operation.

By now, he was sure, the whole city knew what Questwell and his party had done and what Mordain had been up to. Zane had only barely managed to keep his name out of it. But now they were poking around, asking questions, visiting his office with innocent smiles and pointed observations about the Sanctum Mercatoria’s banking procedures...

Worst of all, Lord Lumistrae was involved, too. The Lumistrae family had resources, connections, and a reputation that made them untouchable. There weren’t many with the weight to pressure Sanctum Mercatoria into doing an audit if they didn’t want to, but if anyone could do it, it was Thandor Lumistrae. If they decided to investigate Zane's finances, they'd find the rot within a week.

The filthy pirate bitch should have solved that problem. One clean kill, one dead hero, and the threat would have evaporated. But she’d been unable to find them that first night, and then when she’d had a second chance, she’d missed! Good thing he hadn’t paid up front. That was one thousand gold Zane absolutely didn’t have. Not when he had other, more important things to spend his money on.

He should have known better than to hire from Captain Dreadeye's stable. Cheap labor produced cheap results.

The garment pinched again and Zane gripped the edge of his desk. He needed to stop thinking. Every thread of worry seemed to tighten the same knot of pressure that always tormented him. And the more it tightened the harder it was to concentrate on anything else.

He needed things to be handled. He needed someone who could take control. Someone who could look at this mess and impose order on it.

Admiral Hullbreaker was as terrifying as she was commanding, and her services did not come cheap. There was a reason she’d risen through the ranks as quickly as she had, and she was a formidable player on sea and on land.

Zane’s insides turned to liquid whenever she entered the room, and a part of him always feared she’d eventually have enough of his shit and tear his head off instead of helping him.

But she was also the only person who made him feel like the world wasn't spinning out of control. When he was with her, things were simple. Clear. She told him what to do and he did it. There was a peace in that. A release from the crushing weight of maintaining his carefully constructed life.

He needed that release. Soon. Desperately.

Zane pressed a brass button on his desk. A thin, nervous clerk appeared in the doorway within moments.

"Send a payment to Admiral Hullbreaker's office. For services rendered to the Magistrate's administration."

The clerk's face tightened. "Sir, the amount?"

Zane named a figure. The clerk went pale.

"Sir, the municipal coffers are... the budget for this quarter has already been allocated. The watch payroll alone—"

"Sanctum Mercatoria will honor the payment. The city's credit is good."

"Sir, the Sanctum’s High Priest has already expressed concerns about—"

"Are you the Magistrate, or am I?"

The clerk swallowed. "You are, sir."

"Then send the payment. The Admiral's services are essential to the security of Port Viridia's harbor. That is a legitimate municipal expense. Document it accordingly."

The clerk retreated, looking like a man who wanted to argue but valued his employment more than his principles.

Zane exhaled. The insidious garment’s effect on him had settled to a dull, persistent ache. Manageable, if he didn't think about it. If he kept his mind on the numbers, the ledgers, the—

He stopped. The clerk hadn’t left yet. He lingered in the doorway. There was a rotten, conspiratorial look on his face that Zane recognized all too well. It was one he wore often, when he was about to deliver justice in a backhanded sort of way.

“I’m sorry, sir,” the clerk said, most certainly not meaning it, “but there’s someone here to see you, by the way.”

“I don’t have time. Whoever they are, send them away—"

The clerk vanished as if he hadn’t heard, and the Pendragon boy burst through the door like a hunting dog showing off a particularly large and exciting kill. "Magistrate Zane!"

He carried a bulging burlap sack that reeked of death and deposited it on Zane's desk with ceremonial gravity.

"Sir, I present to you the evidence of the Flesh Shambles pest crisis. One thousand, four hundred and ninety-five rat tails, collected during the Chosen One's sanctioned extermination operation, which I personally oversaw in my capacity as your appointed arbiter."

Zane stared at the sack. A brownish liquid was seeping through the burlap onto his polished desk.

He did a quick, panicked calculation… At five gold per tail.

Plus the guild’s bounty for cascading whatever-they-were-calleds.

His stomach dropped.

His clerk wasn’t wrong. He’d hit the bottom of the city’s once abundant coffers. How had he fallen so far, so quickly?

"The scale of the infestation is indeed alarming," Artemus continued, apparently mistaking Zane's expression of financial horror for civic concern. "I've suspected for some time that the pest situation in the lower districts has been criminally neglected. I recommend a full municipal response, including—"

"Yes, yes." Zane's voice came out strangled. "Leave it on the desk."

"I should note that the Chosen One's conduct during the operation was, predictably, below the standard expected of—"

"Unless you have something you can nail him to the wall with, I don’t want to hear it."

Artemus blinked. Then he straightened, tucked his notebook under his arm, and gave a crisp nod. "Of course, sir. My full written report will follow. I trust you'll find it comprehensive."

He didn't leave. He stood there, clearly expecting something. Praise, perhaps. A commendation. Some acknowledgement of his service.

Zane barely saw him. He’d managed to delay the hero’s reward for Mordain’s capture, hoping that by the time it was time to pay up the recipient would be dead. Now… nearly ten thousand gold in pest bounties, and the Admiral's fee he'd just authorized, not to mention the mounting debts from merchants who would no longer take him seriously.

Mordain would have known what to do. Mordain always had a contingency. A new curse, a new scheme, a new way to squeeze blood from stone. But Mordain was rotting in a cell and Zane was alone… Fear gripped his heart and squeezed.

The bloody garment stung him like the poisoned tentacles of a Saltmere jellyfish. It was as if his rising panic was feeding directly into—

“Sir?” Pendragon pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Are you quite all right? You look as if you’re attempting to pass a particularly large and compacted stool.”

Zane gripped the desk with white-knuckled hands. “I’m fine. Now get the hell out of here. I’m a busy man, Pendragon! Don’t waste my time!.”

If that useless assassin didn't finish the job… If Lord Lumistrae's inquiries bore fruit… If the Chosen One kept pulling at threads… he was done for, he was—

The bag moved.

Zane froze, his eyes sliding over the stinking sack as if seeing it for the first time. He’d assumed the rats were dead. The sack was supposed to hold their tails. Severed rat tails didn’t move…

Pendragon peered at the bag through his spectacles. “Excuse me, sir, but—"

The burlap bulged outward. A seam split with a wet pop. Something inside the sack was expanding, pressing against the fabric from every direction at once.

The bespectacled Knight took a step back. "I-is it supposed to do that?"

“You tell me,” Zane shouted. “You’re the one who brought the damned thing in here, you good for nothing— Aaargh!"

The bag swelled to twice its size. Three times. The desk groaned beneath it. The seams were splitting one by one, each releasing a fresh gout of putrid air. The enchantment holding the bag's contents in their compressed state was failing, and fifteen hundred decomposing rat tails were remembering their original volume all at once. Worse, they seemed to be expanding…

"Sir, I think you would be well advised to—"

“GET DOWN!” Zane shrieked.

But it was too late.

The bag exploded before either man could take cover.

The sound was somewhere between a thunderclap and the world's most disgusting sneeze. Rat tails erupted in every direction like shrapnel from a cannon. They hit the walls, the ceiling, the portraits of officials with severe moustaches. They splattered across the velvet curtains. They filled the air with a mist of decomposition that coated everything it touched in a thin, glistening film of rot.

A tail draped itself across the nameplate on Zane's desk. Another landed in his open inkwell with a thick plop.

Zane sat in his chair, arms raised instinctively to shield his face. Slowly, he lowered them. He was covered. His robes, his desk, his carefully maintained combover—all of it plastered with fragments of decomposing rat. A tail clung to his wedding ring like a grotesque gemstone.

Across the room, Artemus Pendragon stood frozen with his arms spread wide, his mouth open, his spectacles hanging from one ear. His new notebook, which he'd been holding at the ready, was now drenched in a foul sauce.

He shook as much of the detritus off as he could, but the pages were irreparably damaged. “Not again!” he wailed, bits of gods only knew what flying from his mouth as he did.

Zane rose from his chair. Rat debris slid from his shoulders in a cascade of filth. His expression was perfectly blank. His gray eyes were unfocused. His left eyelid twitched.

He walked past the Pendragon boy without a word. Through the door. Down the corridor. Past the clerk who had pressed himself flat against the wall and was peering curiously along the hall to see what the commotion was all about. He continued past the reception desk, where the ancient Felin bookkeeper looked up, blinked, and looked back down as if he couldn’t be bothered with these shenanigans.

The Magistrate walked out of his own building and into the street, trailing rat tails, with the desperate, wild-eyed look of a man whose carefully maintained world was crumbling around him.

In a final act of desperation to make things right, to make things make sense again, he turned toward the harbor.
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Artemus stood alone in the Magistrate's ruined office.

A rat tail slid from the ceiling and landed on his shoulder. He didn't bother brushing it off.

He looked at his ruined notebook, the third one in as many days. The pages were sodden and stained. The observations carefully re-written that morning were gone, obliterated under a layer of decomposed rodent.

He closed it carefully and tucked it under his arm.

In the corridor outside, clerks peered through the doorway, whispering to each other. But none of them entered or offered to help. The wizened bookkeeper with patch-furred ears had returned to his ledger as if nothing had happened.

Artemus removed his spectacles and wiped them on the one clean patch he could find on his tabard—proudly emblazoned with the Pendragon family crest, in possibly its least proud moment. He put them back on. The world came into focus, smeared and stinking and covered in filth.

He'd followed the rules. Every single one. He'd accepted the Magistrate's commission because it was proper. He'd documented everything because that was what heroes did. He'd delivered the evidence because it was his duty.

And somehow it had all gone wrong again.

What more was he supposed to do? What could be done in a world that was so rotten it no longer even recognized, let alone rewarded, the traditional tenets of heroism? What was the point of it all?

He felt the heaviness of that question deep in his bones. It bore down on him, trying to force his shoulders to crumble beneath its weight.

Artemus Pendragon took a breath. The air tasted like moldy meat and pestilence, worse even than it had in the Flesh Shambles. But he pushed that thought away.

He took another, deeper breath of the putrid air, allowing it to crystallize his purpose. This was the corruption that ate at the heart of Port Viridia.

Artemus straightened his spine, adjusted his spectacles, and patted the ruined notebook under his arm.

Then, he walked out of the Magistrate's office with his head held high and rat guts dripping from his pauldrons.

Someone had to uphold standards around here. Even if the world refused to cooperate. And that someone would just have to be him.

It was clear that nobody else was up for the job.


Chapter 17
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Goldie led them south through the darkened streets with her nose up and her ears forward. Her cape fluttered over her shoulders. Glimpses of her tail from beneath the cape showed it was stiff and alert as she focused on the invisible trail.

"It's stronger now," she said. "Like a warm current in the air. Pulling me toward the water."

Chaddick kept pace beside her, curiosity driving him forward. It seemed incredibly lucky that Goldie should develop a quest hunting ability just as their clues were leading them to an otherwise dead end.

His mind went back to what the enchantress, Ilara, had said about the Blade of Prophecy’s properties. Was it possible that the enchantments on his blade were strong enough to affect the others as well? What were the chances that Tiriel would pick up the fortune powder in Durgo’s rat-infested basement, and that Goldie—who’s senses seemed especially suited to the reagent’s magical properties—would spill it on herself?

Not to mention the fact that his own desire to make a quick bit of gold had led them to the rat quest in the first place, which had led to Tiriel’s pilfering of the alchemist’s supplies? It certainly felt as if the hands of Fate were meddling in the outcome of this quest.

The idea bothered him less than he thought it would. He’d always resented the idea of Destiny, in theory. Chaddick had worked hard for the future he envisioned for himself, playing up his natural attributes and playing into people’s expectations in order to get ahead. But it was always with his end goal in mind: the steady life of a side-quest hero with enough Gold to support himself and enough Girls to keep him company along the way. It was a simple dream, but it was his and his alone. Capital-D-Destiny threatened to upend that dream in favor of the third ‘G’ of heroism, the one Chaddick had no interest in. Glory.

But whatever enchantments were working on him via the Blade of Prophecy seemed, rather than bending his future to meet the goals of some unseen hand of Fate, to be bending Fate to aid in his dreams.

An escort quest to aid a Damsel in Distress led him to accidentally exposing and destroying a void cult. Destroying the void cult led to an assassination attempt. Attempting to discover who was behind the assassination had led to uncovering more corruption, which had led to a new D-in-D and a rescue side-quest.

He no longer felt like Destiny was out to undermine who he was. It seemed, instead, to be accelerating the very dream he’d had all along. With the Blade of Prophecy at his side, Chaddick’s dream life was unfolding before his eyes, much more quickly than he’d expected it to. It was exhilarating.

It seemed too good to be true.

The residential streets of Verdant Springs gave way to merchant rows, then to warehouses, then to the sprawl of rope-makers and sail-menders that marked the outer edge of the docks. The air smelled of salt and tar and the smoke from oil-fed lanterns that cast greasy halos of light all along the pier.

As they approached the harbor, Chaddick noticed a change coming over Calypso. She fell further back in the group, her steps becoming tense, the closer they got to the water.

He glanced over his shoulder at the cat girl. “You okay?”

She nodded, but Chaddick didn’t buy it for a second. Calypso’s eyes darted nervously, and she kept her ears flat against her hair. She tugged on her tail, holding it against her chest like a child with a teddy bear, as if she was trying to soothe herself. He was beginning to realize just how deep her fear of Captain Dreadeye and the pirates was, and how horrible her life on the Sandpiper must have been.

It made him unreasonably angry to think of anyone attempting to hurt or frighten the Felin, and his promise to help her save her sister hardened in his mind.

The tenth bell rang from the Harbor Master's tower as they set foot on the damp wooden boards of the docks. The sound rolled over the dark water and echoed off the hulls of ships at anchor, sounding ominous.

Chaddick scanned the port, wondering which of the ships belonged to the pirate. He couldn’t see any named Sandpiper. But if Captain Dreadeye was wanted by the Admiral, Chaddick supposed he wouldn’t be moored in Port Viridia’s main harbor. His gaze fell on the misty horizon, and the islands that might hide a pirate’s vessel from the mainland.

During the day, Port Viridia’s docks were a busy place full of porters hauling merchandise to and from ships, officials checking inventory, sailors, soldiers, fishermen, and dockworkers jostling past one another to finish their work.

At night, a different sort of business took over. Sailors crowded the waterfront in knots of three and four, gambling on overturned crates with dice and cards. A woman in a lowcut dress leaned against a bollard, negotiating with a sunburned deckhand. From an open doorway music, laughter, and golden light spilled onto the damp cobblestones.

Above that doorway hung a sign: a ship painted crimson against a black sea. The Crimson Tide.

The tavern's front windows were fogged with condensation and tobacco smoke. Through the glass, Chaddick could make out a heaving crowd of sailors, dockworkers, and harder-looking types whose profession was probably best left unasked. A fight had broken out near the bar. Nobody seemed interested in stopping it.

"Charming place," Tiriel murmured. “I wonder what kind of potions a crowd like that might be looking for?”

Chaddick shrugged. “Something to banish pubic lice, I’d imagine. Or a cure for sunburn? What do you think, Calypso?”

He turned, and was surprised to find the cat girl was no longer there.

“Where’d she go?” Goldie growled, noticing at the same time he had.

“Are you worried?” Chaddick asked, mostly joking. Although Goldie did seem a bit worried, and he had to admit, he was too.

“I just like to have that little sneak where I can see her.”

Chaddick was about to call out for the cat girl when a small voice whispered, “I’m here.”

Calypso crouched in the mouth of an alley about ten paces away, pressed as deep into the shadow as the wall behind her would allow. She wrapped her arms around her knees and her tail wrapped around her ankles, making herself as small as possible. Only the shine of her eyes was visible unless Chaddick concentrated very hard. She seemed to be using some kind of magically enhanced stealth skill to hide herself from view.

"Calypso?" Chaddick whispered. “What’s the matter?”

"Nothing." Her voice was thin. Her golden eyes darted across the dock front nervously. "I’m fine.”

“I’d find that easier to believe if you weren’t curled up in an alley, looking like you just ate a bad fish.”

“I’d just... feel more comfortable if I wasn’t out in the open. The guards don’t take kindly to pirates.”

“You’re with the Chosen One, a Guardlight paladin, and the daughter of House Lumistrae,” Chaddick said. “It doesn’t get more legitimate than that. If anyone tries to give you a hard time, we’ll take care of it.”

“It’s not just the guards. Sailors, other pirates, soldiers. They don’t like me.”

Chaddick moved toward the mouth of the alley and crouched down in front of her. “You’ll be safe,” he said, holding out his hand to her. “I promise.”

Reluctantly, Calypso touched his fingers with hers, her eyes gleaming like crescent moons in the darkness. She trembled as she took his hand and allowed him to pull her to her feet.

Goldie gave them a hard look as they returned, her eyes narrowed at the Felin. “Don’t try sneaking off like that again. I’m watching you.”

Calypso slunk behind Chaddick, keeping out of the Canin’s view as they continued along the docks.

“Don’t worry about her,” he heard Tiriel whisper. “Beneath the growly exterior, she’s as warm and gooey and fuzzy as a caramel that’s been in your pocket for too long and is all covered in lint.”

Goldie glared over her shoulder at them. “Don’t start, elf. This is a serious mission and we need to take it seriously.”

She marched angrily ahead, so that Chaddick and the others had to jog to keep up. It didn’t take long for Tiriel and Calypso to fall behind as the paladin became hyper focused on the invisible trail once more.

“Looks like we’re headed toward the naval fleet, sir.” She glanced at Chaddick to gauge his reaction. “We might have serious trouble ahead of us if the Admiral is involved. In fact, I think we might want to have an escape plan in place. If the Admiral is compromised…”

Chaddick grimaced. “I know. I’ve been thinking about that. There are a few places I know of where we could lay low. But… to be honest, I’m hoping it won’t be necessary. The Admiral is not the kind of woman I want as an enemy. But we’ll be prepared for the worst.”

A group of sailors passed them, large men covered in matted body hair and tattoos. Most were so weathered by the sun and sea it was difficult to tell if they were human or beastkin. They walked past Goldie and Chaddick, their gazes lingering on the paladin appreciatively. She snarled and put her hand on her sword, causing the largest of the group to sneer. But he didn’t dare say anything, apparently deciding to move on to an easier target.

It didn’t take them long to find one.

Chaddick froze in his tracks as he heard whispered words and a bark of laughter behind them. He turned to see the group of sailors had moved further down the dock, but two had hung behind. They now flanked Calypso, pinning her up against the wall of a rundown net-maker’s shop.

Tiriel stood off to the side, apparently being ignored by the sailors. She looked bemused rather than concerned and was making a note in her notebook. She shimmered slightly in the darkness, which made Chaddick wonder what she was up to.

“What the hell is she doing?” Chaddick whispered.

Goldie just growled, her eyes locked on the sailors. The long, golden hair on her tail was prickled up like she was ready to fight. “That stupid cat of yours is more trouble than she’s worth. Now look what she’s gone and done.”

Before Chaddick could stop her, Goldie was stomping back toward the group, looking like both the sailors and Calypso were about to get a lecture on what happened to people who interrupted her sacred sidekick duties, and it didn’t look like it was going to be pretty.

"Oi!" The biggest sailor could be heard saying, apparently oblivious to the impending doom marching toward him as he focused all his attention on the frightened cat girl. "What's a pretty little pussycat doing out this late? You lost, love? Or are you working?"

Calypso's claws extended. Her shoulders hunched. She didn't answer.

"Hold on," a second sailor said, squinting. "I know that face. That's Callie Caterwaul! Dreadeye's little errand girl."

Calypso hissed, her tail puffing. “Don’t call me that.”

He grinned, showing gaps where teeth should have been. "Didn't recognize you without the leash, love. What happened, he finally let you off the chain? Or did you run away again? Wonder if there’s a reward for turning her in?"

Chaddick noticed her hand slid down her side to the handle of a dagger strapped to her leg. Her fingers shook. He found himself reaching for his own blade, a curse already on his lips.

Brawling with sailors was going to significantly hamper their current quest objective. But they couldn’t stand for Calypso being harassed, especially not after he’d promised to protect her.

The bigger sailor laughed, still oblivious. "Callie Caterwaul! That's a good one. Don’t suppose Dreadeye would mind if we had a little fun with her before we send her packing back to the ship. Here, puss puss puss—"

"Walk away." Goldie's voice cut through the night like a blade leaving its sheath. Her tone was so cold and deadly, it shocked Chaddick enough to freeze the challenge he’d been about to shout.

The sailors looked at the armored paladin, too. The bigger one snorted. "Mind your business, dog. You had your chance. Thought you were too good for me, you did. But if you’re really that jealous, you can clean me off after I’m done with the pussy."

Rage boiled beneath Chaddick’s skin like a rash about to break. There was nothing he would like more than to see the sailor’s heads roll. But he held back. Calypso’s fingers touched the handle of her dagger and her eyes were hard, despite their fear. And Goldie…

Goldie snarled more viciously than Chaddick had ever heard. "She is my business."

The paladin dealt with most conflicts with coolheaded professionalism, unless those conflicts involved a threat to Chaddick’s life.

Now, she seemed to be reacting in the same protective way toward their Felin companion. Chaddick was just shocked enough to want to watch this play out without his interference. He had every confidence the girls could handle this altercation themselves, and he had a feeling that if they did, it might ease some of the tensions the group had been having.

The second sailor, less drunk or more observant, tugged his companion's sleeve. “Hey, Geo, maybe you should leave this one—”

The bigger man shrugged him off and took a step toward Calypso.

“This salty cunt belongs to Captain Dreadeye.” He made eye contact with Goldie as he wrapped his fingers around the cat girl’s tail. “You don’t look like Dreadeye to me, bitch.”

Goldie didn’t even bother to take out her sword, but her snarl became a menacing growl. “You’ll step back now, or you’ll be sorry.”

He yanked.

Or… Chaddick thought that’s what he was going to do. He saw the man’s muscles twitch as if that’s what he intended. But before his body could complete the impulse, Goldie moved.

Her gauntleted fist drove into the sailor's gut, folding him in half like a dirty napkin. Calypso yelped in surprise, yanking her tail out of his grasp and stepping away, her dagger now drawn. The Blade of Prophecy glowed in Chaddick’s hand as he moved to back the cat girl up, if necessary, but he didn’t interfere.

Before the man sank to the ground to catch his breath, Goldie caught him by the collar of his uniform and slammed him against the wall hard enough to rattle his teeth.

She bared her canines, her ears pinned back. “Touch her again and I'll break every finger on that hand. Then I'll start on the other one. Is that easier to understand?"

The sailor's companion was already backing away, hands raised. The big man wheezed, his eyes wide, all the bravado knocked out of him along with his breath.

Goldie released him. He slid down the wall and sat on the cobblestones, clutching his stomach. His friend hauled him upright by the arm and dragged him away without a backward glance.

Goldie turned to Calypso. The Felin was frozen in place, staring at the paladin with her eyes wide and quivering with emotion.

"You—" Calypso's voice cracked. "You didn't have to—"

"You're part of our party while you're working with us. That makes you my responsibility." Goldie inspected her gauntlet for grime, frowned and attempted to polish it on her tabard. "No one touches my people. Even if one of them is a cat."

Calypso opened her mouth, then bit her lip before any words escaped. Her ears slowly rotated forward from their flattened position, sticking out from the side of her head with a sheepish expression.

A low, rhythmic rumble burst from the tiny cat girl, making everyone freeze.

Her eyes went wide with horror. She slapped both hands over her chest as if she could physically smother the sound. It didn't help. If anything, the purring intensified.

"I'm not—this isn't—" She backed away, her face burning. "I can't—it just—"

Goldie's tail had gone rigid. Her ears were straight up in alarm. A Felin purring at a Canin was wrong on every instinctual level. It didn't happen. It wasn't supposed to happen.

"Stop that," Goldie said, her voice strained. “You’re making this weird.”

"It’s not my fault! You protecting me was weird.”

They stared at each other. The purring continued, loud enough that a passing dockworker gave them an odd look.

“Oh gods, this is so embarrassing,” Calypso mewled, which didn’t interrupt the purring. “This has never happened to me before!”

Goldie growled again, this time sounding more panicked than annoyed. “Control yourself!”

“I’m trying!”

Chaddick bit the inside of his cheek so hard he tasted blood. If he laughed, one or both of them would kill him.

Tiriel had no such survival instincts. "Oh, that's adorable! Chaddick, can we keep her?"

“I don’t know, can you take care of her?” Chaddick raised an eyebrow at the elf. “I’m not letting you have a pet if you’re going to leave her to fend for herself when rowdy sailors corner her in a back alley.”

"It is NOT adorable," Calypso hissed, still purring. "And I am not a pet. This is humiliating. And completely involuntary. A physiological response to—to—"

Tiriel’s grin widened as she whipped out her notebook. "Do tell. When are you afflicted with this involuntary display of affection? Is it just when someone is protecting you? Or also when you’re… say… curled up in someone’s lap and getting pets by a nice warm fire?"

The purring somehow got louder. Calypso looked like she wanted to throw herself into the harbor.

“You didn’t answer my question, Tiriel,” Chaddick said sternly. “What were you up to? And why didn’t the sailors seem to notice you?”

“If you must know, I was conducting an experiment.” Tiriel gave him a prim look that might have fooled anyone who didn’t know her. “I was testing a new glamor spell that makes me uninteresting to people,”

“You didn’t look any different to me.”

Tiriel frowned. “Hmm… that’s interesting. Maybe it doesn’t work on people who already know me. That’s good to know… I’ll have to do some more tests to be certain, but it’s probably because of the—”

“You should have stepped in to help her,” Chaddick said. “The moment she was in trouble. That’s what party members do.”

“I would have, if she’d needed me to!” Tiriel protested. “I had a fun new curse all picked out and ready to go. But I thought she could handle herself. In fact, I thought it might do her good to stab one of those assholes. If she had, I totally would have helped her hide the body. But I am a little sad I didn’t get a chance to try out my curse.”

Calypso listened to this conversation with a bemused expression on her face, as if she couldn’t process the fact that all three of these people she had just met—including one whom she had tried to kill—were actually fighting over how best to take care of her. The purring grew even louder.

“W-what was the curse?” she asked, unable to contain her curiosity.

“I discovered it in an ancient text from the jungles beyond the Night Mask Mountains,” Tiriel said, her face suddenly ablaze with excitement. “A single word of power, when spoken with the correct intonation, which causes summoned cockroaches to claw their way out of your enemy’s bung hole. I’ve been itching to try it out.”

Calypso’s eyes widened as she imagined such a fate for her attackers.

Tiriel nodded in commiseration. “I know. It would have been glorious.”

Chaddick just stared at the elf, barely able to comprehend the horror of a magical attack like that.

“You. Are. Terrifying.” Calypso whispered with awe. But she still didn’t stop purring. If anything, she was purring louder now.

“Aww,” Tiriel put a hand to her chest, like she’d just received the sweetest compliment. “Thank you!”

Chaddick could only shake his head.

Goldie, her cheeks still burning, attempted to get their investigation back on track. She cleared her throat decisively.

"The trail.” Her voice was tightly controlled and carefully steady. "We should follow the trail. It's stronger in this direction."

She turned and walked briskly toward the waterfront, her tail sticking straight out behind her.

Chaddick sheathed the Blade of Prophecy, attempting to suppress the smile that threatened to crack his serious expression. “You heard the lady. Business before pleasure, and all that.”

He thought he saw Goldie’s tail twitch beneath her cloak, but she didn’t turn around.

“Is that the hero's code?” Tiriel teased. “And here I thought it was Gold, Girls, and Glory Holes.”

Chaddick paused, frowning thoughtfully. “That’s not bad, actually. I’ll take it up with the guild.”

Calypso fell into step behind them, still rumbling. She pressed her hands against her sternum as if she thought she could squish the purrs out of her chest. But she seemed less embarrassed now and more pleased, a tiny smile curling the edges of her lips.

They followed the waterfront past the Crimson Tide, past the gambling sailors and the working girls and a group of drunks singing off-key on the pier. No one else bothered them, and gradually, Calypso began to relax.

Goldie walked with purpose, one hand extended slightly as if feeling her way along an invisible thread. The quest indicator sense pulled her south along the quay, past fishing boats and merchant vessels…

Toward the deeper berths where the military ships anchored.

A prickle of fresh unease moved across Chaddick’s skin. He’d known this was a possibility, but he’d hoped it wouldn’t come to pass.

The Admiral's flagship loomed at the end of the naval pier. A three-masted warship with the Viridian Fleet's colors flying from the main mast. It looked like it could eat the fishing boats for breakfast.

Chaddick's stomach sank. If the trail led to the Admiral's ship, if Hullbreaker was the one Zane had been funneling money to, then the corruption went higher than they'd feared. They would have no recourse to report his wrongdoing. The Admiral outranked Captain Blackweather, along with everyone in Port Viridia's military hierarchy. If she was dirty, who was left to report to?

They’d be forced to leave the city, which was not a very heroic outcome for the Chosen One, even if it would be a temporary retreat in order to regroup and come up with a new plan. Chaddick wasn’t thrilled about the title he bore thanks to the Blade of Prophecy, but he’d spent more than enough time being pushed around and stepped on by people who were more powerful when he was a child. There was no way he’d allow the same behavior to continue now that he was the Chosen One, not to him and not to anyone else.

Now that he had power, he planned to use it to keep others from abusing theirs.

Goldie slowed as they approached the gangplank. Navy sentries stood at the top, alert and professional. They glowered suspiciously at Chaddick and his party as they approached. But as they got closer to the ship, the paladin tilted her head and frowned.

"It doesn't go aboard," she said. “Strange, I thought… but no…”

Chaddick ignored the looks from the sentries and turned to Goldie. "You're sure?"

"The trail goes past the ship." She turned, following the invisible thread. "It curves... this way. Through that alley."

“Interesting.”

“You there!” a sentry shouted down at them. “No loitering on the docks!”

Goldie turned and gave a most professional salute. “We are not loitering, soldier. We are looking for Admiral Hullbreaker. We have something to report.”

Chaddick almost choked. He muttered under his breath just loud enough for her to hear. “Are you sure about this?”

“Trust me, sir,” she whispered back, still facing the soldiers.

“Admiral Hullbreaker doesn’t see anyone without an appointment,” the sentry announced. “Get out of here, and don’t come back without one.”

Tiriel strode forward, her hands on her hips, looking as affronted as you’d expect for someone who wasn’t used to being told no. It probably didn’t occur to her that, with the current state of her ripped gown, she looked closer to one of the female ‘dock workers’ than the daughter of one of the most important men in the city.

“How do you know we don’t have an appointment?” the elf demanded. “You didn’t even ask!”

The sentry gave her a deadpan stare. “Because she’s not here. The Admiral never misses an engagement, on or off duty. Now beat it. This is your last warning.”

“Come on,” Chaddick whispered to Goldie and Tiriel. “Let’s leave it. We don’t want to confront her until we have real evidence. And until we know for sure she’s not involved.”

“She is involved,” Goldie said cryptically, her brown eyes narrowed at the invisible trail, as if she were sensing something new. “Just… not the way we think. Follow me, sir. Things are about to get interesting…”

Chaddick glanced up at the night sky, almost expecting an ominous thunderclap to follow that statement. Nothing came. But his sword was beginning to glow, faintly.

He wasn’t sure what exactly they were even looking for, but it seemed they were on the right path.

Goldie led them down a narrow alley between two warehouses, away from the naval pier. The alley opened onto a different street, a block from the water. This one was cleaner and better lit than the shadowy docks. The buildings were solid stone and good timber, with painted signs on the doors that advertised ship builders and maritime supply merchants.

Across the street from them, an import house which had crates of silks and spices stacked under a canvas awning, was apparently protected from theft by magical means. The entire building shimmered in the dark. It was so unlike any of the other shops in Port Viridia it seemed to have been picked up in an exotic city and plunked down here via a teleportation spell. Chaddick couldn’t help but notice the merchandise here didn’t seem to have any rat problems. Maybe the spell protected against vermin, too.

Unlike the businesses along the pier, these buildings were all dark, closed until morning.

Goldie walked past them all, straight to the end of the street where, set back behind a low wall and a gate of wrought iron, a boarding house with a No Vacancy sign sat like a prim little lantern, the only building that showed any signs of life. The top floor windows were lit with a warm, inviting glow. Chaddick imagined foreign dignitaries arriving off passenger ships would be delighted to find such quaint accommodations so close to the docks. But he couldn’t imagine why Goldie was leading them there.

Other than the No Vacancy sign, there was little indication of what the building was. As they stood in front of it, Chaddick noticed a tasteful sign hung next to the door which listed the names of the permanent residents of the boarding house, painted in gold script on black lacquer.

Was this where Zane met his mistresses? Or where he came to indulge in some other addiction? An opium den? Or…

One of the names on the plaque made him pause.

Lady Zar's Etiquette School.

Private Instruction by Appointment.

Chaddick laughed, imagining the corrupt Magistrate spending all of his money learning how to tell a salad fork from a regular one, and how not to step on his wife’s toes when they were doing the waltz.

A guard stood at the gate, glowering at them from the shadows. But Chaddick didn’t think this was a city watchman or naval sentry. He looked more like a mercenary. Big, professional, and not interested in conversation.

"Can I help you?" The guard's tone said he’d like to help them find their way back to the docks. Possibly in a body bag to be tossed into the harbor.

Not one to be intimidated by the hired help, Chaddick grinned at the man.

"We're looking for someone," he said. "Or perhaps two someones. Magistrate Prudencius Zane and Admiral Hullbreaker. Are either of them residents here?”

The guard's expression didn't change. His eyes went blank in a way that was too practiced to be natural. "I'm afraid I can't divulge that information. Lady Zar’s confidentiality agreement forbids it.”

"Lady Zar," Goldie said. “Is she the owner of this establishment?”

Tiriel added. "And what sort of etiquette does she teach? I’m sure my mother has sent me to every etiquette tutor in the city in her attempts to whip me into shape for society.”

Behind Chaddick, Calypso whispered, “I don’t think the lessons stuck.”

“Certainly not.” Tiriel shot the Felin a mischievous look. “My will is not so easily broken. Anyway, my point is, I’ve never heard of her. What kind of lessons are these? Dining, dancing, how-to-schmooze-rich-gentlemen-and-charm-them-out-of-their-money? I’m curious what lessons my mother decided I didn’t need… Oh! I know. It must be—”

"The private sort, ma'am.” The blank look on the mercenary’s face grew somehow blanker, as if he were reciting lines that had been drilled into him so deeply he could say them in his sleep. “Lady Zar doesn’t see anyone without an appointment."

The words were an almost exact echo of the line the naval sentry had given them a moment before. Chaddick’s spine straightened as the realization struck him like a lightning bolt.

“Holy sh—"

A sound from inside the building cut through the night air. Muffled by walls and windows, but unmistakable.

A scream, high-pitched and desperate, followed by a sharp crack.

The trio froze, but the mercenary seemed unmoved.

Faintly, a whimpering sound could be heard. Then the desperate pleas of a woman begging for mercy.

"Someone's being hurt in there," Goldie said. Her hand went to her sword. “We’re going in.”

The guard stepped in front of the gate. "Ma'am, I assure you, everything inside is—"

"Move."

The guard was a large man, obviously professional and well trained. But it seemed his training hadn’t included what to do when being growled at by a Guardlight paladin whose protective instincts had been triggered. Because the looks she gave him seemed to wilt him on the spot.

Still, he made an effort to do the job he’d been paid for. Though the expression on his face was more regret than determination, and Chaddick guessed that whatever he was getting paid, it wasn’t enough.

The stout guard reached for Goldie's arm as she pushed past him, but she twisted out of his grasp, reversing his attempt with a single, effortless flick of her wrist. He stared with wide eyes at her fingers gripping his arm, just before she twisted again, yanking his arm behind his back. He let out a startled yelp as she shoved him face-first against the wall in a single fluid motion.

"I said," she said, in a tone that brooked no argument, “we’re going in.”

He nodded meekly, his face scrunched with pain as she put pressure on his elbow. “Yes, ma’am.”

Chaddick forced his way through the gate and slammed through the front door. Mercifully for his shoulder, it was unlocked, but his instincts to save the D-in-D overrode his sense of self-preservation. Leaving Goldie to deal with the guard, he rushed to save the woman inside.

It couldn’t be Hullbreaker. He was certain a woman like that couldn’t make such a delicate, high-pitched wail if her life depended upon it. But whoever it was, she was in trouble. And a woman in trouble needed a hero.

The foyer was all dark wood paneling and red carpet, lit by candles in brass sconces. A coat rack near the door held a heavy naval overcoat and, on a hook beside it, a formal robe that Chaddick recognized as belonging to the Magistrate's office.

The screaming was coming from upstairs. There was another crack, louder now. A sobbing, warbling voice begging for… something Chaddick couldn't quite make out.

He took the stairs two at a time.

Goldie was already right behind him, her sword drawn. Then, suddenly, she was in front of him, glowering over her shoulder at him like she was scolding a misbehaving child. “You really should let me go first, sir. We talked about this.”

“You don’t even like damsels in distress!” Chaddick protested.

Tiriel and Calypso followed, the elf's wand sparking and the Felin with her daggers at the ready. Tiriel looked ready to blast the first person she saw, but Calypso seemed adrift, like she couldn’t understand who these people were and how she’d gotten swept up in their chaos.

The hallway upstairs was lined with doors on one side and curtained windows on the other. All the doors were closed except one at the far end, where the sounds seemed to be coming from. The decor up here was different from the understated foyer. Red velvet wallpaper wrapped the walls. Tucked between the lace-shrouded windows, a black leather bench with matching cushions sat against the wall, looking like a place where one might whisper secrets to a lover. The air smelled of perfumed candles, and faintly of leather polish. Candlelight flickered through the open door.

It might have been a great location for a romantic getaway if it wasn’t for all the screaming.

Goldie reached the open door and… stopped.

She still had her sword in front of her, but rather than charging ahead to stop the assault, she took a step back, her hand drooping with indecision. Whatever was going on in there, if it upset his Guardlight sidekick that much, Chaddick knew it was going to be bad.

His stomach in knots, he prepared himself for the worst.

When he reached Goldie’s side and looked into the room, Chaddick froze. He opened his mouth to say something, anything at all to stop the madness, but no words came out.

Tiriel and Calypso appeared next to him and Chaddick’s impulse was to cover their eyes and protect them from the awful scene.

But he was too late.

“Goodness,” Tiriel whispered. “I see. It’s that sort of etiquette, is it?”

Calypso let out a hiss. “You call that etiquette? I call that messed up.”

“For once,” Goldie added. “I agree with the cat.”

Chaddick shuddered, in private mourning for the Damsel in Distress that was not, in fact, a damsel at all.

He took a deep breath, finally finding the words he wanted to say.

"No judgment here," he said, holding up his hands to show he meant no harm. "I swear. But… would someone please tell me what in the Seven Hells is going on here?”


Chapter 18
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The room was large and lavishly appointed in the same red-and-black scheme as the hallway outside. Everywhere, candles flickered, making the scene before them seem hazy and dreamlike. But not any kind of dream Chaddick had had. Maybe more like a nightmare.

A four-poster bed had restraints bolted to the frame, while the wardrobe—standing open—was filled with items Chaddick's brain cataloged, surmised the meaning of, and then immediately tried to forget. They could have been implements of pleasure or torture, depending on who you asked and, presumably, how they were wielded.

Admiral Zargella Hullbreaker stood in the center of it all.

She was out of uniform, but Chaddick would have recognized her face anywhere. Not that he was looking at her face…

The Viridian Fleet uniform had been discarded in favor of a black leather outfit that left very little to the imagination. Her tight shorts barely covered the powerfully muscular backside Tiriel had been so enthralled by when they’d run into Admiral Hullbreaker at the Magistrate’s office. She also wore a cropped top that strained across the woman’s equally impressive chest—which was somehow both muscular and voluminous.

If Chaddick was being honest, the gargantuan breasts were the only feature that solidly identified the Admiral as female. He’d had that impression when he’d first seen her, but in this skin-bearing outfit, the effect was even more pronounced. Her bare arms were as thick and corded as ropes, and covered in silver scars. Her grayish-green skin gleamed with oil or sweat. The tusks jutting from her lower jaw gleamed menacingly in the candlelight.

She was holding a wide, leather paddle which—judging from the wear patterns on the surface—had been a well-used implement of… etiquette lessons?

Bent over before the powerful woman, positioned on his hands and knees, was the screamer.

Magistrate Prudencius Zane wore a pretty, cream-colored dress, with lace baubles and a high, modest collar. The modesty stopped there, however, as Zane’s costume was hiked up around his waist, exposing the chastity garment mandated by the Order of the Virtuous Chain—which Chaddick could now see, whether he wanted to or not, was basically a sport-cup as was sometimes used in sparring, which covered his privates but left his backside bare. His pale, bony legs, clad in black stockings held up by garters, were pink from paddling. A pair of women's shoes, several sizes too small, had been kicked off near the bench.

Zane’s combover had come undone, thin strands of hair plastered to his forehead. Vaguely, Chaddick wondered why, if he was going to go to all the trouble of dressing like a woman he hadn’t done something with his hair. Like cover it with a wig. He wore smudged lipstick, and his cheeks were stained by tears. The overall effect was more of a hard-up dock whore who was aging out of the business than a city Magistrate with questionable off-duty fashion choices.

But maybe that was what he was going for? Surely a man of the Magistrate’s means could find someone to help him with his hair and makeup if that was his inclination.

It only took a moment for these gruesome details to sear into Chaddick’s mind, but the trauma was forever. He knew, even as he turned away, that it would take a lifetime of hard drinking to forget them if such a thing was possible at all.

The Admiral's paddle was frozen mid-swing, had been since Chaddick had spoken. It seemed like a lifetime ago, and Chaddick had a momentary flash of embarrassment that perhaps he was supposed to say something else.

Everyone stared at everyone else, hoping someone would make the next move.

Unfortunately, Chaddick had been mentally prepared for just about any other situation besides this one, and he was at a loss for what to do next.

Zane appeared more horrified even than Chaddick was. His mouth hung open and his eyes bulged in his rat-like face. His cheeks fluoresced from pink to scarlet, to a rather alarming shade of violet that seemed to indicate the man was having an attack.

The Admiral lowered the paddle with slow and deliberate calm.

"Who are you, and why are you in my rooms?" Her voice was low and gravelly. She didn't raise it. The walls did the work for her, trapping the sound and pressing it against Chaddick's chest. “I don’t see anyone without an appointment.”

"Chaddick Questwell." He kept his hands where she could see them, fearing one wrong move would spell disaster. "I’m the Chosen One.”

He had no desire to fight a woman wearing leather underpants, at least… not this particular woman in this particular scenario.

She grunted. “Even the Chosen One needs an appointment.”

“We heard screaming. Thought someone was being murdered."

The Admiral looked down at Zane. Zane looked like he wanted to crawl inside the floorboards and die there.

"Does this look like a murder to you?"

"Probably not? Though, death by excruciating humiliation might be considered murder in some instances..."

"Put your weapons away. All of you." Those dark eyes moved to Goldie's drawn sword, Tiriel's sparking wand, Calypso's daggers. "Now."

Goldie glanced at Chaddick. He nodded. Steel slid into sheaths. Tiriel lowered her wand. Calypso's daggers vanished so fast it was like they'd never been there.

The Admiral set the paddle on a side table and crossed her arms. She waited.

“Sorry to intrude,” Chaddick continued awkwardly, not knowing where to look when the Admiral was dressed the way she was. “We were looking for him, actually. Not you. Or your services… ah, not that there’s anything wrong with… this… whatever this is.”

Zane scrambled off the floor and yanked the cream dress down over his stockinged legs. His fingers clawed at his ruined combover, trying to smooth it into place. It didn't work. He looked like a drowned weasel in bridal wear.

"This—this is not what it looks like," he stammered.

"Shut up, Prudencius." The Admiral didn't look at him.

He shut up.

Chaddick almost felt sorry for the man. Then he remembered the arrow that had nearly punched through his throat, the empty city coffers, and the merchants bleeding money from phantom fees. The feeling passed.

“We were following a trail of stolen gold, ma’am,” Goldie explained. “We have reason to believe Zane brought it here.”

The Admiral turned her attention away from Zane and back to the group. “What do you mean, stolen gold? Explain.”

So Chaddick did.

He kept it as brief as he could. His theory about the extortion racket, the ledgers in Zane's home office showing money funneled to Guild Master Mordain, cursed artifacts used to intimidate merchants, evidence of phantom fees sucking Port Viridia's shop owners dry, receipts for bogus charges supplied by Fennwick, Durgo, and the others, the rat infestation Zane had manufactured and then lost control of, municipal coffers scraped clean, and the paladin’s magical sense that the trail led straight to Lady Zar’s Etiquette School.

The Admiral listened. Her expression didn't change, but the muscles in her jaw bunched tighter with each detail.

Zane had backed himself into the corner near the wardrobe. His gray eyes darted between Chaddick and the Admiral. His mouth opened and closed, but the command to shut up held firm.

"We found something else in his office at home," Chaddick said. He reached inside his gambeson and pulled out the folded notes on heavy cream stock. "Hidden with the ledgers. We thought they were blackmail. But… maybe you have a better explanation?"

He held them out.

The Admiral took the first one, broke the resealed wax blob, and read it. Her tusked mouth twitched.

She read the second. Her lip twisted.

She read the third, sighed, and tossed the stack onto the side table next to the paddle.

"These aren't blackmail," she said.

"They're not?"

"They're mine. I wrote them."

Chaddick's brain churned through the implications. Goldie's ears went flat, and she glanced uncertainly at him. What were the rules for accusing a high-ranking official of unusual bedroom antics?

"The itchy wool underwear," Tiriel said, her voice creeping upward. "You told him to wear it to a council meeting. Why?"

"Part of his punishment program," the Admiral confirmed. “It’s what he pays me for.”

“The potion before the purity test?”

“An aphrodisiac to heighten his response to their questions. Same purpose.”

“What about the lipstick?”

The half-orc woman gazed back without answering, one eyebrow raised.

"More punishment,” Tiriel guessed. “Zane gets off on punishment and humiliation… Hmmm. That explains his choice in wife, I guess.”

Goldie turned to Zane, her lip curling in a snarl that could have been anger or disgust. "The silk underwear and stockings in your desk drawer never belonged to a mistress, did they? That’s why I couldn’t get a scent off them.”

“They’re not…” Zane deflated with a wheezing sound, like his body was running out of air and lies at the same time. “They’re my wife’s.”

Tiriel snorted. “Constance Ashworth-Zane? That wife? Sorry, Magistrate, but the evidence gathered in our investigation does not support that claim.”

"They're his," the Admiral said. "The outfits aren’t a part of our contract. He brings his own. I merely provide the discipline."

Every misread clue from Zane’s ransacked office rearranged itself in Chaddick's head. He could practically hear the pieces clicking into place, and he didn't enjoy a single one of them. But he was suddenly glad he’d picked the stockings up with a pen and not his fingers.

"I think we get the picture," Chaddick cut in before he lost his grip on the 'no judgment' promise entirely. “Moving on. Does… the city know what you do with your spare time, Admiral Hullbreaker?”

The Admiral uncrossed her arms and took a step toward Chaddick. "Listen, my business is registered with the Harbor Authority under the name Lady Zar's Etiquette School. I have a license. I pay my taxes. Every coin I've been paid has been documented and declared. I run this business above ground, and I don’t need someone like you stirring up trouble for me that isn’t there, do you understand?"

"We're not accusing you of anything.” Chaddick held his hands up and fought the urge to back away from the fierce half-orc. “Just trying to understand. But… can I ask why you run it at all? You’re the Admiral of Port Viridia’s entire naval fleet. Don’t you have enough going on?”

“Enough for whom?” The big woman grinned, but it wasn’t a joyful expression. “I spend every day with people glaring at me, whispering about me, and distrusting me despite my services to this city, just because I look different. That is not enough for me, no. Even ‘ugly’ orc kin have need for intimacy. I take what I can get, in the form that it comes to me.”

Tiriel stepped forward to peer at the Admiral from just behind Chaddick’s shoulders. “And there’s a market for that?”

Chaddick and Goldie both whirled on her, glaring at her to keep her mouth shut.

“Well, I mean… I wouldn’t call you ugly. Your musculature is quite impressive. I’d say you’re more terrifying than anything. I’m just surprised you don’t scare the customers away, is all.”

Chaddick didn’t entirely agree with this assessment, but he wasn’t about to argue in front of a battle-hardened half-orc about whether or not she was sexually desirable.

"The customers pay to be scared.” The Admiral jerked her chin toward Zane. "Or to be bossed around. Roughed up a little. All things I happen to excel at.”

“That I believe,” Chaddick said, unable to help himself.

He grunted as Goldie elbowed him in the ribs, but the orc woman just nodded.

“You'd be surprised how many upstanding members of Port Viridia's most pious end up in my rooms.” She crossed her arms again, looking down at Zane’s shivering, pathetic form.

“Even the Order of the Virtuous Chain?” Tiriel said, cocking her head at Zane like he was the subject of a particularly confusing experiment. “I mean, I’ve always thought they were freaks. But not like this.”

“The Order is my best source of clients.” She shrugged, and the leather creaked across her massive shoulders. “Their chastity garments are enchanted to punish the flesh for the sins of the mind. After a few years of that conditioning, for the particularly depraved, the punishment becomes the craving. They don't just tolerate the pain. They need it. When the garments aren't enough anymore, they come to me."

“So much for client confidentiality,” Goldie muttered.

The Admiral flashed her tusks warningly. “As I said, I run my business above ground. My clients sign agreements, which I abide by. But when a client pays me with stolen gold, his agreement is forfeit. It’s hard enough for a woman like me to get by in a place like Port Viridia, without rumors about thieving and corruption tainting my reputation. I don’t protect anyone whose actions threaten my name.”

“As Admiral, couldn’t you just sweep any accusations of corruption under the rug?” Calypso asked. The cat girl’s voice was tiny and trembling, but she managed to get the question out.

“If I did that,” the Admiral replied. “Then I would be corrupt, and I wouldn’t want to give anyone the pleasure of being right in their prejudices against my kind. Something I think you probably know a little bit about, isn’t that right, little Felin?”

Calypso let out a small squeak of alarm. “What do you mean?”

“When you’re the kind of person who naturally inspires distrust, there are two paths forward. You can take the easy route, lean into it and become as bad as everyone expects, or you can take the hard route, and fight even harder to defy those expectations. And what I mean is, you look like a pirate to me, pussy cat. I’ve fought enough of them to know.”

Chaddick’s pulse quickened as he realized the Admiral could easily arrest Calypso just for being a member of Captain Dreadeye’s crew, regardless of whether she wanted to be or not. He stepped in front of the cat girl, protecting her from the Admiral’s scrutiny. “She’s trying to get out of that life.”

The orc woman let out a booming laugh. “You didn’t let me finish. I was going to say, yet here you are, helping to track down a corrupt Magistrate with the Chosen One. It’s never too late to change your path. Each of us has to choose our own Fate, in the end, even those of us who the world tries to force in one direction or another.”

Chaddick couldn’t decide if she was talking about herself, or about him. Both seemed to apply. He wondered what the Admiral had done before she’d become a soldier and climbed the rank through Port Viridia’s naval force. Perhaps the rumors were true, and she had been a pirate too. Maybe that’s why she was so good at her job.

Chaddick's eyes slid toward Zane. The Magistrate had pressed so far into the corner the decorative wall hanging behind him was bunching up behind his bony shoulder blades. His face had gone the color of old cheese.

"And what about people like him?” Chaddick asked. “People who have every advantage and still decide to cheat in order to get even more?”

“People like him are especially satisfying to break.” The Admiral cracked her knuckles. “If what you say is true, after a few nights in the city dungeon, and some careful interrogation, I’m sure I can get to the bottom of whatever other sources of corruption he’s connected to in this city. I already know his weak points, after all…”

Zane began to whimper.

Chaddick nodded. “And the money…”

Goldie sniffed the air, turning her head to and fro as she attempted to pinpoint the direction of the trail. Her head snapped toward the far wall, her brown eyes going wide and unfocused as she located the source.

"There," she said, pointing at a large oil painting of ships on fire, cannons blazing. "Behind the painting."

The Admiral raised an eyebrow but went to the wall. She lifted the painting off its hooks and leaned it against the baseboard. Behind it, an iron safe sat flush in the stone. She turned the dial and pulled the door open.

Gold. Stacks and stacks of gold packed tight inside the safe, glinted in the candlelight. Bags overflowing with gemstones lined the bottom shelf. It was more wealth than Chaddick had seen in one place in his life.

Calypso hissed, her claws suddenly biting into Chaddick’s shoulder as she stared at the treasure trove from behind his back. “Holy hairballs!”

“My thoughts exactly,” Chaddick said. “Well… almost.”

Zane let out an almost orgasmic moan as his eyes fell upon the riches inside the Admiral’s safe, then a yelp of pain as his enchanted underpants chastened him.

"Lady Zar is not a cheap date," the Admiral said, ignoring Zane’s outburst. She leaned against the wall beside the open safe. "The expense is something most of my clients get off on. The more it costs, the better. Prudencius kept paying because being a slave to his obsession was half the thrill.”

“Probably how the little worm dug himself in so deep," Tiriel muttered. “The evidence we collected suggested an increasing dependence on your services.”

The orc nodded pensively. “If the money he paid me is corrupt, I’ll see to it that it is returned to those he extorted. I don’t want his dirty gold staining my reputation, as Admiral or as Lady Zar.”

Chaddick’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you sure about that? I mean, it’s not your fault he was skimming money from the city to pay you. If you didn’t know…”

“I’m sure.” There was no hesitation in her voice. “Every copper."

“I made note of the transactions I thought were suspicious when we searched his study,” Tiriel said. “But you might want a professional audit done to ensure you get it all. I’m sure Sanctum Mercatoria will cooperate. You are the Admiral after all.”

“I keep good records too,” the orc said. “We’ll get it all. And if Sanctum Mercatoria was lending Zane money the city didn’t have, that audit might be deeper than just his accounts.”

She reached into the safe, pulled out a heavy leather purse, and tossed it to Chaddick. He caught it, and the solid weight of gold settled into his palm. The coins clinked together and the sound went straight to the pleasure center of his brain. “What’s this?”

"For bringing this to my attention. Consider it a reward for services rendered."

"In actual gold," Chaddick said, hardly believing his luck. He bounced the purse in his palm. "Actual, physical, spendable gold?"

"Is there another kind?"

Chaddick mentally cursed at the promissory notes still sitting uselessly in Sanctum Mercatoria. "Not as far as I’m concerned.” He tucked the purse into his belt before she could change her mind. "Thank you. I accept this payment, not from you, but because that jackass still owes me money for exposing Guild Master Mordain."

“That was you?” The Admiral turned toward the corner where Zane had been cowering. “You told me you discovered his corruption—hey!”

The corner was empty. The cream dress lay crumpled on the floor. Zane, stripped down to stocking feet and undergarments, was three steps from the door, his combover flapping behind him as he ran.

Chaddick lunged. Zane dodged sideways, quicker than a man in garters had any right to be, and snatched another studded paddle off a shelf behind the door. He swung it in a wild and desperate arc, aiming for Chaddick's head. Chaddick ducked. The paddle whistled past his ear and smashed a candelabra off its wall bracket. Hot wax sprayed across the floor.

"You've ruined me!" Zane shrieked. His voice cracked into the same upper register that had fooled them from outside the building. Tears and snot streaked his rat-like face. "You've ruined everything! I'll see you hanged, Questwell! I'll have your head on a—Aaargh!"

His scream coincided with a single spoken word from Tiriel. It was guttural and sharp, seeming to vibrate in the air around them. The hair on Chaddick's arms stood up.

Zane froze. The paddle slipped from his fingers and clattered on the floor. “Aaaaaarhg!”

Eyes wide, his hands flew to his backside. He twisted. Writhed. Dropped to his knees. “Aaaaaaaaaaaarhggh!”

Cockroaches scuttled down his legs as they crawled their way out of—

“Oh, gods…” Chaddick shuddered. “Tiriel… You didn’t.”

It wasn’t just one or two of the creatures, either. Dozens of fat, glossy, brown-shelled things with twitching antennae clawed their way to freedom as Zane’s screams took on a whole new level of high-pitched. Chaddick didn’t want to think about where they were coming from.

The Magistrate lurched to his feet and danced. His stockinged feet stamped and kicked. His arms windmilled. Cockroaches fell to the floor and scuttled across the room, disappearing into the shadows.

“What in the hells…” Admiral Hullbreaker stood up straighter, looking around her in horror. “What are you doing, mage? Do you have any idea how hard it is to get rid of roaches once they find their way inside?”

“Don’t worry,” Tiriel said with a sly grin. “They’re summoned creatures. I can get rid of them, once they’ve served their purpose.”

Calypso jumped onto Chaddick’s back as a cockroach attempted to run over her toes, her claws digging into his chainmail. “You mean, torture?”

"Make it stop!" Zane spun, slapping at himself. "MAKE IT STOP!"

Goldie clenched a gauntleted fist, and glanced at Chaddick. “Shall I put him out of his misery, sir? It seems the humane thing to do.”

Tiriel's face was incandescent as she clapped her hands in glee, completely unbothered by the man’s distress. "It works! It actually works! I wasn't sure I had the intonation right, but the vowel clusters in the original Night Mask dialect are really quite—"

The Admiral stepped forward and cracked Zane across the back of the skull with her own paddle. One clean stroke. He dropped face-first into the carpet. The cockroaches kept coming for a few more seconds, slowed, twitched, and went still.

"Huh." The Admiral turned the paddle over, inspecting the leather for scuffs. "That usually takes two."

“Aww, no fun!” Tiriel crossed her arms and stomped a foot. “It was just getting good!”

Calypso stared at the unconscious Magistrate, the carpet of dead insects, and the scowling elf. Her tail had puffed to three times its size. “You people are insane! All of you!”

“And here I am, agreeing with a cat,” Goldie muttered to herself. “Again. Maybe I am insane.”

Tiriel just shrugged. “All the best people are.”

"Well," Chaddick said. "I’m beginning to think she does have a point.”

“The cat or the elf?” Goldie demanded.

“Don’t make me choose.”

Chaddick was still processing the horrors of Tiriel’s new spell when heavy boots hammered up the stairs. A voice that could strip paint off a hull blasted down the corridor.

"QUESTWELL!"

Artemus Pendragon filled the doorway. He was… even more disheveled than the last time they’d seen him, his armor covered in what appeared to be dried blood and shriveled worms.

Chaddick’s eyebrows went up as he remembered the bag of rat tails. “Oh, Arty. You’ve got something…”

He trailed off, motioning at a dried worm dangling from the Knight’s crooked spectacles.

“Don’t you ‘Arty’ me, Questwell. There’s a guard downstairs who claims to have been assaulted by a woman matching your sidekick’s description. I know a Guardlight would never do such a thing of her own accord, so I can only assume you commanded her to do so. This is the last straw! I hereby place you under arrest by the authority vested in me by Magistrate Zane of—"

He stopped dead.

His eyes traveled across the hoard of dead cockroaches carpeting the floor, to the bed-cum-restraint-harness, to the wardrobe full of torture implements and, finally, landing on the unconscious Magistrate in women's stockings and unusual undergarments.

Somehow, he seemed not to notice the Admiral, standing next to the safe full of gold. Perhaps shock had rendered him blind to things which seemed impossible. His eyes fixed on Chaddick, righteous indignation burning like fire behind his eyes.

"I knew it," Artemus breathed. "I knew you were a villain, Questwell. You've beaten the Magistrate unconscious and dressed him in women's clothing as some kind of sick, depraved—"

"What the hell is this?" The Admiral's voice hit the room like a battering ram.

Artemus whirled like he’d been slapped. The next accusation was still forming on his lips when his brain caught up with his eyes. He blinked.

She towered over him by a full head. Out of her dress blues and into the black leather, she looked less like a naval officer and more like something that guarded a gate to the underworld. She still held the paddle. A smear of Zane's hair pomade glistened on the leather.

Artemus's mouth opened to say something. Then snapped closed again when he thought better of it. Chaddick was impressed. Old Arty rarely showed such foresight.

"Do you know who I am?" she asked.

"I—you—" He blinked again. His cheeks flushed red then drained white. "Admiral Hullbreaker?"

"Lord Admiral Hullbreaker, that’s right. And you are?"

"A-Artemus Pendragon. Sir. Ma'am. Sir." He snapped to attention so hard his pauldrons clanked, his voice squeaking an octave higher than normal. "Legacy Track Hero, contracted by the Magistrate's office to—"

"The Magistrate's office is under investigation for fraud. The man on the floor is an accused criminal. He's been extorting merchants and embezzling city funds. Do you work for him?"

“N-not anymore,” Artemus stammered.

The Admiral strode back toward her safe and opened a document lockbox, removing a piece of parchment, and a seal. Then she carried the paper over to a desk in the corner of the room, where she scrawled a missive, blotted the ink, folded the parchment, and sealed it with her Admiral’s ring pressed into a blob of black wax.

"Pendragon, is it?” She snapped the parchment toward Artemus, holding it out for him impatiently until he crossed the room to take it from her fingers with trembling hands. “I'm ordering you, as ranking military authority in Port Viridia, to take this man into custody and deliver him to the city dungeons. Is that clear?"

Artemus’s fingers brushed the Admiral's scarred knuckles as he received the missive. He flinched. The flush spread down his neck and into his collar.

"But—" He pointed at Chaddick, his hand trembling. "Shouldn't I be arresting him? He's clearly responsible for—for—" He swept his arm at the room. The restraints. The leather. The cockroaches. His voice climbed. "This is obviously—I mean, look at this place! The Chosen One has clearly—"

"That's an order, Pendragon." She didn't blink. "Not a request."

Artemus's jaw clenched. His neck corded and flushed the deep, angry beet-red that Chaddick had come to enjoy more than he probably should. He pushed his spectacles back into place with the corner of the parchment.

"Yes, ma'am.”

He pocketed the arrest order and bent down to grab Zane under the armpits. The Magistrate's head lolled sideways. A cockroach tumbled out of his collar and landed on Artemus's gauntlet. Artemus stared at it and paled. The cockroach twitched its antennae. With a barely restrained shudder, Artemus flicked it away and started dragging.

Zane's stockinged feet left trails through the dead bugs. Artemus hauled him down the hallway, past the leather bench and the red velvet wallpaper and the perfumed candles, his face blank and his eyes fixed straight ahead.

Once he was out of view, the muttering started. “An outrage… clear violation of civil hierarchy… that menace will be the end of…”

A series of thumps followed as Artemus reached the stairs and Zane's feet bounced off each step. Then, the front door opened and closed, and they were gone.

"Should I follow them?" Chaddick asked. "In his state, I give it even odds they both end up in the harbor. Either because he can’t see out of his glasses or because the sailors at Crimson Tide take issue with the way he’s treating his date."

The Admiral snorted. "The boy will manage. Pendragons are good at following orders, if nothing else.” She picked up a dead cockroach and flicked it towards Tiriel. "You said you’d get rid of them, mage. Dead is not gone.”

“Oh yes, of course.” Tiriel pulled out her wand and everyone but the Admiral flinched. The elf glowered at them. “How rude. It’s like you don’t even trust me!”

She raised the wand and muttered another guttural-sounding word, and with a puff of purple smoke the summoned cockroaches disappeared.

“Much obliged.” The Admiral reached for a long black robe hanging in the wardrobe and wrapped it over her broad shoulders. “Now, is there anything else I can help you with? I’d like to enjoy the rest of my night off, if you don’t mind. I feel a long bath might be in order.”

Chaddick looked at Goldie, who looked like she'd bitten into something sour and couldn't find a place to spit it out. Tiriel already had her notebook out and was scribbling new notes in it, probably about her cockroach spell. Calypso had finally climbed off his back and was now standing near the door with her arms wrapped around herself, staring down the empty hallway.

He thought about the Admiral’s reputation as a pirate hunter, and his promise to save the Felin girl’s sister.

"Yeah," he said. "There is. But it can probably wait until morning."

The Admiral nodded. "You know where to find me. And Questwell?"

"Yeah?"

"Next time, make an appointment," she said. “Or at least knock, for gods’ sake.”


Chapter 19
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Admiral Hullbreaker was as good as her word.

In fact, she was better than her word.

Within two days of Magistrate Zane's arrest, the holds on Chaddick's accounts at Sanctum Mercatoria had been lifted. The same snooty clerk who'd sneered at him during his first visit nearly fell over the counter in his eagerness to help, stammering about procedural misunderstandings and regrettable oversights.

Clearly the Admiral had found a few pressure points to lean on.

Chaddick took his time reviewing the paperwork and asked for three different forms to be reissued because the handwriting wasn't neat enough—he wouldn’t want there to be any more misunderstandings or ‘oversights’ after all. He enjoyed every second of it.

Goldie said he was being petty, but she’d wagged her tail while saying it. To Chaddick, it was justice. And justice, especially of the cosmic variety, was as petty as the infraction it was addressing. Sanctum Mercatoria had no one to blame for their suffering but themselves, as far as he was concerned.

The Admiral had also provided a generous bonus from her personal funds on top of the coins she’d given them that first evening, which she insisted was compensation for heroic services rendered to the city. Chaddick hadn’t wanted to take more than Magistrate Zane had owed him, but Zargella Hullbreaker was not the kind of woman who took no for an answer. Even with the Blade of Prophecy at his side, Chaddick wasn’t entirely certain he could convince her to reconsider.

He admittedly didn’t try very hard once she told him how much she planned to give him. But that was beside the point.

Cosmic justice worked in mysterious ways. Who was he to argue?

Admiral Hullbreaker’s only condition regarding the reward money was that Chaddick not use it, or any of his money, to pay Sable’s ransom to Captain Dreadeye.

Calypso had immediately protested, until she heard the Admiral’s reasoning.

"Pirates don't keep their word," she'd said, shaking her head sadly. "The only thing they understand is force. Pay a ransom and they'll double it. Free the girl and they'll take two more. If you want that girl off that ship, you'll need a plan that doesn't rely on the good faith of a troll. And you can’t pull any punches."

Chaddick was inclined to agree with the Admiral. It never did any good to reward a criminal for their behavior. It only encouraged them to do it again, and to scale up their criminality as their greed grew. Just look at the lengths Zane had gone to in order to feed his addiction to Lady Zar’s etiquette lessons—a minor thing compared to piracy and slave trading.

Besides, Chaddick was the Chosen One. If he decided to take on the most vicious pirate in the Ring of Seas, that was Destiny, right?

He was pretty sure that was how it worked now. Ilara Krauss could keep her prophetic complexities and cautious warnings to herself. He didn’t need that kind of negativity in his life.

So it was, in a round about sort of way, that Chaddick returned to the Night Market. With real, spendable, jingle-in-your-pocket gold in his… pocket. He’d sent the girls back to the Gilded Swan this time, wanting the opportunity to spend his money his way, without anyone protesting the cost or the practicality of his choices.

It was, without a doubt, the most satisfying shopping experience of Chaddick’s life. He could understand why people with money seemed to treat shopping as a pastime enjoyed far beyond the excitement of acquiring the goods themselves. For the few hours he spent in the Market, Chaddick felt like more than the Chosen One. He felt like a king.

Viktor Krauss had grinned like a proud father when Chaddick returned for the Valkyrian Battle Plate. The big smith had polished it himself and wrapped it in oiled cloth. And for Calypso, on Viktor's recommendation, Chaddick had purchased a set of enchanted daggers—lightweight, balanced, and sharp enough to split a hair lengthwise. She wasn’t officially a member of the party yet, but Chaddick hoped that if he made her feel like a part of the team, she’d stick around after they freed her sister.

It felt a bit like putting treats out for a stray cat and hoping she’d stick around and make a nice pet someday. Except this cat could sneak past guards, pilfer treasures, and slit throats with the best of the criminal underworld. While Chaddick wasn’t a criminal, personally, he could certainly come up with a few scenarios in which that particular skill set would come in handy for their party. Plus… she was cute.

And hey, if her sister was cute, too, maybe she’d join as well!

Tiriel was harder to buy for, not least because she came from money and was used to having the best of the best in everything she’d ever owned, but because Chaddick didn’t know a thing about her interests. Choosing weapons and armor for Goldie and Calypso—while different sorts of weapons and armor than he used personally—was at least somewhat in the same wheelhouse as his own skills and knowledge.

Fortunately, Ilara Krauss had come to the rescue. She’d helped him pick out a portable alchemy station for the elf, which she had often bemoaned not having. It was a beautiful and baffling thing made of brass fittings and crystal vials that folded into a leather case in a way that seemed to defy natural laws.

Ilara assured him that it was a quality piece, though very old, made by a famous engineer whose name Chaddick had already forgotten, but which she’d insisted would be sure to impress the elf. Ilara had even used her own connections to get him a good deal on the piece, which would otherwise have cost a non-mage a small fortune.

He left the Night Market satisfied with his lot in life for the first time since being anointed as the Chosen One. Chaddick arranged to have everything delivered to the Gilded Swan that evening, timing it for when the girls would be settled in for the night.

On his way back to the hotel, he’d stopped in at Lumistrae Manor to see about squaring up his debt to Thandor—since the Admiral’s reward had been more than generous—but he was thwarted once again. The elf Lord and his wife had apparently been called away to one of their other properties for some sort of diplomatic emergency with the local Fae.

That sounded like trouble Chaddick didn’t need, so he left a message with the Lumistrae family’s butler, and requested a notice when the Lord and Lady returned.

Tonight, he was going to enjoy himself like a real hero, with his girls after spoiling them rotten with his gold.
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The penthouse suite smelled like fireplace smoke and warm fur. There was a hint of sweetness in the air from the sugary confections the girls had ordered from room service. Some concoction Tiriel had been brewing at the desk tinged the air with rose-gold glitter. It felt like a magical sort of evening in which anything could happen.

Chaddick sat in the armchair nearest the hearth, pretending to read a book about the history of Armathia’s plants and fungi that Tiriel had left out. It was exactly as boring as it sounded, especially since half of it was written in arcane runes he didn’t understand, but it kept his mind busy while his stomach churned with nerves over the deliveries he was expecting.

Goldie sat on the rug at his feet, her head resting against his knee. She wore a white cotton nightshirt and matching shorts, already ready for bed. Her leather collar, which sat snug at her throat as she gazed adoringly up at him, made her impossibly enticing. Chaddick stroked her ears and ran his fingers through her hair, barely able to focus on his book at all.

“How’s my girl?” he asked.

Goldie nuzzled her face against his leg. “Off duty, sir, and desperately in need of pets.”

“That can be arranged.” He grinned and reached down to cup her face in his hands, stroking the sides of her cheeks with his fingers.

Goldie moved between his legs, gazing up at him from her hands and knees, her eyes only half-focused as he caressed her ears. Her tail thumped rhythmically from side to side, making wide enough arcs that the tip of her tail whipped her sides with each pass.

“Mmm, Master,” she moaned. “That feels so good.”

Chaddick’s hands slid lower as he leaned forward in the chair. He stroked her shoulders and her back, then moved around to cup her small breasts. Her nipples were hard beneath the cotton shift, and she whimpered adorably as he rubbed his fingers back and forth over them.

“Mmm, yes… such good pets…”

Her collar clinked as she crawled closer to him, pressing her face against his crotch as he fondled her. She took deep breaths of his scent, rubbing her nose up against the swell of his cock.

“Master… I want more…”

Chaddick glanced nervously up at the chair where Calypso was curled, not wanting to make the cat girl uncomfortable. “Maybe we should wait until we’re somewhere more private.”

Goldie stiffened slightly, and her tail stopped wagging. Her ears folded back, and she gazed up at him with the most adorable, big, brown puppy eyes he’d ever seen.

“You don’t want to pet me anymore?”

“I love petting you,” Chaddick assured her. “But I’m not sure our audience appreciates the show. You know how you felt when Tiriel was too open with her affections at first?”

Goldie whined and sat back on her haunches. She smoothed her hand over her nightgown, knowing he was right, but still wanting to disagree. Chaddick had a feeling she liked being petted in front of her Felin rival. It was a way to claim him as her territory, and to assert her place in the party hierarchy. If she was wearing her armor, she might have argued with him. But she wore her collar, and her instinct was to obey.

Goldie growled softly, and her smoothing fingers froze. She held up her hand. Pinched between her fingers was a single, short black hair.

"Cat.” She almost barked the word.

Calypso looked up from the sofa, where she'd burrowed into a blanket so thoroughly that only her ears and eyes were visible. She wore a black camisole and black silk boxers, which the hotel staff had provided when she sent her leathers to be repaired at the tailor.

Fortunately for Chaddick, he couldn’t see her outfit anymore, which saved him from looking too long and getting himself in trouble with the jealous Canin at his feet.

The Felin bristled when she felt Goldie and Chaddick’s eyes on her, and she narrowed her eyes at the hair Goldie was holding up. "What?"

"There is cat hair on my nightshirt." Goldie held it out like evidence at a trial. "A black one."

"Don't look at me. I've been on this sofa all evening, minding my own business. Which is not easy when you insist on rubbing yourself all over the Chosen One like…”

Calypso’s feistiness faded away as she realized who she was talking to. For a moment, she’d been comfortable enough to relax into the banter, but she still felt nervous around the Canin.

Tiriel, on the other hand, had no such qualms. “Like a bitch in heat," she finished from her desk, adding a bell-like laugh to punctuate the insult. “Isn’t she just the most shameless little slut? I kind of like it, personally.”

Goldie let out a threatening growl and narrowed her eyes. “Mind your business, elf.”

Chaddick wondered if the delivery was going to arrive in time to save him from an all-out brawl.

"Just like a cat to be jealous,” Goldie snapped. She inspected her sleeve and found another black hair. “Well, I washed this shirt today. It was clean. And now there's cat hair on it. Whose fault is that if it’s not yours?"

Calypso's tail lashed under the blanket. "Maybe it blew in from outside."

"We're on the top floor!"

Calypso scowled and pulled the blanket tighter. As she did, she stopped. Her yellow eyes narrowed. She plucked something from the front of her camisole and held it up.

A wavy, golden hair.

"You were saying?" Calypso's eyebrow arched.

Goldie's ears went flat. "That's not mine."

"There are exactly three Canin in this city who have been within ten feet of me in the last week, and two of them are statues in the Hall of Loyal Service. So, unless bronze sheds, this is yours."

"Maybe it's from the laundry. The hotel washes everyone's clothes together, so—"

"It's got a little curl at the end. Just like yours."

"My hair does not curl!"

Tiriel gave a long-suffering sigh. "If it makes either of you feel better, I'm covered in both." She held out the sleeve of her green silk nightgown. Black hairs and golden hairs clung to the fabric in roughly equal numbers. "As beastkin, it’s in your nature to shed. If I can accept that, and the effect your condition has on my wardrobe, I’m sure you can.”

Goldie growled and Calypso hissed at the same time. Chaddick tried not to laugh. He picked up a strand that had woven its way into the fabric of his pants, and held it up for all of them to see.

“Is that right, Tiriel? Shedding is a beastkin condition? What do you call this?”

Tiriel turned around in her chair, a charcoal stick tucked behind one pointed ear. When she saw the long, fiery red hair dangling from Chaddick’s fingers her cheeks began to glow.

“I haven’t the foggiest,” she lied, badly. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m in the middle of a rather important discovery. I don’t have time for—"

“Elf hair,” Goldie said. She scanned her nightgown until she found one too. “It’s everywhere!”

Calypso found one on her blanket at the same moment. She held it up. "Who has a shedding condition now?”

Tiriel's lips pressed into a thin line.

"Elven hair is very fine and travels easily on air currents. It's a documented phenomenon. There's a paper on it by—"

"I found one in my food earlier." Calypso held up the red strand between two claws. "I was just too polite to say anything."

Goldie was on her feet now, pulling more red hairs off her nightshirt one by one, pursuing them like a foxhound on the hunt. "This is a public health hazard. You're a walking contamination zone."

"Oh, that is rich coming from the woman who leaves golden tumbleweeds in every corner of the suite!"

"Tumbleweeds?"

"I found a clump under the bathroom sink this morning that could have been a small animal. I nearly screamed."

Goldie's face went scarlet. “How dare you… This is an insult to the entire Guardlight clan!”

Chaddick went from being pleased to see the Canin and Felin teaming up against the elf—who not only had asked for it, but who he was pretty sure could take care of herself—to worrying that it was escalating too quickly.

When Goldie was ‘off-duty’ she also didn’t hold quite so tightly to her paladin ideals. There was a very real possibility she might lunge over the table and try to force feed Tiriel her own stray hairs.

He briefly wondered if he was going to have to strip naked and run around the room to get everyone’s attention back on something… well, perhaps not productive, but at least not actively apocalyptic.

Fortunately, a knock at the door interrupted what was shaping up to be the first genuine casualty of the party's cohabitation.

The three women stared at each other accusingly, as if they were all suspicious that one of the others had staged the intrusion.

“Uh, Goldie?” Chaddick ventured. “Would you get that for me?”

“I’m not armed, sir.”

“You shouldn’t need to be,” he assured her. “It’s just a delivery. Something I ordered.”

Goldie’s fingers went to her collar. She glanced at Chaddick. When he nodded encouragingly, she dropped her hand. “Yes, Master.”

Goldie answered the door, her hand hovering at her hip where the hilt of her sword should have been. When she saw the two hotel porters standing in the corridor with a trolley stacked with parcels, she relaxed slightly. “Can I help you?”

"Deliveries for Lord Questwell," the first said, trying very hard not to stare at the Canin woman's legs—which, to be fair, were muscular, tanned, and very much on display.

Chaddick rose from his chair. “Bring them in.”

He didn’t bother explaining that he was no Lord.

The porters wheeled the trolley in, accepted their tips, and left before either of them could get in trouble for ogling the hotel guests.

Three parcels sat on the trolley. One large and oddly shaped, wrapped in oiled leather. One square, in a polished wooden case with brass clasps. One long and slender, bundled in dark cloth and tied with cord.

"What's all this, sweetums?" Tiriel abandoned the hair war immediately, her attention seized by the parcels. “Did you go shopping? Without us?”

Calypso uncurled from her blanket, ears swiveling.

"Presents," Chaddick said.

Tiriel was obviously delighted, clapping her hands and abandoning her experiments the moment the word left his lips. Goldie’s tail gave a tentative wag, and she smiled shyly. Calypso looked like she didn't quite know what the word meant, or at least had never imagined it applying to her.

"Yes, presents. For saving the city, exposing a corrupt magistrate, and not killing each other in the process." He glanced at the scattered hairs littering the rug. "Though that last one seems to be under review."

He picked up the square case first and handed it to Tiriel. "Go on, open it."

She didn't need to be told twice. The brass clasps popped and the lid swung back. Tiriel's eyes went wide. Then wider. Then so wide Chaddick was slightly worried they'd fall out of her head.

"A portable Voss alchemy station," she breathed. Her fingers hovered over the brass fittings, the crystal vials nested in velvet, the miniature burner assembly. "A Voss! Do you know how rare it is to find Voss glassware from before the Voss-Meridian merger? Of course you don’t… How did you even—Ilara helped you pick this out, didn't she?"

"Guilty as charged. She said this was the model she'd want if she were working in the field."

Tiriel launched herself at him, her mouth immediately finding his. Her kiss was as messy and enthusiastic as her alchemical experiments. She tasted like the charcoal stick she chewed on when she was working. But Chaddick didn’t mind, especially when her skimpy nightgown pulled tight against her chest as she smashed her breasts against him.

“I love it, baby,” she practically moaned the words. “And I love you. So much! Oh, I can’t wait to name it…”

Chaddick wrapped his arms around her waist and gazed into Tiriel’s big green eyes. “Name it? After someone you admire, maybe?”

“Excellent idea, baby!” She squirmed excitedly in his grip. “Oh… what should it be?”

“Questwell Station? The Big Glass Chad?”

"I know!” The elf gasped, pressing her breasts so hard against his chest that Chaddick could feel them squeezing out to the sides in an attempt to escape. “I'm going to name it… Reginald."

"Wait…” Jealousy prickled at the back of Chaddick’s neck where Tiriel’s arms were still wrapped. “Who’s Reginald?"

“After Reginald Voss, the inventor of Voss enchanted glassware,” she kissed Chaddick again. “Don’t worry, sweetie. While I do admire his contribution to the magical research field, you have nothing to worry about. He blew himself up a few hundred years ago.”

Chaddick frowned. “That’s… worse somehow.”

“Put me down, baby. I have to experiment!”

Chaddick obliged, sighing as the lovely, soft presence of her breasts pulled away. When Tiriel had an experiment in mind there was no stopping her. He gave her curvaceous bottom a pat as she hurried with her prize back to her desk.

“Who’s next…” He picked up the long, flat parcel next and held it out to Calypso. “Here’s one for the newest member of our party.”

The Felin stared at it from the sofa. She didn't move.

"It's not going to bite you," Chaddick said.

Calypso unfolded herself from the blanket and padded across the carpet on bare feet. She took the parcel from his hands, and he noticed her fingers were trembling.

She tugged gently on the cord and unwrapped the dark cloth. Two daggers lay inside, their blades catching the firelight. The handles were wrapped in black leather, the pommels weighted with dark stone. An enchantment card sat between them, describing the magic imbued in the blades—a bleed effect that activated during sneak attacks, which Chaddick wasn’t entirely sure was legal, but doubted an assassin would mind.

Calypso picked one up and turned it in her hand. She tested the balance with a flick of her wrist so fast Chaddick's eye barely tracked it. Her expression didn't change, but her tail uncurled from around her waist, lifted behind her, and gave a curious twitch.

"Krauss recommended them," Chaddick said. "Said they were the best throwing daggers he'd ever made. Just, uh—promise not to use them on me."

"I would never," she said. “There is only one whose blood I crave enough to sully these beautiful blades. I… cannot thank you enough, Chosen One.”

Her voice was steady, but her chin trembled. She sat back down on the sofa and held the daggers in her lap, running her thumbs along the leather wraps, saying nothing. Chaddick had a feeling she was thinking about her next meeting with Captain Dreadeye. He left her alone with her thoughts.

That left the large parcel.

Goldie eyed it carefully from a distance. Her tail had gone still, which meant she was either suspicious or trying very hard not to get her hopes up.

"That one's yours," Chaddick said.

Her tail gave a cautious wag as she stepped toward the trolly. She fixed him with her big brown eyes, fingers lingering on the oil cloth expectantly.

“Go ahead,” he said. “What are you waiting for?”

Her tail wagged again, and she peeled the cloth back slowly, holding her breath.

The Valkyrian Battle Plate gleamed in the light from the fire. Every surface of the enchanted steel had been polished to a mirror finish. It was shaped and fitted for a woman’s body, and designed to show it off, lighter than air but as protective as the full, bulky plate armor most tank classes preferred. Runes for channeling divine magic glowed faint gold along the edges.

Goldie's hand went to her mouth. Her ears dropped flat. Her tail started to wag in earnest before she could stop it.

“Don’t just stare at it, girl,” Tiriel urged from her desk, where she was setting up her new alchemy station. “Do you know how much that set cost?”

Goldie’s tail drooped and she looked suddenly nervous. “Master?”

“Never mind,” he said, glowering at the elf. “It’s not about the money. Besides, Goldie did save my life, remember?”

“I save your life every day,” Tiriel proclaimed boldly, then she collapsed in a fit of giggles. “Save you from boredom, at least.”

"Try it on!" Calypso blurted, then looked startled at her own enthusiasm. “I mean… I’ve never seen such fancy armor before. I’d… I’d like to see it.”

Goldie stood over the armor, her fingers tracing the rune work along the breastplate. She looked at Chaddick with an expression that made his chest hurt in a good way.

"Do I have to take the collar off?" she asked.

"No. You’re still off duty. Just think of it as…"

“A fashion show!” Tiriel shouted. “I do love playing dress up.”

Calypso gave the elf a funny look. “That’s for kids.”

“Only if you dress in kids’ clothes,” Tiriel replied. “Playing dress up as an adult is much, much more fun…”

Calypso’s ears flattened to the sides as she contemplated what that might mean. Her eyes went wide and she sank deeper into her blanket. “Weirdos.”

Goldie gathered the armor in her arms, carried it into the bedroom, and closed the door.

They waited. Tiriel fiddled with an alembic, cursing at ‘Reginald.’ Calypso polished her new daggers with the hem of her blanket. Chaddick paced.

"Goldie?" Tiriel called after several minutes. "You all right in there?"

"I'm not coming out." The voice through the door was muffled and tight.

"Why not?"

"I feel naked."

"We've all seen you naked," Tiriel pointed out.

"This is worse than naked! It just… it draws attention to how much of me isn't covered. Everything's on display."

"That doesn't even make sense."

"It makes perfect sense! Naked is just naked. There’s nothing more to think about. This is not-naked with the express purpose of making people think about you being naked, which is way more embarrassing!”

Chaddick walked to the door. "Goldie. Come out. Please."

After a long pause, the door opened.

Chaddick felt his jaw drop.

The armor looked like it had been formed around her curves while the metal was still hot. He knew this was the work of Ilara’s enchantment, but it was impressive nonetheless. Magic infused metal hugged her breasts, pushing them up and in to emphasize her modest bust. Her arms were bare beneath the decorative pauldrons. Her legs, too, were naked beneath the short mail skirt and above the greaves that ended above the knee, leaving her luscious thighs exposed.

The weightlessness charm made her move as if she wore nothing at all, which—Chaddick had to admit Goldie had a point—immediately sent his mind in that direction. Chaddick couldn’t help imagining sliding his hands up her thighs, the clink of metal as he lifted her skirt. Her stomach was enticingly bare, protected magically rather than physically. The little heart on her collar glinted at her throat, marking her as his.

The paladin was right, the armor made her look like she was on display. But Chaddick didn’t think that was a bad thing.

She stood in the doorway with her shoulders hunched and her tail tucked, arms crossed over her chest, looking about as far from a confident warrior as Chaddick had ever seen her.

Tiriel whistled. Calypso's ears went straight up.

"You look incredible," Chaddick said.

"I look like one of those women on the covers of cheap adventure novels," Goldie muttered.

"You look like a Valkyrie. And that armor will stop a blade better than your old plate ever did. But if you don’t like it, we can return it.”

She uncrossed her arms, slowly. Her tail gave a tentative wag. "Do you like it?”

Chaddick looked at her. The collar. The enchanted steel. The golden hair spilling over bare shoulders. She looked uncertain and beautiful and like everything he'd ever wanted.

But the armor wasn’t the problem.

She was still off duty. Still soft and vulnerable beneath the collar's spell. And the armor was asking her to be a warrior again while her heart was still curled up in his lap.

If he had to choose, he didn't want to take off her collar.

"You know what?" he said. "We'll worry about the armor tomorrow. Right now, I want you out of it."

“But…” Goldie’s tail drooped. “I thought—"

Tiriel scoffed. “Don’t be dense. That definitely means he likes it.”

Goldie bit her lip and her fingers went to her collar. She backed into the bedroom with her big, brown eyes fixed on Chaddick. Her cheeks burned pink as he followed her into the bedroom and closed the door. “M-Master? What are you…?”

“Be a good girl, Goldie,” he said. “And get on the bed.”


Chapter 20
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The collar stayed on. Everything else came off.

The armor was easier to remove than he'd expected, thanks to the weightlessness charm. Goldie held still while he unclasped and unbuckled, her breathing quickening with every piece he set aside. By the time he stripped the last greave from her thigh, she was trembling with anticipation.

"What about you, Master?” she whispered. “I want to see you naked too.”

She watched with hungry eyes as he stripped, her tail wagging as she kneeled on the bed. When he was completely bared, he approached the bed and she scrambled toward him on hands and knees, forcing her face up against his rigid cock.

Chaddick groaned as her mouth found his head, and her tongue bathed his length in sloppy kisses. Just like the last time she’d been overwhelmed by her desire for his scent, she seemed overcome by her excitement just to be near him. She inhaled deeply, and exhaled hot breaths as she lapped at him, kissing and sucking and slobbering over every inch of him.

Currents of pure ecstasy ran through Chaddick’s body as she forced herself on him. His hands slipped into her hair, guiding her as she abandoned the licks for deep sucks.

She gazed up at him, her big, brown eyes fixed lovingly on his. She pulled back, hollowing her cheeks, then pushed him deeper, her eyes growing wide and watery as she strained against the back of her throat.

“Mmmmfff.” Her collar clinked and jingled as her head bobbed. “Mmmgglrrk, glrk, mmmmaaahh.”

He stroked her ears and tangled his fingers in her hair. “Good girl.”

“Mmm,” she gasped, popping off his cock with swollen lips. “Mmmm-Master! You taste so good. But… I’m ready for more.”

Her tail wagged above her bare ass completely uninhibited now that she wore her collar.

“Turn around.”

She paused, her eyes wide and uncertain. Then she spun once, playful and excited, her tail wagging even harder. “Yes… Yes, I want it. I want all of you, Master.”

As Chaddick climbed onto the mattress behind her, her tail lifted. She wrapped her hands around the bedpost, arching her back. He put his hands on her hips and she pushed back against him, rubbing her wet pussy along his shaft like she was marking him as her territory. The posture was so natural for her, so automatic, that he found it difficult to remember she was new to this and he needed to take his time.

Goldie looked back at him over her shoulder with her brown eyes half-lidded, and needy. Her mouth was still wet with drool after the enthusiastic blowjob. The saliva and the collar's silver heart shone in the light from the candelabra.

"Please, Master," she whispered. “Take me.”

He ran his hand down her spine, gripping her tail in one hand. She shivered beneath his fingers. Her tail curled to one side, leaving her exposed as he explored her entrance with his fingers.

Goldie began to whine and wriggle as he pet her swollen lips and sopping wet slit. He kept her still by tightening his hold on her tail, until she whimpered.

“Mmmm, yes.” She craned her neck to keep her eyes on his. “It’s all yours.”

Keeping his hold on her tail with one hand, he guided the head of his cock against her heat with the other. Her juices made wet, slippery noises as he teased her entrance, pushing his fat tip inside and pulling it out again.

“Master,” she begged. “Please… don’t tease. Fuck me—aaah!”

He pushed inside her, slowly, groaning as his length slid all the way in. Goldie gasped and her back arched further. Her fingers dug into the bedpost. Her tail brushed against his stomach, soft fur against his skin.

"Good girl," he said, and felt her clench around him. “Very good girl.”

He pulled back and thrust. She yipped. He did it again, harder, and she moaned and pushed back against him, grinding her hips into his, trying to take him deeper. When he let go of her tail to grip her hips, it beat against his belly.

“Uuungh, yes! I’m such a good girl. Show me what a good girl I am, Master!”

His hands slid up her sides, one grasping a handful of small breast, the other tangling in her golden hair. He pulled back just enough to arch her neck, so he could see the collar pressed into her throat. She whimpered and slammed back against him, matching his rhythm, her tail wagging between them.

"Master—ahh! Gods—harder—I can take it!"

He drove into her. The bedpost creaked. Her moans climbed higher, each one punctuated by a sharp yip as he bottomed out. She was so tight and wet around him that holding back took every scrap of willpower he had.

She was panting, her brown eyes lolling in her head as she tried to keep them on him. The skin on her chest and throat flushed, creeping up her neck to her face. She bared her teeth at him in an almost menacing way, but Chaddick recognized it as a sign of submission.

“I-I’m… I’m going to… Unngh, can I, Master? Tell me I’m good. Just… tell me and I’ll…”

Chaddick groaned and leaned forward, pinning her tail between his stomach and her back. He put his hands on the headboard, thrusting even deeper as he pulled his body forward. “Goldie,” he panted. “You’re my good girl. So good it hurts.”

Instinctively, he bit the side of her neck gently, in the crook where it met her shoulder. She bucked her hips against him, and let out a gasp of pleasure.

She came hard. Her whole body locked up, her inner walls clamping down on him, her back bowing as a howl tore out of her throat. The bedpost creaked and groaned under her grip. She shuddered and shuddered, her tail going rigid, her legs shaking as he pounded into her.

Chaddick buried himself deep, one arm wrapped around her waist and the other bracing himself against the headboard. When he came the release hit him like a fist to the chest, blanking his vision, pulling a growl from his chest that made Goldie whimper and quiver around his shaft a second time.

When it was over, they stayed locked together, both breathing hard. Chaddick’s forehead pressed between her shoulder blades as he attempted to catch his breath. Her tail started wagging again, slow and lazy, tickling his stomach. The bedpost had come apart from the headboard, and was now leaning sideways, threatening to collapse on the floor.

"You broke the bed," he said.

"Not me, Master. I’m a good girl. Must have been you."

"Well, it’s your fault anyway. You’re the one who kept begging for me to go harder."

"I couldn’t help it," she shuddered against him. “It felt so good. With you inside me, I felt completely and utterly dominated… in the best way. No wonder Tiriel’s such a sex-crazed maniac if that’s how you make her feel.”

He kissed the back of her neck, just above the collar. She hummed and leaned into him, throwing him off balance.

They collapsed together onto the mattress. Goldie curled against his chest, boneless and content. Chaddick buried his face in her hair, nuzzling her ears, unable to believe how a man could be as lucky as him.

They might have stayed that way, cozy in post-coital bliss, forever, if there hadn’t been a knock at the door.

Chaddick groaned, barely able to lift his head to answer. “What?”

"Sorry to interrupt," Tiriel's voice sang through the door, "but science waits for no orgasm."

Chaddick laughed. "Well, lucky for science, the orgasms have passed, so it won’t have to. But you’ll have to let yourself in. My body has been temporarily transformed into mush.”

The door opened. Tiriel stood in the frame, her green nightgown slipping off both shoulders now, holding a small crystal vial aloft like a trophy.

"My new formulation is complete!" she announced, kicking the door closed behind her. Her emerald eyes were wild with triumph. "I've perfected the enhancement serum. This version is stabilized, properly dosed, and ready for testing. On me this time, before anyone asks."

"Tiriel—"

"Don’t try to dissuade me. Just prepare yourselves to be amazed. Behold!"

She swept her arm in a dramatic arc. The stopper, which she had apparently neglected to secure, popped free. The vial's contents sprayed in a glittering arc across the room, splattering both Tiriel and Goldie.

There was a beat of silence.

“Oops.” The elf giggled nervously. “Guess I should have—oh!”

Chaddick’s eyes bulged as Tiriel’s already substantial chest swelled against the thin silk of her nightgown, the fabric stretching taut. The tailor’s enchanted stitching appeared at first to do the job, but… her breasts didn’t stop swelling.

The enchanted material of her new dress tore, her enormous breasts exploding out. Tiriel stumbled toward the bed, thrown completely off balance by her top-heavy transformation.

At the same time, Goldie yelped as her smaller breasts began to fill and round. Already naked, her breasts had nothing to stop them as they expanded like hot air balloons, pinning her to the bed beneath their sudden, massive weight.

"What did you do to me, elf?" Goldie accused, looking down at herself with wide eyes. “You disfigured me. On purpose!”

"I absolutely did not! As if I would share my magically enhanced curves with anyone. Except Chaddick of course." Tiriel braced her back, examining her own rapidly expanding cleavage with academic interest. "Although these results are rather impressive. The onset is much faster than the previous batch. Oh! Oh, that's quite the sensation. They are exquisitely sensitive, are they not? Every breeze is like a warm tongue flicking my—"

"Make it stop!"

"You don’t really want that, do you? Look at you… Look at Chaddick looking at you. Can’t you see how much your Master loves it?” Tiriel's expression shifted to something far more suggestive as she looked at Chaddick. "Someone is going to need to massage these down to a manageable size, baby. Would you do the honors?”

“You just couldn’t stand that I was with Master Chaddick alone,” Goldie growled. “You’re butting in on my petting time!”

“Petting and stroking just happens to be the standard treatment protocol for magically enhanced body parts,” Tiriel said with a sly smile. “If anything, I’m ensuring you get even more pets than usual. Chaddick was ready to take a nap until I stepped in and reawakened the trouser kraken. Look, he’s ready to go another round already!”

"There is no standard protocol for this," Goldie sputtered. "You literally invented this potion!"

"Which makes me the world's foremost expert on its treatment. And I prescribe massage." Tiriel climbed onto the bed, her swollen breasts dragging against the silk sheets and causing her to shudder with pleasure. “Lucky for us, Chaddick has very talented hands. And other parts."

Chaddick reached under the bed and pulled out the bottle of massage oil he'd bought at the Night Market.

"You have got to be kidding me," Goldie said. “You’re going along with this charade? I thought we were going to snuggle!”

"A hero is always prepared." He uncorked the bottle. The oil smelled of warm spices and flowers. "Besides, you do like pets."

Goldie's mouth opened and closed. Her enhanced breasts heaved with the effort. She crossed her arms over them, and yelped, her brown eyes widening.

"Gods," she gasped. “They are sensitive. It’s like…”

“Having a couple of enormous swollen clits on your chest?” Tiriel described, crudely. "Just wait until he starts rubbing them. You’ll cum so hard poor Calypso will wet her panties in the other room."

"Mmm…” Goldie moaned. “When you put it like that…”

A seductive smile crept across Tiriel’s lips. She whispered. “Good girl.”

“Unngh,” the Canin shuddered with pleasure. “Not fair!”

Chaddick wrenched the rest of Tiriel’s dress down over her hips as she crawled toward Goldie. She wore nothing underneath. The elf’s generous curves, compared to the gargantuan breasts, suddenly looked very petite. The effect on Goldie was even more so. He knelt beside them both, pouring oil into his palm.

He felt Goldie’s fingers slide between his legs, cupping his balls as she pressed the hidden pressure point that caused his erection to grow in size and stamina.

“Punish her, Master,” the Canin begged. “She is not a good girl.”

The oil was warm as he rubbed his hands together, tingling faintly. He could only imagine how powerful the sensation would be on the girls’ extra sensitive chests.

He grabbed Tiriel around the waist and rolled her onto her back. Her huge breasts bounced and jiggled as she leaned back, gazing up at him with her big green eyes. Chaddick squirted more oil on her chest, causing her to gasp, before he began to knead and press them like a baker working dough.

He kissed her, feeling her nipples stiffen beneath his palms. She melted into the kiss the moment his tongue touched hers, the hungry, urgent Tiriel he knew from their first night together suddenly awakening. She arched her back, shoving her slick breasts through his oiled hands.

Goldie watched, her tail twitching. Her fingers had moved between her legs, aroused despite her feelings about the elf’s interruption. Chaddick caught her eye and patted the mattress beside him.

She crawled over, guiding his oiled hand to her chest. His fingers closed around a swollen breast, she whimpered and pressed into his grip. Her enhanced flesh was warm and impossibly soft, her small nipples achingly hard beneath his slippery fingers.

“Ooooh, fuck yes, baby.” Tiriel grunted and moaned as he massaged them both. “Rub your cock on me, Chaddick. Fuck my big magical titties!”

“Don’t you dare,” Goldie growled. “You should fuck my titties first, Master. It’s only fair. I didn’t ask for this.”

Chaddick poured oil onto Goldie’s swollen chest. His balls ached as her eyes glazed with pleasure and a line of drool spilled from the corner of her mouth. She shuddered, her legs twitching as he rubbed her nipples, so sensitive she could hardly control her body’s response to his touch.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Jealous of this shift in attention, Tiriel pushed her way between them, attempting to force Chaddick’s hands back onto her. But with all the oil covering their bodies, this was easier said than done.

Tiriel’s grip on Chaddick’s arm slipped, and she twisted, the weight of her breasts dragging her down on top of Goldie.

“Unnngh,” the Canin moaned as her sensitive nipples scraped against Tiriel’s. “W-what are you… Oooh, gods! That feels… Mmmm, yes!”

Tiriel scrambled to get back up, but the more she struggled the more their breasts rubbed together, causing both women to stop fighting and start whimpering with pleasure.

Their inflated breasts squished out to the sides like gelatine desserts stacked on top of one another and being squished from both sides. They bulged out impossibly as the girls attempted—or pretended to attempt—to get away from each other. Chaddick watched as they began to grind against one another, lost in the rush of magically enhanced sensations.

“P-punish her, Master,” Goldie gasped. “She’s being so bad!”

“Yes,” Tiriel begged. “Punish me, baby. Fuck me so hard my tits smother this selfish puppy of yours.”

Chaddick's cock throbbed painfully at the sight of them, their beautiful oiled bodies glistening, enormous breasts mashed together in a slippery, heaving mass. Tiriel’s red hair was a wild cascade down her back, as she ground down against Goldie with desperate motions. Beneath her, Goldie’s brown eyes glazed, her tail thumping weakly against the mattress as she arched up to meet the friction.

Chaddick grabbed Tiriel's hips, yanking her ass up higher while keeping her pinned over Goldie. The elf yelped in surprise, her swollen breasts sliding against the Canin's with a greasy squelch.

"Yes, baby! Punish me—take me—" Tiriel begged, pushing back against his grip. Her voice broke into whimpers as their tits continued to rub, nipples dragging hard against each other.

Goldie moaned beneath her, hands coming up to squeeze Tiriel's breasts, pulling her closer. "M-Master—I’m so sensitive—when you move her, she rubs me—oh gods—"

Chaddick positioned himself behind Tiriel, the head of his cock—still slick from Goldie's earlier attentions—nudging against her dripping entrance. With one powerful thrust, he buried himself to the hilt inside her tight, clenching heat.

Tiriel screamed, back arching so sharply the impact sent shockwaves through both women, their oiled skin slipping and sliding, nipples grinding in tight circles as Chaddick's thrust rocked Tiriel forward.

"Fuck—yes—harder—make our tits bounce—" Tiriel’s nails dug into Goldie's shoulders for leverage as she gasped.

Chaddick pulled back and slammed in again, with deep, brutal strokes that forced Tiriel's body to jolt with each impact. Her swollen breasts bounced against Goldie's, the massive orbs squishing together, the oil making them glide in filthy, rhythmic friction. As their nipples caught and tugged, the women began to scream.

"Master—it's too much—" Goldie cried out, her fluffy tail thrashing wildly. “I can’t—I’m gonna—ahh!"

Tiriel's eyes rolled back, tears of overwhelm gathering at the corners. "Yes—yes—fuck me—make me cum on her—"

Chaddick's hands gripped Tiriel's hips harder, bruising the pale skin as he pounded into her. The wet slap of his balls against her ass mixed with the slippery sounds of their breasts rubbing, driving all three of them wild. Goldie's legs wrapped around Tiriel's waist, pulling her closer, amplifying the contact until their tits were flattened against each other.

Tiriel came with a violent shudder. Her walls clamped around Chaddick like a vice, her screams muffled as she buried her face in Goldie's neck. The way her body convulsed pushed Goldie over the edge too, sending her into a howling climax, her tail going rigid as waves of pleasure crashed through her.

With a guttural roar, Chaddick flooded the elf’s pussy with thick, hot pulses that overflowed and dripped down her thighs onto Goldie's stomach. The women clung to each other, still trembling, their breasts heaving in unison as aftershocks rippled through them.

When he finally pulled out, Tiriel collapsed fully onto Goldie, both girls panting and giggling weakly, bodies slick and spent. Slowly, the enchanted tissues began to shrink.

"See?" Tiriel murmured, nuzzling Goldie's ear. "I told you a massage would help."

"Get off of me, you pervert.” Goldie huffed. Her tail wagged lazily, half pinned beneath the elf, but she didn’t try to get away.

Chaddick settled in beside them on the ruined bed, completely exhausted this time.

The bedpost, which had been barely hanging on through its second round of punishment, creaked and fell over with a crash and the bed sagged to one side.

“Aww, shit.”

The hotel was going to have a running tab of damages by the time they left, and Chaddick had no doubt Thandor Lumistrae was going to get the bill.

That was something he’d have to deal with, eventually.

But for now, with his body spent, his brain blissfully empty, and his girls beside him, Chaddick truly felt like the Chosen One.

And the Chosen One didn’t have to deal with anything except Destiny.


Epilogue
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The fire had burned to embers when Chaddick emerged from the bedroom a few hours later. The blanket Calypso had wrapped herself in earlier lay on the sofa, neatly folded. She stood with her forehead pressed against the glass, staring out at the dark harbor on the horizon.

Moonlight caught the tears on her cheeks.

"Calypso?" Chaddick crossed the room. Behind him, Tiriel and Goldie lingered in the bedroom doorway. “Hey, is everything all right?”

"It should be," the Felin said, stroking her daggers absently. Her voice was small and raw.

“I’m sorry,” Chaddick said. “Were we too—”

Calypso shook her head sharply. “It’s not that. You’ve given me so much, I have no right to complain about how you spend your time. I just…”

“You’re worried about your sister, aren’t you?”

The pretty Felin sniffed and wiped at her bright, yellow eyes with the back of her hand.

“I have new clothes, a full belly, new friends, and a safe place to sleep. But I can't just sit here and be happy while she's out there. In a cage. When I eat, I wonder if she’s hungry. When I’m wrapped up in a blanket by the fire, I wonder if she’s cold. When I hear you with them, I… I hope he’s not…”

She pressed her palm flat against the window. Her claws left five faint scratches in the condensation.

Chaddick’s heart twisted in his chest. "We're going to get her back.”

"When?" Calypso turned. Her golden eyes were bloodshot and fierce. "Tomorrow? Next week? What happens if something more important comes up and—"

She stopped herself. Swallowed hard. Looked at the floor.

"I'm sorry," she whispered. "You've done more for me in three days than anyone has since Mama Mira. I just…"

"You don't have to apologize for wanting your sister back."

Calypso's chin trembled. She wrapped her arms around herself and turned back to the window.

Goldie padded across the room in bare feet, wearing a fluffy hotel robe. She stopped beside the Felin. There was no hint of the animosity that sometimes coursed between them. The Canin’s nose twitched and her ears rotated forward. She stood very still for a long moment, her brown eyes focused on the horizon.

"That's strange," she said. “It’s back.”

Chaddick looked at her. "The quest sense?"

Goldie nodded slowly. Her head tilted, following something invisible, her gaze drifting past the rooftops and the harbor masts to the dark water beyond.

"It's pulling again," she said. "Stronger than before. Much stronger. But… it's not leading somewhere in the city."

She pointed out the window, past the docks, past the anchored ships, past the breakwater.

Out to sea.

Calypso's breath caught. "To Sable?"

Goldie's tail was rigid. Her ears pressed forward. Whatever she was sensing, it was big. Big enough to pull her attention through stone walls and across miles of open water.

"I don't know," Goldie said. "But whatever it is, there's a lot of gold out there. And something else. Something… dark."

Chaddick startled as something caught the corner of his eye. The Blade of Prophecy, resting on his chair next to the fireplace, was glowing faintly through its scabbard.

Tiriel appeared beside him. "It’s void magic," she said quietly. "I can feel it from here. I shouldn’t be able to from this distance, but I can. It’s faint, but unmistakable."

“That’s our next quest,” Goldie said. “You can sense it too.”

They stood at the window together. Four of them, reflected in the dark glass, staring out at an ocean they'd soon have to cross.

"Well," Chaddick said. "I guess we're going to need a ship."
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To be continued in…

Okay, Maybe Just One More Side-Quest… 3!
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I just want to say a huge thanks to everyone who's giving this new series a try, and to my amazing beta reading team for helping keep me in line. If you want to be the first to know when the next book comes out, make sure you give me a follow on Amazon and Facebook (Personal Profile here and Business Page here)


Indie publishing is an unpredictable career path, which I have recently been fortunate enough to take on full time. Of course, there are no guarantees in life. With some of the algorithm changes at Amazon having sudden and drastic effects on visibility, I've decided to branch out and spend more time interacting with fans. So I want to let you know where you can find me going forward:

I've now got the Pete's Plot Bunnies Discord server, where you can chat with me and other readers about your favorite Peter North series, and join future beta reading groups. I've also started Patreon and Subscribestar subscriptions for those who are interested in a little extra juicy content.

If you choose to join, your support helps me keep writing full-time, keep supporting my family, and keep building the worlds you enjoy, and perhaps best of all, it helps make sure every story gets an audiobook! The audio for Okay, Maybe Just One More Side-Quest… 1 has run into a minor stumbling block, so we're trying to line up a new narrator. But it will happen!


In return for your support, you’ll get early chapters, behind-the-scenes content, bonus stories, sexy art, polls that shape future books, audio sneak peeks, and whatever other fun stuff I can come up with. 


Thanks again, and I hope you'll be joining Chaddick, Goldie, Tiriel, and Calypso in their next adventure!
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