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 Chapter 1 
 
    There were more dwarven patrols than usual in the Entertainment District, and every time our cart rumbled past one, I grimaced and held my breath until we left them well behind us. It wasn’t a surprise that there were an increased number of patrols or that they had started the moment our wagon rolled out of the forest and into the Entertainment District, but since we had a barrel of whiskey in the back of the wagon, it didn’t exactly make for a ride in the park.  
 
    I put my head down and urged the horse forward down an empty street. In the back of the wagon, Selius breathed so heavily that it sounded like he had just run the entire length of Falrion Forest. Skam kept trying to reassure the halfling kid and also kept trying to keep him quiet, since the last thing we needed was for some dwarven guard to hear Selius in the back of the wagon and then stop us to search our wagon.  
 
    “Take a left here,” Dar said from beside me. “We should be able to slip down this street and come up at the back, so we can still avoid the main street.”  
 
    I nodded and steered the horse and wagon to the left.  
 
    “You act like you’re nervous that Lobrem isn’t going to keep up his end of the bargain,” Skam chuckled from the back.  
 
    “It’s nothing personal against dwarves,” I said, “but I’m just not entirely sure how much I trust Lobrem.”  
 
    “He’d be a fool to break our bargain,” Dar said. “Ya are the only one with the goods he needs to make the money he wants.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t be the first fool we’ve dealt with,” I growled. “Hebal was a fool, too.”  
 
    “Yeah, but look where he is now,” Dar said. “Dead and gone, and with not a single person to mourn him either.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I laughed, “but Hebal didn’t have the whole dwarven guard in his pocket.”  
 
    “Just the whole dwarven mafia,” Skam said.  
 
    The clop of our horse’s hooves rang out against the cobbled streets like a trumpet that announced our presences with every step forward, but I knew the noise of our horse and cart was only in my head. After all, it was almost evening in the Entertainment District, and that meant the streets were packed with people who were looking for some kind of a fix.  
 
    And we were there to help them get it.  
 
    After all, there was no better fix than whiskey, and since the Entertainment District was known for its women as much as for its shows, there was nothing that went better with women and song than a bit of the moonshine.  
 
    I had been lucky to find an empty street at all, but as I urged our horse forward down the busy back road, I found that even the shortcuts through this district were packed with people. We passed enough other carts on their own delivery routes that ours shouldn’t have stood out at all, but I knew that both the elven and the dwarven patrols had been on high alert recently, and any covered wagon was likely to seem highly suspicious.  
 
    Of course, if I was in charge of the city, I would have been on high alert too after the murder of an elven labor broker in the halfling district and before that, the murder of the drunken halfling, an elven guard, and a handful of assassins. But while the halfling district was filled with elven patrols, we did at least have the advantage of only really worrying about dwarven guards in the Entertainment District. Most elves thought the amusements of the Entertainment District were beneath them, or at least that’s what they liked other elves to think, but I had seen more than a few elves sneaking in and out of brothels and back alleys.  
 
    I just hoped there weren’t any in the brothel we were heading to right now.  
 
    When I saw the dingy red sign over the back door of the brothel up ahead, I almost breathed a sigh of relief that we had made it all the way from Adi’s cottage without being stopped, but at the same time that we rumbled toward the brothel’s back door, a troop of four dwarven guards came around the other corner and headed straight toward us.  
 
    “So much for staying undetected,” I muttered. “I guess there’s no time like the present to find out if Lobrem really did pay the dwarven guard to look the other way.”  
 
    “It’ll be his head if he didn’t,” Skam said.  
 
    “Just as long as we don’t lose ours’ in the process,” Dar said.  
 
    I kept my eyes straight ahead and didn’t steer the horse to the right or to the left. If the dwarven guards were going to stop us, I couldn’t do anything about it, but I could damn sure ride down the street like I belonged there, not with my tail tucked between my legs.  
 
    The four guards continued to march straight toward us, and I kept our course steady and continued straight toward them. Another cart veered to the left to avoid the guards, but the dwarves didn’t even spare them a second glance. They just kept coming right at us.  
 
    “Uh, Wade?” Dar swallowed. “We might want to start thinking about, you know, maybe steering the horses a little out of the way?”  
 
    “Aye, you’ll run them right over at this rate,” Skam added from the back.  
 
    “They’ll move,” I growled. “They’d better move, anyway.”  
 
    We were two dozen paces away from the dwarven guard troop now, and I almost flicked the reins to pull our horse and cart up against the wall, but for one thing, it would have fucked up our axles, and for another thing, I really wanted to test out my deal with Lobrem. If the guards stopped us or gave us any shit, then we’d have a fight on our hands, and we’d also have to go to war with Lobrem. But if they stepped aside and let us pass without any questions, then we were all good.  
 
    I felt the familiar weight of my dagger inside my cloak, and I knew that Dar and Selius were similarly armed. The halfling kid hadn’t had much opportunity to use his blade before, but he’d been practicing with Penny whenever the redheaded pixie had a spare minute, and I guessed that he wanted a chance to fight almost as badly as he wanted to stay safe.  
 
    Skam didn’t usually carry any weapons on him since that would have been a violation of his release from the elven labor camps, but the burly dwarf’s fists were enough of a weapon to make anybody think twice about attacking him. Besides, I had seen the tattooed dwarf make a weapon out of just about anything that he could get his hands on, so I wasn’t worried about his ability to fight if we got into a scrap.  
 
    We were less than ten paces away from the dwarven guards now, and their silver armor reflected the late afternoon sun until I had to squint to see my way forward. There were more innocent people on the street than I would have liked if a fight did break out, but this was the Entertainment District, so people were used to brawls, and that meant they were also used to getting the fuck out of the way.  
 
    The keys hummed inside my pocket, but they didn’t say anything so I figured their hum was mostly for reassurance as the dwarves drew close enough that I could see their narrowed gazes above the grim set of their mouths.  
 
    “Everybody braced?” I hissed.  
 
    “Yep,” Selius managed from the back of the wagon.  
 
    Dar and Skam both grunted their responses, and I shifted the reins into one hand in case I needed a free hand to grab my dagger. I could take the one on the front left of the group of four, and Dar could tackle the one on the right. That should give Skam and Selius enough time to get out of the wagon and attack the remaining two guards before they tipped the advantage against Dar and me. The dwarven armor would pose a bit of a problem, but we’d just have to aim our blows at the exposed parts of their skin.  
 
    “Come on, Lobrem,” I growled as if the head of the Miners’ Union could hear me.  
 
    When they were only five paces away, the dwarven guards stopped marching, their leader raised his fist, and I gently pulled back on the reins to slow my horse. Our wagon rattled to a stop as the guard leader opened his mouth to speak, but instead of saying anything, he just had a curious look come over his face as he seemed to recognize me.  
 
    “Carry on,” the dwarven guard leader said then.  
 
    I didn’t trust myself to speak, so I just nodded as the four guards stepped out of the way, and our wagon rolled forward again toward the dingy sign over the back door of the brothel.  
 
    “What was that all about?” Dar asked.  
 
    “I think,” Skam chuckled, “that means Lobrem’s description of our fearless leader was right on the mark.”  
 
    “It did seem like they recognized me from something,” I agreed, “and the last time I checked, I don’t have any ‘Most Wanted’ posters of myself plastered all over the city, so I guess that means Lobrem is holding up on his end of the bargain.”  
 
    “At least for now,” Dar grumbled.  
 
    “You’re always so suspicious,” I laughed.  
 
    “It’s in my nature as a thief,” the halfling said. “But don’t get me wrong-- I’d much rather save my strength to deal with brothels instead of brawling.”  
 
    “Don’t forget that we’re here on business,” I reminded Dar as I pulled the wagon to a stop again. “And that goes for you, too, Selius.”  
 
    “No stern warning for me?” Skam grinned.  
 
    “I trust you can look after yourself,” I said with a smile, “and look after the lad, too, will you?”  
 
    “We won’t be gone long, apparently,” Dar sighed. “Here strictly on business. Although Wade, you know technically this is a place of business, so--”  
 
    “I meant that we’re here on our own business,” I said as I rolled my eyes, “and you know it.”  
 
    “I know, I know,” my halfling friend groaned. “We’ve got goods to sell and a madame to haggle with, so no funny business until we get it all squared away.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “You ready to do some bargaining, my friend?”  
 
    Dar jumped down from the wagon after me and puffed out his chest, and I couldn’t tell if it was in answer to my question or if it was to impress a group of girls as they giggled their way through the back door of the brothel.  
 
    “I was born ready,” Dar said finally after the girls had disappeared inside the whorehouse.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Skam and Selius, you two just stay put. We’ll come back out when we’ve got the deal all set up and we’re ready for the goods.”  
 
    “You got it, boss,” the tattooed dwarf replied.  
 
    After one last glance at the wagon, I strode toward the back entrance of the brothel shoulder-to-shoulder with Dar. The dwarven patrols shouldn’t give them any trouble while we were inside thanks to Lobrem, but this was still the Entertainment District, so I wasn’t about to leave our barrel of whiskey unguarded while Dar and I set up the details of our arrangement with the madame inside.  
 
    I reached the top of the stairs and found myself staring at the throat of some huge fucking orc who must be getting paid to keep any trouble out of the whorehouse.  
 
    “Evening, friend,” Dar said quickly. “We’ve got a meeting with her ladyship, Mistress Davies, so if you don’t mind--”  
 
    “Name?” the big orc grunted.  
 
    “The name’s Dar,” my friend began, “and this here is--”  
 
    “Dar, okay,” the orc cut him off. “Friend, too.”  
 
    “Thanks very much,” Dar responded, “so we’ll just--”  
 
    “But no trouble,” the big orc warned as he poked his scaly finger in our faces.  
 
    I suppressed the urge to break off his sausage of a finger and wave it back in his own face, and then the big fucker stepped aside to let us both into the brothel.  
 
    “Mistress Davies must be doing quite well for herself,” I said as we let our eyes adjust to the dimness inside the whorehouse.  
 
    “Why do you say that?” Dar asked.  
 
    “How else would she be able to afford an orc as her bouncer?” I muttered.  
 
    “Fair enough,” Dar chuckled. “Let’s just make sure we keep him away from the whiskey.”  
 
    We moved down the dimly lit corridor as the sounds of sweaty laughter surrounded us on every side. The dark red rug beneath our feet made our steps silent as we strode out of the dark hallway and into a candlelit lobby. Behind a large desk along the central lobby wall, a halfling woman looked up at us and smiled.  
 
    “And what can I interest you two fine gentlemen in?” she asked. “Are we just looking for a good time, or do you have anything a little more… specific… in mind? Mistress Davies always aims to please.”  
 
    “We’re here to meet with the mistress,” I said and cleared my throat. “She’s expecting us.”  
 
    “Oh, I see,” the halfling woman said and glanced us both up and down again. “Your faces aren’t familiar to me, and believe me, I’d remember such handsome faces as the two of you have, but if your meeting is with the mistress, you must be very special clients indeed.”  
 
    “We’re not--” I protested.  
 
    “Indeed,” Dar said with a grin. “Indeed we are, so could you pass along the word that Dar and Wade are here to see her? I’m sure she’ll be eager to see us.”  
 
    “Of course she will,” the halfling woman said as she smiled again. “Wait here, please.”  
 
    She skimmed her fingers along both our chests before she disappeared down a different dimly lit hallway.  
 
    “We might as well play along,” Dar said and shrugged. “Didn’t you see how happy that made her to think that her mistress was about to get some from two  handsome rogues?”  
 
    “Speaking of aiming to please.” I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “You can’t fault me for trying,” my halfling friend chuckled.  
 
    I glanced around the lobby and wondered how many rooms were hidden inside this particular brothel. Mistress Davies had one of the larger establishments on the main road through the Entertainment District, and that meant if we could get her on board to sell our whiskey inside her whorehouse, all the other brothels would have to follow suit if they wanted to keep up with their competition.  
 
    Earlier that week, we had already negotiated a deal with a smaller brothel on one of the less busy roads in the district, but that deal had been more of a practice run than anything else. One of the dancers at the theatre had vouched for the madame of that house, and since Cimarra had vouched for the dancer, we decided to do a test run of our whiskey proposal.  
 
    And as it turned out, the madame there had just about lost her skirt when we told her about our proposal, and she couldn’t sign on the dotted line fast enough. She ran a smaller house, after all, so she was happy for anything she could do to stand out from the other brothels. I had warned her about the consequences if she was caught selling whiskey, but she said that she’d made it this far without an elf up her knickers, so she’d be damned if she let the fear of elves interfere with her business now.  
 
    The smaller whorehouse had been all well and good, but the brothel of Mistress Davies-- this was the real test. I wanted to sell our whiskey in every brothel in the Entertainment District, and if Mistress Davies came on board, then we’d be damn near golden.  
 
    “My mistress will see you now,” the halfling woman said as she reappeared from the dark hallway. “She’s down this way and through the last door on the right.”  
 
    “You’re not going to escort us there yourself?” Dar grinned. “It’s such a shame since we’ve just met and all.”  
 
    “And we can meet again,” the halfling woman laughed, “if you pay first, of course.”  
 
    My friend just chuckled and followed me into the dark hallway. A red-faced dwarf came out of one of the rooms with a wide grin at the whore who hung on his arm. They pushed past us back toward the lobby, and we continued on quiet feet down the hallway.  
 
    The sounds of laughter were louder on either side of us now, and I was glad that Penny or Cimarra weren’t with us now. They would have held their own just fine, but I wouldn’t have wanted them to feel uncomfortable, and I definitely wouldn’t have wanted any of the brothel’s sweaty patrons to make the mistake of thinking they worked there. If anyone had so much as laid a hand on them, I would have put them six feet in the ground, and then we would have had to start our deal with Mistress Davies all over again.  
 
    And Ava? The beautiful assassin wasn’t one of my women, as much as I found myself thinking about her more and more lately, but even if she’d been here, I had a feeling that Ava would have just disappeared into the shadows of the brothel and then reappeared like a ghost whenever she was needed.  
 
    We reached the last door on the right, and I knocked even though the halfling woman had told us that the mistress expected us. When a woman’s voice called for us to come in, I took a deep breath, nodded at Dar, and opened the door into the office of Mistress Davies.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting, but the well-endowed halfling woman sprawled across the reclining couch inside was not exactly it. She was probably the same age as Dar, maybe a little older, but it was always hard to tell with halflings. She pulled herself into a sitting position with her surprisingly muscular arms, and as soon as we came in, she grabbed a shawl from the back of the sofa and wrapped it around her bare shoulders.  
 
    “I’ve been looking forward to this,” Mistress Davies said with a grin.  
 
    We seated ourselves in the plush chairs that she indicated, and she leaned back on the sofa with her legs crossed.  
 
    “I’ve heard of you two,” she said.  
 
    “All good things, I hope?” Dar smiled.  
 
    “Good or bad is irrelevant in my line of work,” Mistress Davies replied. “But what I have heard is that you two have more or less taken over Count Kieran’s theatre, and that theatre is now doing more business than it has any right to.”  
 
    “And have you heard why?” I challenged.  
 
    “I’ve heard… rumors,” the halfling woman said.  
 
    “What kind of rumors?” Dar asked. 
 
    “Well, they weren’t easy rumors to come by,” she admitted. “A little hint there, a small whisper here. I didn’t really come to a hypothesis until you asked to meet with me.” 
 
    “And what is your hypothesis?” I wanted her to be the first one to say it. She was clearly well-informed, but since she was the madame of one of the largest whorehouses in the district, I had known she would be. Still, if I could get the halfling madame to mention the whiskey first, then I would know exactly how much she knew-- and exactly how much she wanted it.  
 
    We were in a game of chicken now, just like we had been with the dwarven guards outside. And just like with the dwarven patrol, we were going to win this game, too.  
 
    “Oh, you’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?” Mistress Davies chuckled as she tucked a stray brown curl behind her ear.  
 
    “If you would be so kind,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “Whiskey,” the halfling woman sighed. “The theatre is selling whiskey, and I’d bet my life that’s the opportunity that you all said you wanted to meet with me about today.”  
 
    “You’re a quick study, Mistress,” Dar said.  
 
    “It pays to be,” she smirked. “I won’t insult you by asking what makes you think I’d like to sell your whiskey here. If the product is as good as I hear it is, then it sells itself.”  
 
    “It is,” I assured her, “and it does.”  
 
    “We brought you a sample,” Dar said as he reached into his pocket, “so you can see exactly what it is that your customers would be able to purchase.”  
 
    The halfling woman’s eyes glittered in the dim candlelight of the room, and I knew that she was already sold on the idea. Now all we had to do was nail down the details.  
 
    Dar handed her the small glass bottle of whiskey that he’d smuggled inside the building in his coat, and Mistress Davies took a healthy swig. She groaned as the clear liquid burned down her throat, and then she handed the bottle back to Dar.  
 
    “I’ve been waiting a long time for someone to come up with this idea,” Mistress Davies moaned. “That’s some good shit, boys.”  
 
    “We know,” I said, “and that’s why it’s eighty gold a barrel.”  
 
    “Eighty?” the halfling woman whistled. “That’s a steep price.”  
 
    “For a rare product,” I said. “Besides, your establishment here is one of the most lucrative in the district, and don’t try to deny it.”  
 
    “I won’t,” she said. “I’m proud of the empire I’ve built, thank you very much.”  
 
    “And we’re proud of ours,” I said. “You know as well as I do that you’ll be able to sell our whiskey to your customers at such a mark-up that you’ll make a very significant profit.”  
 
    “Picture it,” Dar said grandly as he wiggled his fingers across the air. “One of your regular customers comes in, and maybe he’s had a hard day and just needs a little comfort. So out comes his usual girl, and what’s that in her hand? Why, a glass of something that will make his evening with her even better and that will keep him coming back again and again.”  
 
    “Like I said, you don’t have to sell me on your product,” Mistress Davies said, even though I thought she suppressed a smile at Dar’s words. “Will I be the only house in town selling the stuff?”  
 
    “No,” I said. “We’ve already come to an arrangement with another brothel, and I plan to expand that arrangement to other houses as well.”  
 
    “Hm,” she said. “I understand you’ve got your own business to run, but I would like it better if I was the only game in the district to offer something a little extra.”  
 
    “The whiskey won’t be what brings people in,” I said. “They’ll come to you regardless, thanks to the reputation of your house.”  
 
    “What the whiskey will do,” Dar continued, “is allow you to turn an even higher profit from your customers than usual.”  
 
    “Are Rindell and her girls still in the theatre?” Mistress Davies asked abruptly.  
 
    “They are,” I answered.  
 
    “And they sell whiskey there?” the halfling woman demanded.  
 
    “They do,” Dar confirmed.  
 
    “Well, then I’ll be damned if I let that Rindell woman have access to something that I don’t,” Mistress Davies growled. “Eighty gold a barrel, you said?”  
 
    “You got it,” Dar said.  
 
    “I’ll even throw in a bonus for you,” I said. “If you can take a barrel today, then I’ll let it go for Seventy-five gold as a sign of good faith. But this offer is only good for today, and all future barrels will be eighty each.”  
 
    “You’ve got a barrel waiting out back, don’t you?” Mistress Davies grinned.  
 
    “What can I say?” I replied. “I had a feeling we were going to get along well.”  
 
    “I’ll take that barrel for seventy-five today,” she said.  
 
    “Fantastic,” Dar said. “I think we’re gonna do some good business together, Mistress Davies. Now exactly how many barrels a week do you think you can sell?”  
 
    “How many glasses are in a barrel?” the halfling woman asked.  
 
    “Depends on how big the glasses are,” I smirked, “but let’s say roughly a thousand.”  
 
    “Then I’ll start with one barrel per week and see how it goes,” the madame said. “If that starts selling out like I think it will, I’ll up my order with you, then.”  
 
    “That’s a deal,” I said, “but before we shake on it, there is one thing you’ve got to keep in mind.”  
 
    “Do you want girls for free since we’ll be in business together?” Mistress Davies guessed. “I’m sure I could arrange--” 
 
    “No, that won’t be necessary,” I said firmly. “What I’m talking about is that we impose a two-drink limit for everyone we sell to. So no matter how much your customers beg, they can’t have more than two drinks in one night.”  
 
    “Ah, I understand,” Mistress Davies said as she pressed her lips together. “You can’t have loose lips running all over the city, and there’s nothing that makes lips looser than too much alcohol.”  
 
    “You sound like you’ve got some experience,” Dar chuckled.  
 
    “In my youth, my dear,” she smirked. “Then it’s seventy-five today for you, and eighty when you deliver next week.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said with a grin.  
 
    The halfling woman stuck out her hand, and I was glad to see that she didn’t feel it necessary to spit before we shook hands on the deal. After we shook on it, she rose to her feet and showed us to the door.  
 
    “Why don’t you go ahead and bring your barrel in?” Mistress Davies asked. “Amelia at the front desk there can show you where to put it, and I’ll go back into my office to get your payment. You understand that I don’t want just anyone to know where I keep my coin, right?”  
 
    “Of course,” I said, “but if it’s all the same to you, we’d rather just wait here for the coin.”  
 
    “Then why don’t I meet you at the front desk?” Mistress Davies suggested. “Then you can hand over the barrel, and I’ll hand over the coin, and we can both be on our merry way.”  
 
    “That’s no problem,” I said, “as long as your orc bouncer isn’t going to cause us any trouble.”  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about him,” the halfling woman laughed. “I pay him well so he does whatever I tell him to.”  
 
    “Just make sure he doesn’t get a hold of any of the whiskey for himself,” I warned. “Drunk orcs are not a pretty picture.”  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Mistress Davies said.  
 
    I raised my eyebrows, but I figured I had warned her, so anything that happened now would be her responsibility. Dar and I headed back past Amelia and the big orc, and I whistled so that Skam poked his head out of the back of the wagon.  
 
    “All good?” the tattooed dwarf asked.  
 
    “You bet,” Dar smirked. “Let’s get this thing unloaded.”  
 
    As I reached for the cover over the back of the wagon, my eyes caught a flash of blue skin at the end of the street, and I held myself perfectly still. It was almost evening, so it might be a night elf, but what were they doing here?  
 
    And more importantly, was it General Tevian who had somehow followed us here?  
 
    “You all go ahead,” I muttered, “and Selius, you be the lookout while Dar and Skam get the barrel inside.”  
 
    “What is it, Wade?” Dar asked.  
 
    “I don’t know yet,” I growled, “but I’m about to find out.”  
 
    I left my friends to unload the barrel and to collect our coin, while I followed the blue-skinned figure around the side of the building toward the front entrance of Mistress Davies’ house. As soon as I came around the corner, I had a clear sight of the night elf, from his braided black hair to his elongated nose.  
 
    It was Golierian, General Tevian’s second-in-command.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here?” I murmured.  
 
    He wasn’t wearing his usual black and gold armor, and he walked with his head down like he was afraid that someone would recognize him like I just had. He certainly didn’t seem to be here on official elven business, but I needed to know exactly what business brought him here, so I followed him down the street until he headed up the front steps of the brothel.  
 
    The human woman at the door smiled as he came up the stairs, said something flattering, and then opened the door for him. Golierian looked both ways before he entered, so I was careful to hide myself, but as soon as he was inside the brothel, I bounded up the steps right after him.  
 
    “Hi there, sweetheart,” I said with a grin. “I’m here to see Amelia, if you don’t mind.”  
 
    The woman didn’t think anything of my lie, so she let me in right after Golierian, and I walked carefully down the hallway so I wouldn’t accidentally run into the night elf. There was another bouncer just inside the front door, but this one was a dwarf who didn’t even act like he saw me as I walked right in front of him. I guessed that he was paid not to see much, as long as no one caused any trouble.  
 
    I was almost at the lobby now, and I saw Golierian as he skulked his way toward one of the side hallways. Amelia hadn’t seen him, and my friends weren’t inside with the whiskey barrel yet, but he didn’t seem like he was following anybody. Instead, he seemed very much like a man who didn’t want to be found himself.  
 
    “Hey!” the orc bouncer from the back door shouted.  
 
    Just as I pressed myself into the curtains that lined the hallway, the big orc barreled down the back hall toward the lobby with his finger raised in accusation.  
 
    “You!” the orc shouted again.  
 
    I realized with more than a little relief that the big fucker was actually yelling at Golierian, and not at me.  
 
    “You no come here,” the orc bouncer said as he caught Golierian by the collar before the night elf was able to run away. “Last time, Mistress said no more, or orc smash.”  
 
    “Do you know who I am?” Golierian sniffed.  
 
    “Orc smash,” the orc bouncer growled. “Pointy ears owes too much coin.”  
 
    “Do you know who my family is?” Golierian squeaked as the bouncer lifted him by the collar.  
 
    “Pointy ears wants smashed?” the big orc laughed.  
 
    “No, please,” Golierian said. “I’m sorry. Forget I said anything. I’ll just go, and you--”  
 
    “Bye, pointy ears,” the bouncer said.  
 
    As he hustled the night elf toward the front door of the brothel, I pressed myself deeper into the curtain to hide in its shadows. The orc and the night elf moved past me without a second glance, and the whole time, Golierian pleaded for mercy from the big orc.  
 
    “I’ll pay next time, I swear to the Ancients,” the night elf begged. “I’ll get paid next week, and the first thing I’ll do is come here and--”  
 
    “Orc no stupid,” the bouncer said. “Knows pointy ears no have money.”  
 
    “I know,” Golierian whimpered.  
 
    “Whores at theatre,” the bouncer sighed. “Rindell takes pointy ears.”  
 
    “I owe her, too,” Golierian said.  
 
    The bouncer had carried the night elf to the front door by now, so I stepped forward out of the curtain, but not out so far in the open that Golierian would be able to see me.  
 
    “Sad pointy ears,” the orc bouncer laughed. “Go, or orc smash!”  
 
    The bouncer kicked Golierian in the ass, and the night elf half-fell, half-ran down the rest of the stairs, and by the time the bouncer turned around, I was already at the front desk with Amelia as I waited for my friends to come down the back hall with the whiskey barrel. Skam lugged the barrel in by himself as Dar led the way, and Selius stayed as a lookout at the back door.  
 
    As soon as we had made the exchange of the barrel for the coin, we left Mistress Davies to enjoy her new purchase while we headed back to the wagon. We would have to increase production to keep up with our growing demands, especially once the rest of the brothels in the Entertainment District followed the example of Mistress Davies. None of them would want to be left behind, and that meant we were about to earn more coin than we would know what to do with.  
 
    I let Dar take the reins as we drove away from the whorehouse, and I quickly told my friends about Golierian.  
 
    “Well, isn’t this an interesting development?” Dar grinned. “A night elf up to his ears in debt, how about that?”  
 
    “And a night elf who’s second-in-command to General Tevian,” Skam added. “He must be very in debt if the madam told her orc to manhandle an elf like you said he did. There’s got to be a way to work that to our advantage, eh?”  
 
    “You’re damn right,” I said, “and you can be damn sure we will.”  
 
    After all, Golierian had taken a small bag of copper from Eloy’s the night that he and Tevian almost found our barrels there, and I had been surprised then that the elven guard would steal such a small amount. But if he had run up tabs with every whorehouse in the Entertainment District, including with Rindell, then the night elf must really be in debt.  
 
    Like Ava said, once you know a man’s weakness, you can control him.  
 
    And now I knew Golierian’s. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 - Tevian 
 
    There had to be something I was missing.  
 
    This was my fourth visit to Caius Dalomian’s house in the halfling district, and if I didn’t find something this time, I might have to give up on my search. After the neighbors had reported an increase in the usual stench coming from the labor broker’s house, the elven guard had come in and found the fat elf choked to death in bed, and I had immediately conducted a thorough investigation.  
 
    All signs pointed to Lord Romus, of course, but I just couldn’t make any sense of it. Everyone knew that Romus hated Dalomian, and had ever since the greedy labor broker sold him slaves too sick to work, especially after those same slaves passed their sickness along to Romus’ daughter. After his daughter died, the elven lord had sworn revenge on Dalomian, but no one thought he would actually go through with it.  
 
    And I wasn’t convinced that he had.  
 
    When we found the locket in the labor broker’s throat, that had been the final piece of evidence to damn Lord Romus, but there were other signs, too. A glove that belonged to the elven lord, a button with his crest on it, and even a few strands of hair that suggested a night elf had been inside the labor broker’s home.  
 
    It shouldn’t have been surprising that it was a sloppy murder or that Lord Romus had left so many pieces of evidence against himself. After all, he was a noble, not an assassin or even a soldier, so there was no reason that Romus should know how to commit a murder without leaving any trace of himself behind. But I still couldn’t help but find it all a bit too sloppy.  
 
    Lord Romus could have hired an assassin; that was how most elves took out their rivals or their enemies, but I supposed there was a reasonable explanation for that as well. The Assassin’s Guild in the halfling district had imploded on itself, and as far as I knew, all the members were dead or at the very least missing, and that included Fallor, the head of the guild.  
 
    Since Dalomian lived in the halfling district, cheap bastard that he was, his assassination would have fallen under the jurisdiction of that district’s Assassin’s Guild, but there were no assassins to be found in the halfling district, so it was possible that Romus had decided to take on the task himself.  
 
    But why now? The timing was all wrong. Perhaps Lord Romus had wanted to take advantage of the recent increase in the number of elven deaths so that he might be able to get away with the murder of Dalomian, but if that was the case, he wouldn’t have left his daughter’s locket in the labor broker’s throat. True, he could have panicked and forgotten it in his haste to get out of the house, but I wasn’t convinced.  
 
    Besides, Dalomian had died on the very same night that an elven guard had died after a fall from the wall around the Capital, and I certainly didn’t think that the guard had hanged himself and had the rope break. It was too much of a coincidence to have two elves die so violently on the same night.  
 
    I nudged a stack of brass and bronze objects with the toe of my boot, and they clattered in a heap around my feet. Even if there was a clue about Dalomian’s death here, the labor broker’s house was so disgusting and full of junk that it would be a small miracle if I managed to find anything. I stepped over the cluttered items and moved across the threshold back into the elf’s bedroom.  
 
    Dalomian’s body was long since gone, of course. After I finished the first round of my investigations at the labor broker’s house, I allowed the coroner to cart his body off to the temple as an offering to the ancients, but now, I wished that I could have preserved the crime scene a little longer.  
 
    I had also arrested Lord Romus the moment we found the locket, but I still couldn’t stop myself from coming back here. The elven noble insisted on his innocence, and he had seemed as surprised to hear of the labor broker’s death as he was to hear that his daughter’s locket had been found inside the fat elf’s throat.  
 
    I leaned forward over the bed to search for anything that I might have overlooked before. I was glad for once that Golierian wasn’t with me, so I was able to come back here and search the house in silence. Until I had more evidence that Lord Romus was innocent, I didn’t want to advertise my suspicions, and besides, sometimes I just needed the quiet.  
 
    The early evening light outside suddenly shone through the window onto the floor right beside the bed, and it glittered against a single strand of red hair. I snatched it from the floorboards and held it up to the light. It was long, and I had a feeling that I knew exactly whose it was, even if there was absolutely no way to prove it.  
 
    It had to belong to that red-haired bitch of Wade’s.  
 
    That would never hold up in court, of course, since the red strand of hair could just as easily belong to one of the day elves who was here during the investigation of the labor broker’s death. But just as surely as I knew that Romus hadn’t killed Caius Dalomian, I knew that Wade had to have been involved in the labor broker’s murder, just like he had to have been involved in the recent deaths all around the halfling district. And wherever Wade was, that fucking redhead was, too, and I didn’t care that the red hair wouldn’t hold up in court. It was enough for me to know that I was on the right track.  
 
    Now I just had to find something to prove that they were involved.  
 
    I wrapped the strand of red hair around my finger and tucked the spiral into the small satchel attached to my belt. It was enough of a find for right now, and I wanted to get to the deed office in the halfling district before they closed for the night.  
 
    I had told them two days ago to collect all the property deeds that belonged to Dalomian, and they had only just sent a message to the barracks a few hours ago to say that they had finally finished. Halflings were dreadfully slow when it came to any kind of work. It was just one more thing that made us superior to them, but they were also so disorganized that it would have taken me twice as long to go through the papers myself.  
 
    As I left Dalomian’s house, I growled at an old halfling who had decided to take that exact moment to cross the street in front of me.  
 
    “Walk in the gutters if you can’t move any faster,” I said.  
 
    The halfling hobbled forward a little more quickly, and I pushed past him on my way to the deed office. I knew that many elves would kill for my position, but sometimes the halflings were so frustrating that I regretted my appointment as captain of the guard for this district. They were just so slow that everything seemed like a game to them, and I couldn’t help but wonder if they ever took anything seriously.  
 
    Still, it was a well-paid position, and up until the last few months, it had also been an easy one. But the moment that members of the dwarven mafia had attacked the halfling district’s Thief’s Guild, and then shortly after that, the leader of that guild had been found murdered, everything had become an utter shit show. After Hagen’s murder, an elven guard had been found killed in the streets, along with another halfling who had just been released from the stocks after he was found drunk one night.  
 
    And I seemed to be the only one who knew that all of this was somehow connected to Wade.  
 
    When I reached the deed office, a halfling had just exited and was now locking the door. I rolled my eyes and cleared my throat from the street behind him.  
 
    “Not leaving so soon, are you?” I growled.  
 
    The halfling jumped and turned to face me.  
 
    “I need you to stay open for a few more minutes,” I said.  
 
    “B-but the sun,” the halfling stammered. “It’s started setting, and I’ve g-got to get home. My wife will be--”  
 
    “I hope you don’t think I give a damn about your wife,” I warned. “Now open up this office.”  
 
    “Y-yes, sir,” the halfling murmured.  
 
    The deed office was nearly as messy on the inside as the fat labor broker’s house was, but at least it didn’t smell like death and rotted food here. It smelled like freshly baked bread, or perhaps cheese muffins, and I thought if the halflings spent half as much time at their work as they did at eating, they might actually be useful.  
 
    “Where are Caius Dalomian’s papers?” I demanded.  
 
    The halfling hurried over to a desk and shoved aside a half-full cup of tea that spilled on the corner of a stack of papers. I clenched my fists at the sides, but I held my tongue. The damned creature was already so nervous that if I said one more thing to him, he might spill the rest of the liquid and ruin all the labor broker’s papers.  
 
    The halfling sponged the corner of the papers with his shirt sleeve before he handed them over to me. I wrinkled my nose as they continued to drip onto the floor between us, and then I gestured to the halfling’s chair.  
 
    “Sit, if you want,” I said. “You can lock up once I finish looking at these.”  
 
    “Y-yes, sir,” the halfling stuttered again.  
 
    I scanned the papers quickly, but they were all increasingly unhelpful, so I tossed them to the floor one after the other. Caius Dalomian certainly had a lot of property, but the greedy bastard had been a labor broker, so that wasn’t particularly surprising.  
 
    Finally, I came across a newly stamped deed that had been notarized only a few days ago. I let the rest of the papers fall to the tea-stained floor as I read the deed, and when I had finished, it took all of my self-control not to crumple the paper into a tiny ball and light it on fire.  
 
    “This has to be a fucking joke,” I muttered.  
 
    “S-sir?” the halfling asked.  
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you, fool,” I growled.  
 
    I read the deed again, but my eyes hadn’t fooled me. It was a deed of property transfer for the djinn who ran the coffee shop in the halfling district, and the newly notarized deed authorized the sale of Osman the djinn from Caius Dalomian to none other than Dar, the fucking halfling who seemed to be the right hand of that goddamn human thief.  
 
    I took a deep breath to calm the magic in my veins that I felt coiled and ready to spring. I had no doubt that I would get to the bottom of this. I was an elf, for gods’ sakes, and that meant my blue blood was more pure and more sacred than any of these bastards in the halfling district that I was meant to supervise. After all, we were the favored race of the ancients, and I would be damned before I let a human and a halfling thief get the better of me.  
 
    This deed was just the final fucking straw.  
 
    It had been suspicious when Dar bought that old halfling’s bakery, but he had just taken over his cousin’s catering business out in Falrion Forest, so it wasn’t impossible to think that he might want to add a bakery to his newfound love of culinary arts.  
 
    But damn near every time I saw Dar, he was with Wade, and I had never been convinced that the human thief worked for the halfling. They acted like equals, and as if that wasn’t bad enough, that red-haired pixie acted like she was equal to both of them, even though she seemed to be nothing more than another half-breed mongrel running loose around the city.  
 
    They really ought to be kept in cages, creatures like that. Wade certainly belonged in a cage. Even though he was a human, he had the coloring and thick hair of a centaur, and if I was in charge of more than just the elven guards in the halfling district, I would have made sure that centaurs were never allowed out of their cages, not even to run the Centaur Express.  
 
    I might not have any control over that, but the very least I could do was make sure that Wade was put in a cage for good. He thought he was so smart that he could fool me, like I didn’t know he was the mastermind behind Dar’s purchase of the bakery or even his purchase of Osman the djinn. I might not know what Wade’s end game was, but I knew that he had to be connected to the recent murders in the halfling district. I felt that in my bones with as much certainty as I had sensed magic around the thief.  
 
    I knew that was a ridiculous thought, of course. He was a fucking human, and everyone knew that humans were the least magical race there was. The only explanation was that he must have stolen something magical, only it was so faint that I could never quite put my finger on it whenever I was around him.  
 
    Still, the deed transfer of Osman ought to be enough to further my investigation, and maybe I would be able to have Wade in a cell even sooner than I thought. It would be so much more satisfying to see him rot in a jail cell rather than to just execute him. I would execute all his friends first, of course, so he could hear them scream in agony while he slowly decayed over months or even years.  
 
    Perhaps I’d start with that red-haired pixie.  
 
    “I’ll be taking this,” I said as I waved the deed of property transfer in the halfling’s face.  
 
    “Certainly.” The halfling jumped to his feet. “C-could I just transcribe a copy so we--”  
 
    “No,” I snarled. “I’ll return it if and when I finish with it, and until then, you’ll just have to do without it.”  
 
    The halfling swallowed and held the door to the deed office open for me.  
 
    “Have a g-good night, sir,” he stammered.  
 
    I stalked out the door and into the darkening streets of the halfling district. The paper in my hand should be enough to start an interrogation, and I didn’t intend to put off my planned interrogation past tonight. I’d begin with Dar, of course. He seemed to be the weakest link around Wade, and halflings were known to cave quickly in interrogations.  
 
    And once I made him talk, I might be able to move against Wade himself.   
 
    I guessed that I might find the halfling thief at the bakery, so I took a shortcut through the district and passed by the jail and guard barracks on my way there. As soon as I strode in front of the entrance to the jail courtyard, one of the guards on duty stepped out in front of me.  
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” the elf began, “but you’re--”  
 
    “Can’t you see I’m busy?” I interrupted.  
 
    “Sir,” the guard continued, “Commander Vardreth is insisting on seeing you.”  
 
    “Commander Vardreth?” I repeated. “How-- who told you that?”  
 
    “He did,” the guard replied. “Vardreth himself. He arrived a few hours ago and said that he would wait here for you in his office until you returned.”  
 
    “He’s been waiting for me for hours?” I swallowed.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” the guard said. “We sent out a runner, but I see that he didn’t find you.”  
 
    “No, he did not,” I growled. “Stand aside, then. It seems I have a commander to appease.”  
 
    “Good luck,” the elven guard called after me as I strode into the courtyard.  
 
    For the first time in quite some time, I felt a nervous knot in my stomach. Commander Vardreth had been away in the Capital for weeks now, and even though the Capital was just over the wall at the edge of the halfling district, Vardreth had managed to avoid leaving all of his fancy parties until now.  
 
    We had passed messages back and forth, of course, and I had made sure to keep him informed about developments in the district as much as I could. I hadn’t mentioned Wade or his friends in any of my messages, but I had thought I reassured him sufficiently that everything was under control here.  
 
    Apparently, Vardreth had not been reassured.  
 
    I passed the stocks on one side of the courtyard without a second glance at the poor bastards who were locked up there at the moment. I had no doubt that they deserved their punishment. When I reached the barracks themselves, I took a deep breath, rubbed out a smudge on my black and gold armor, and strode down the hallway toward the commander’s office.  
 
    “You wanted to see me, Commander Vardreth?” I announced myself when I found that his door was open.  
 
    “Sit down, Tevian,” Vardreth replied.  
 
    It wasn’t a great start that he hadn’t used my title.  
 
    I sat down across from the ancient elf, and Vardreth narrowed his ruby eyes at me. A pipe sat on the desk in front of him, and the embers in it still smoked gently as their sweet scent filled the room. As if he could sense that their smell made me feel more relaxed, Vardreth suddenly reached for the pipe, dumped its contents out onto the ground, and rubbed it into the floor with the heel of his boot.  
 
    “Can you tell me what I’m doing here, Tevian?” the commander asked.  
 
    “Sir, I--”  
 
    “Why don’t you try?” Vardreth snarled. “Because last night, I was at a party at Lord Elorian’s home, and this morning, I received word-- not from you, I might add-- that an elven labor broken had been found murdered in his home, and an elven noble had been arrested for the deed?”  
 
    “That’s right,” I said as I swallowed the knot that had started to rise up into my throat. “I believe I may have just had a break in the case, sir, and in fact, I was just on my way to interrog--”  
 
    “You believe?” Vardreth sneered “You may? All I’m hearing is possibilities, Tevian, and possibilities are the one thing that I can’t do shit with. I want solutions, not suspicions!”  
 
    “Of course, sir,” I said immediately.  
 
    “Do you know why I hired you to be captain of the guard?” the commander sighed. “You’re a general, after all, and so you could have considered the post beneath you, but you took the position for exactly the same reason that I hired you.”  
 
    I had a feeling that no matter what I said in response, it was going to be the wrong answer, so I just stayed quiet and waited for Vardreth to continue.  
 
    “I hired you, Tevian, because I thought you would be as dedicated at your post here as you were in the army,” Vardreth said, “and because after your time in the army ended, you had nowhere else to go.”  
 
    I started to lean back in my chair, but when the commander raised his eyebrows, I simply straightened my posture instead and stayed rooted in the same position.  
 
    “And you took this position,” Commander Vardreth continued, “both because you had nowhere else to go and because you believed in the cause.”  
 
    “The cause?” I repeated.  
 
    “The thing that gets you out of bed every night,” Vardreth snapped. “The thing that I thought you were so dedicated to that you would never have allowed anything to upset it-- the balance of the races, you fool!”  
 
    “Of course,” I murmured as my stomach tied itself in new knots.  
 
    “This city, this whole realm, is a careful balance of power,” Vardreth continued as if I didn’t know what he was talking about. “The lesser races must believe that they have power over their day-to-day lives-- not so much that they grow bold, but enough that they are satisfied with their existence.”  
 
    He paused and raised the empty pipe to twirl it between his fingers.  
 
    “And enough,” Vardreth continued, “that they never question the superiority or wisdom of the elven race.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said again.  
 
    “So,” Vardreth exhaled, “when I hear that numerous elves have been found murdered in my district, and when I hear that my captain of the guard has not arrested anyone for those deaths other than an elven noble who, as it just so happens, is a dear friend of my friend Lord Elorian-- well, naturally, I find it quite upsetting.”  
 
    “Sir, the evidence--”  
 
    “You never even found out who killed the head of the Thief’s Guild,” Vardreth snapped. “Hagen was no doubt killed by some common murderer or thief, but you find no evidence on his killer, and yet you sit here and tell me that you found evidence that the well-respected Lord Romus is a murderer?”  
 
    “Commander, if I could explain--”  
 
    “It’s almost like you want the guildmaster of the Thief’s Guild to come to town,” Vardreth sighed.  
 
    “Not at all,” I said quickly. “No, I don’t--”  
 
    “None of us do,” the commander growled. “But if you don’t find out who killed Hagen soon, she will have no choice but to come and conduct her own investigation. And I think both of us know how that will go.”  
 
    “I believe I have a link to all the murders,” I said. “Not just Hagen’s, but also the labor broker, the elven guard at the wall, the elven guard who was killed in the streets and the halfling who was found with him, and I think I can even get proof that the fire at Madame Rindell’s dancehall was not entirely an accident.”  
 
    “I don’t give a damn about Madame Rindell or her dancehall,” Vardreth said. “All I care about is that you keep the guildmaster from coming to town. Do you understand?”  
 
    I had almost told him that I thought a human thief had wielded some kind of magic that had been partially responsible for the destruction of the madame’s dancehall, but now I was glad that I had kept my mouth shut. Vardreth obviously didn’t care about Rindell, and if he had ever cared about the magic that had caused the dancehall fire, it was obvious that now he only cared about his political dinners and his parties with the elven elite. 
 
    Right then, I swore silently on my mother’s life that I would get the evidence I needed to damn Wade in this world and even into the next.  
 
     “If you just give me a little more time,” I murmured, “then I should be able to get the proof I need.”  
 
    “But you have no proof right now?” the commander asked. “No proof of who committed even a single one of these murders?”  
 
    “I believe they were all committed by the same individual or group of individuals,” I said, “but I have no proof yet.”  
 
    “Then you better go fucking get some,” Vardreth growled.  
 
    “I swear that I will, sir.” I leaned forward in my chair. “I will take any means necessary to--”  
 
    “By the Ancient Lords, Tevian,” the commander groaned. “You’ve completely missed the point.”  
 
    “I-I’m sorry, sir?” I stammered.  
 
    “I’m much older than you, so I don’t expect you to understand this,” Vardreth said, “but I have a whole life outside of my position here, and it is a life that I am quite fond of. So when I have to leave a party early or am interrupted at a political breakfast with some message about how you’re fucking things up, try to imagine my disappointment.”  
 
    “Commander, I--”  
 
    “So the point,” Vardreth cut me off, “is that you have been making a royal mess of things, and I do not want you to keep making such a mess.”  
 
    “With all due respect, sir,” I began, “it may be necessary to make a mess in order to get the proof that you need about all these murders.”  
 
    “No,” the commander growled, “it will not be. You’ve fucked up too much, and there are already too many bodies that have piled up. You will get the necessary proof, but you will not kill, maim, or otherwise torture anyone to get it. Not this time.”  
 
    “Then how am I--”  
 
    “Be creative.” Commander Vardreth narrowed his ruby eyes again. “But if I hear that you have made a mess of things again, I will not be happy.”  
 
    “I understand,” I murmured.  
 
    “And more importantly,” he continued, “the guildmaster will not be happy, and just in case you forgot-- if the guildmaster isn’t happy, then no one is happy, and that includes both you and me.”  
 
    “I’ll take care of it, Commander,” I said. “I just need a little more time, so if you could just--”  
 
    “Stall the guildmaster of the Thief’s Guild?” Vardreth laughed. “You’d have better luck trying to stall a tornado, and if she doesn’t get the answers she wants soon, there’s no one who can stop her from coming to this city and destroying everything in her path to get the information that she wants.”  
 
    I nodded and swallowed down a knot of fear.  
 
    “So,” Vardreth said as he picked up his pipe again, “I trust that I will not be interrupted at my parties again?”  
 
    “No, sir,” I managed.  
 
    “Good,” he sighed into his pipe. “I do not enjoy this day-to-day police work. These kinds of details are, after all, your job.”  
 
    I wanted to ask him what his job was aside from wining and dining with the elite nobles of the city, but I decided I liked my head where it was, so I kept my mouth shut.  
 
    “I don’t care how you solve it,” Vardreth said, “just so long as you solve it.”  
 
    “Without making a mess,” I clarified.  
 
    “Exactly.” The commander smiled and set his pipe down again. “I’m so pleased we finally understand each other, Tevian.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said and stood to my feet with a salute.  
 
    “Oh, before you go, I have just one quick request,” Vardreth sneered. “I seem to have dropped the contents of my pipe earlier. Won’t you be a good subordinate and collect it for me?”  
 
    I cursed Vardreth silently almost as much as I cursed Wade for putting me in this position, but I knelt down beside the commander’s desk and scraped together the contents of his pipe that had fallen to the floor. I held it out toward him, and he nodded at his pipe, so I filled it back up with the loose leaves.  
 
    “Now you may go,” Commander Vardreth smirked.  
 
    I knew the bastard had wanted to see me humiliated, but he was my superior, so there wasn’t a single thing I could do about it. I left the courtyard of the jail behind me as quickly as I could, and I headed straight for Eloy’s bakery. Someone from Wade’s crew would be hanging around there, and at the moment, I didn’t even care if it was Dar. I wasn’t able to strike back at Vardreth, but I could sure as hell take out my anger on someone.  
 
    A short figure whistled as he walked across the street two dozen paces in front of me. He also seemed to be headed to the bakery, so I hurried after him, kicked a pebble in his direction, and then hid in the shadows while he turned around to see what had made the noise.  
 
    As I saw his face clearly, I thanked the Ancients that perhaps at last, they had smiled upon me. It was Dar, and since the halfling was actually by himself for once, that meant that he would be easier to pick up off the street. Vardreth had said that I could not make a mess of things, and that included no more blood or bodies as far as he was concerned.  
 
    Of course, that didn’t mean that Dar needed to know that.  
 
    I wanted the halfling thief to be good and terrified, I wanted him to think that he was going to be tortured and executed, and I wanted him to tell me everything that he knew, including any evidence that would condemn Wade. I didn’t even particularly care which murder I could pin on the human thief, even though I would have liked to arrest him for all of them.  
 
    In short, I planned to scare Dar so shitless that he blabbed like an old gossip, and I wouldn’t even have to shed a single drop of his blood.  
 
    “Halfling!” I shouted across the street. “Yes, you-- stop in the name of the Empire!”  
 
    Dar stopped in his tracks and slowly raised his eyes to meet my gaze, and I had to wipe the grin from my face at how terrified the halfling already looked.  
 
    “Good evening, General Tevian,” Dar said with a forced smile. “And what can I do for you?”  
 
    “I have some questions for you, halfling,” I snarled. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    For once, I was glad that the elves generally forbid anyone from being out after dark. It was a rule that was only sometimes enforced, depending on the district, the reason, and the mood of the elven guards, but for tonight at least, it allowed us to enjoy some peace and quiet in the bakery.  
 
    Cimarra sat right beside me at one of the bakery’s tables, and Ava and Osman sat across from us. I’d caught them up on what had happened with Golierian at the brothel earlier, and I’d also let them know about our new deal with Mistress Davies. I would have liked to catch everyone up at the same time, but I’d dropped Skam and Selius off at the warehouse, and they had assured me that they would tell Penny about everything whenever she got back to the warehouse from her errands.  
 
    The three of them were on distillation duty tonight, but I knew we would have to come up with a more regular schedule to help meet our growing demands. Especially now that we were going to be supplying whiskey to two brothels in the Entertainment District, and I was sure more whorehouses would follow quickly. That was on top of our regular delivery to Wyatt and Sully, the Count’s theatre, and the Retired Miners’ Association.  
 
    All in all, our whiskey empire had started to expand nicely, but there was still plenty of room left for growth.  
 
    “How’s business been, Osman?” I asked. “Any difference since you moved from the coffee shop to here?”  
 
    “Wade, my friend,” the blue-skinned djinn boomed, “believe it or not, business is better than ever before.”  
 
    “Really?” I grinned. “How do you mean?”  
 
    “Well, my regular customers followed me here from the coffee shop,” Osman answered. “They don’t particularly care where I work, just as long as they still get their daily coffee, but what’s the one thing we know about halflings?”  
 
    “They love to eat?” Ava smirked.  
 
    “It’s true,” the djinn said. “So whenever they come in for their coffee and they smell the cakes and muffins and breads that I’ve baked, they just can’t help but buy some of that, too.”  
 
    “That’s great news,” I said. “I know that Eloy had been having some trouble before he sold us the bakery, so I worried we might not be able to hit our numbers.”  
 
    “He was having trouble?” Cimarra asked.  
 
    The beautiful dancer leaned back in her chair and crossed her long legs over my lap, so she was damn near sitting on top of me, and it took me a second to realize that everyone was waiting for my response.  
 
    I didn’t mind the distraction.  
 
    “He was,” I answered. “He said business had been bad for a while. Of course, part of that was because Wilimar Brindle and Olly kept stealing from him whenever he did make a profit.”  
 
    “Little thieving bastards,” the djinn chuckled.  
 
    “I assume they have not tried that with you, Osman?” Cimarra asked.  
 
    “I’d like to see them try,” Ava observed with a raised eyebrow. “It’s one thing to steal from an old halfling, but to steal from a djinn? You would have to be a fool.”  
 
    “I have been known to be intimidating from time to time,” Osman laughed. “But no, they have not tried anything. It may be because I am a djinn, but I think it may be more likely that they are both too afraid of Wade to mess with one of his businesses.”  
 
    “Maybe they’ve finally learned a little respect,” I said. “After all, they’re not bad kids. Just kids.”  
 
    “You’re very forgiving,” Cimarra said as she stroked my arm.  
 
    “Except when I’m not,” I smirked.  
 
    “You are for those who deserve it,” Ava said quietly, “but not for those who do not deserve mercy.”  
 
    “Thanks, Ava,” I murmured and ran my fingers through my thick dark hair. “So, no trouble selling all your baked goods?”  
 
    “Not at all,” Osman replied. “In fact, I often run out by early afternoon.”  
 
    “That’s a good problem to have,” I said.  
 
    “Especially because if people think you’re going to run out, that will make them want it even more,” Cimarra said. “People always want what they can’t have.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “It’s just like with the whiskey. People want it even more because it’s illegal.”  
 
    “It’s forbidden,” the beautiful dancer said with a wink, “and like most forbidden things, it becomes very appealing.”  
 
    “You’re damn right about that,” I chuckled. “I’m glad things are going well, Osman. The more you’re able to sell, the easier it will be for us to frame the books and use the bakery as a front for how we’re earning all this coin.”  
 
    “We haven’t actually used much of our earnings so far,” Cimarra said. “There’s no rush, of course, but other than getting more supplies for the whiskey, we haven’t spent very much.”  
 
    “No, we haven’t,” I agreed. “At least, not yet. We have to go about it slowly. The bakery and Adi’s Catering are our biggest fronts, plus the theatre, but we don’t want to raise any eyebrows by blowing all of our gold at once.”  
 
    “Small, controlled purchases are more difficult to track,” Ava said.  
 
    “Absolutely,” I said. “That doesn’t mean that we won’t also buy some big things, but we’ve just got to be strategic about it, that’s all.”  
 
    “What kind of big things?” Osman asked.  
 
    “Eventually, we’ll need more places to store our barrels so it’s not all kept in one single place,” I said. “We do that a little bit now, but I’d like to grow that more as our business continues to expand.”  
 
    “It also wouldn’t hurt to have another business front to explain where all our money comes from,” the djinn suggested. “Especially as it keeps growing.”  
 
    The front door of the bakery suddenly flew open with a loud bang. I jumped to my feet in front of Cimarra, and my dagger was already in my hand as I whirled toward the front door, but I relaxed as soon as I saw that it was only Dar.  
 
    “I’ve been wondering where you’ve been, my friend,” I greeted him as I tucked the dagger back into my belt. “Have you--”  
 
    And then I saw the expression on his face.  
 
    “Lock the door, Osman,” I said immediately. “Cim, get him some whiskey.”  
 
    Ava pulled out a chair for the halfling, and I helped guide him into its cushions. Dar wasn’t hurt, at least not that I could tell, but he was definitely rattled, and that wasn’t an expression I was used to seeing on my halfling friend’s face.  
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine,” Dar muttered. “There’s no need to make a fuss.”  
 
    Still, my friend was happy for the chair that we offered him, and he sank in a little deeper as Cimarra handed him a small glass of whiskey. He took a sip, whistled, and then leaned his head back against the cushions.  
 
    His curly hair looked like it had been in a windstorm, and there was a firm line of tension around his mouth like he’d held his jaw clenched for the better part of a day. Even his clothes were rumpled, like someone had shaken him out with the laundry.  
 
    “What happened?” Ava demanded.  
 
    “Are you hurt?” Cimarra asked.  
 
    “Really, I’m fine,” Dar insisted. “I mean it. I’m not hurt.”  
 
    “Then where’ve you been?” I asked. “We expected you hours ago.”  
 
    “It is very late,” Osman said. “I’m surprised you weren’t stopped by any elven guards for being out so many hours after dark.”  
 
    To my surprise, Dar just laughed.  
 
    “It’s funny you should say that,” the halfling muttered, “because that’s actually exactly what happened.”  
 
    “What?” I growled. “You were stopped by the elves?”  
 
    “Oh, no, my friend,” Dar sighed. “By one very specific asshole of an elf.”  
 
    “You don’t mean--” I paused. “Were you stopped by General Tevian?”  
 
    “The one and only,” my friend responded. “The one and fucking only.”  
 
    “But you’re still in one piece,” Ava said, “and you’re not in jail, so what happened?”  
 
    “He stopped me on the street,” Dar explained, “so of course I had to go with him.”  
 
    “If the elves say jump, then you have to ask how high,” Osman said.  
 
    “Oh, he wanted me to jump, alright,” Dar said and took another sip of whiskey before he continued. “But he didn’t even take me to the jail, and I thought for sure that meant that he was going to try to gut me in an alley. Instead, he just took me to some empty dead-end street and started interrogating me.”  
 
    “Did he torture you?” I growled.  
 
    “No, nothing like that,” Dar said. “In fact, he was very careful not to cause any damage. He lifted me up by the collar a couple times and once by the hair--”  
 
    “Bastard,” the blonde assassin swore.  
 
    “But I’m convinced that he only wanted me to think that he was going to hurt me,” Dar said. “I mean, we’ve had enough run-ins with the elves that I think I can tell by now when I’m toast and when somebody only wants me to think that I’m toast.”  
 
    “What did he want?” I demanded.  
 
    “Oh, the usual,” the halfling said as he set his empty whiskey glass down. “But he did find the property transfer we got from the Counterfeiter’s Guild for you, Osman, and he was highly suspicious.”  
 
    “It was a perfect counterfeit,” Ava said.  
 
    “It’s a good thing, too,” I said, “because if Tevian had doubted its authenticity even for a second, Dar would already be in jail or worse.”  
 
    “So he was suspicious of the property deed,” Osman said, “but he couldn’t prove that it was fake?”  
 
    “I don’t even know if he thought it was fake,” Dar said. “I don’t think that was the issue. He seems convinced that we’re all up to something--”  
 
    “Imagine that,” I chuckled.  
 
    “And I’m pretty sure he thought he could just intimidate me into saying something that I wasn’t supposed to,” the halfling finished. “He seemed especially interested in you, Wade.”  
 
    “Even though the deed is in your name?” I asked.  
 
    “Yep,” Dar sighed. “I don’t think Tevian has bought into the lie that you’re working for me, my friend. He doesn’t know about the whiskey, but he definitely knows we’re doing something besides just running a bakery and a catering business.”  
 
    “But why wouldn’t he have just thrown you in the stocks, or at least in a jail cell?” Cimarra asked. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, of course I’m glad that he didn’t, but doesn’t it strike anyone else as strange?”  
 
    “Very,” Ava growled. 
 
    “Why don’t you start from the beginning?” I suggested. “What exactly did he say, and how long did he talk to you?”  
 
    “Okay,” the halfling exhaled. “It was just getting dark, and I was heading back here after a quick bite to eat at Wyatt’s. By the way, I did a little check-up on Wyatt, and he seems to be firmly sticking to our two-drink limit.”  
 
    “How do you know?” Osman asked.  
 
    “I had a waitress who didn’t know me,” Dar said, “which is kind of a miracle in this district, if you think about it, and after I ordered two whiskeys for myself, I begged and pleaded and even tried to bribe her to bring me another one.”  
 
    “But you had no luck?” Cimarra asked.  
 
    “Exactly,” Dar said. “She said they have very strict rules, and so she could only serve me two, but that she’d be happy to serve me again another night.”  
 
    “It’s good to know our little chat with him was well-received,” I smirked. “So, you were headed back here after Wyatt’s, and Tevian stopped you in the street.”  
 
    “And made me march with him to some back alley where I thought he was gonna leave me for dead, yeah,” Dar said. “He didn’t even have any other guards with him, and I asked where all his little elf friends were-- well, not in those words exactly-- and why we weren’t headed to the jail if he wanted to ask me so many questions.”  
 
    “What did he say?” Ava asked.  
 
    “That he didn’t want any witnesses,” the halfling responded. “But see--”  
 
    Dar leaned forward to rest his elbows on his thighs, tilted his head as if something had just occurred to him, and then sat back in his chair.  
 
    “See,” he continued, “I think he actually wanted to ask me questions in private because he wants to be the one to bring you down. I think he was afraid that another elven guard might overhear him, and then they would go ahead and arrest you first so they could take the credit for themselves.”  
 
    “Maybe that’s why even Golierian wasn’t with him,” I said.  
 
    “Either that, or his second-in-command is too busy trying to sneak into every whorehouse in town,” Dar laughed.  
 
    “But what about the fact that he didn’t torture you or lock you up?” Osman asked. “He didn’t have to take you to the jail in order for him to hurt you.”  
 
    “That has to be an order from a superior,” I said. “Maybe there’s been too much blood in this district.”  
 
    “Since when do the elves care about our blood?” the blonde assassin asked.  
 
    “Must be something political.” I shrugged. “Who knows why the elves do anything they do?”  
 
    “It’d still be nice to know why,” Dar said, “even though I’m grateful for my own sake.”  
 
    “Go ahead,” I told him. “You were telling us what Tevian asked you.”  
 
    “Right,” Dar exhaled. “So then he asked me all about Osman and how much I paid for him, why I bought him, what my plans are for the bakery, and all that kind of thing. I fibbed my way through that just fine, thank you very much, but then he started to ask about you, Wade.”  
 
    “What exactly did he ask?” Cimarra murmured as she squeezed my arm.  
 
    “Why you started working for me instead of running away after the Thief’s Guild was destroyed,” Dar began. “Why you and me and Penny were the only ones who weren’t killed with the rest of our guild.”  
 
    “Guess he forgot about Selius,” Ava said.  
 
    “Lucky kid,” I smirked.  
 
    “And then I swear he just started asking whatever popped into his head,” Dar said. “It was like he thought that he could just ask me so many questions that eventually I’d break down and admit to something criminal. I mean, he asked what your parents did for a living, if you still had any contact with your family--”  
 
    “You mean with my dead family?” I growled. “My family that was killed by the elves’ pet army of orcs?”  
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” Dar said.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I muttered. “Go ahead.”  
 
    “He even asked who you were sleeping with,” the halfling sighed.  
 
    “That’s a bit personal,” Ava said.  
 
    “And that’s exactly what I told him,” Dar said. “He was trying to get a sense of your weaknesses, I think.”  
 
    “Or at least what he thinks your weaknesses might be,” the graceful dancer said. “Do you think we should be worried?”  
 
    “I could kill him by one hour after sunrise,” Ava announced. “If I leave now, I can be in position so as soon as the elves decide to make the sun come up, and once Tevian’s vision is made weaker in the sun, then I can strike.”  
 
    “Wait,” I said before the assassin disappeared into the shadows to carry out her plan. “I don’t think we should kill him yet.”  
 
    “He deserves it,” Osman thundered.  
 
    “Oh, it’s not because he doesn’t deserve it,” I said. “His time will come, but we’ve got to be smart about this. There have already been a lot of dead bodies turning up in the halfling district.”  
 
    “But we need to get rid of him,” Dar said. “What if next time, Tevian decides to risk an actual interrogation with torture and everything? What if he arrests Penny or Cim to try to get to you?”  
 
    The thought of any of my friends in danger from the night elf was enough to make my blood boil, and when I thought about the possibility that Tevian might harm either of the women that I loved, it was almost enough to make my vision go red. 
 
    But I needed to think this through carefully.  
 
    “I know,” I said as I laid my hand on Cim’s thigh. “Obviously, we’ve got to get rid of Tevian, and I think the way we need to go about that is through total disgrace. He needs to be discredited and embarrassed in every way possible, so the elves will have no choice but to get rid of him themselves.”  
 
    “Remind me why we can’t just kill him?” Ava asked.  
 
    “There may be too many links back to us,” I said, “but even if that wasn’t an issue and we were able to frame his murder well, that’s not the main issue.”  
 
    “Then what is?” Dar asked.  
 
    “If we just kill him right now,” I explained, “then he’ll just be replaced by some other elven asshole, and they’ll end up being the new Tevian.”  
 
    “Alright,” Cimarra said, “then if we don’t kill him and instead just disgrace him, how do we know he still won’t be replaced by another asshole?”  
 
    “We put our own man in there,” I said with a grin. “We make some other fucker look so good that the elves in power won’t have any choice but to promote him to Tevian’s place instead of sending in somebody totally new.”  
 
    “Um, not to throw a wrench into your plans,” Dar said, “but exactly who do you plan on putting in his position? I didn’t know you had friends among the elven guard.”  
 
    “I don’t,” I chuckled, “but I plan to. Think about it, Dar-- what elf did we see earlier today who could have used a bit of our coin so badly to help him out of a jam?”  
 
    “Golierian,” my halfling friend gasped. “Of course.”  
 
    “He took the bag of copper from here that one time,” I went on, “and clearly he has debts at brothels all over town.”  
 
    “Including with Rindell,” Dar added.  
 
    “Right, so I think it’s safe to say that he probably doesn’t have much money,” I said, “and that means he should be very open to a bribe.”  
 
    “He is still an elf,” Osman said. “Do you think you can pay him enough to keep him quiet?”  
 
    “I do,” I replied. “He may be an elf, but he’s also a desperate one. I think that if we can get him promoted to Tevian’s position, then we can pay him to look the other way whenever we need him to. He doesn’t even have to know the details of our operations. He just needs to leave us in peace to do our business.”  
 
    “So we just need to make Golierian look competent enough to get promoted,” Ava said, “and that means we feed him some kind of information that will make him look good to his superiors.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed.  
 
    “Then theoretically,” the assassin said and clicked her tongue, “once we make Golierian look good, we could still kill Tevian. We just have to make him look good enough that the commander will have no choice but to promote him.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “But first, we’ve got to get all our moving parts into their proper places.”  
 
    “So we need to find some information that will make Golierian look good but not damage our operations at all,” Cimarra said as her blue eyes glittered with excitement.  
 
    “Right,” I said, “and just as importantly, we need to find a way to make sure that Golierian will be… cooperative.”  
 
    “And keep Tevian off our backs in the meantime,” Dar finished.  
 
    “All in a day’s work, my friends,” I laughed. “And let’s not forget that we also need to keep getting new customers and keep distilling more whiskey.”  
 
    “Oh, right,” Dar smirked. “You mean run the actual business that these cunts keep trying to interfere with?”  
 
    “Exactly.” I poured us each a shot of whiskey. “Everybody wants what they can’t have, right?”  
 
    “Except for us,” the beautiful dancer said with a smile. “We already have everything. At least, I know I do.”  
 
    She raised her shot to me, and Ava, Osman, and Dar followed her example.  
 
    “To Wade,” Cimarra toasted, “and to the whiskey.”  
 
    “To Wade and the whiskey,” the other three echoed.  
 
    “To my friends,” I said. “None of this would be possible without you.”  
 
    “Alright, enough mush,” Dar said after we had drained our glasses. “What’s our next step?”  
 
    “Tevian won’t make another move right away,” I said. “He’ll be frustrated that he didn’t get any information from Dar, so he’ll go lick his wounds for a while until he thinks of how to strike at us next. That should buy us at least a bit of time.”  
 
    “So we focus on the whiskey for now?” Osman asked.  
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” I answered. “We’ve got deliveries to make and more whiskey to distill, so until we figure out how to approach Golierian--”  
 
    “And what information to approach him with,” Dar added.  
 
    “Right-- until then, we carry on like normal,” I said, “only we all need to be more careful than usual. Try not to go out by yourselves if it’s not necessary.”  
 
    “I know you all can take care of yourselves,” Cimarra said, “so I know that was meant mostly for me. I’m sorry I--”  
 
    “You never have to apologize, Cim,” I growled. “I meant that warning for all of us, but just because you’re not a fighter doesn’t mean that you’re any less valuable than any of the rest of us.”  
 
    “Thank you, Wade,” the dark-haired dancer murmured.  
 
    “Dar, I want you to rest tonight,” I told my halfling friend. “You’ve had the worst day thanks to our old pal Tevian, so why don’t you take the bed upstairs?”  
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Dar responded.  
 
    “And in the morning,” I continued, “I’d like you to go back to the Entertainment District and put some feelers out there with some of the other brothels. Now that Mistress Davies is going to offer whiskey, I’m sure the other madams in the district will want to get on board, too.”  
 
    “You got it,” the halfling said. “We’ll have whiskey in every whorehouse in the city before you know it.”  
 
    “I hope so, my friend,” I said.  
 
    “Quick question, though,” Dar hesitated. “Isn’t Rindell gonna be pissed when she finds out that we’re supplying other brothels? I know she doesn’t have her own dancehall again, yet, but I also know she likes the fact that right now, her girls are the only ones who are selling whiskey.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m sure she’ll be pissed,” I chuckled, “but sooner or later, Rindell’s gonna have to learn to play by our rules, and that time might as well be now.”  
 
    “That’ll be a fun conversation, I’m sure,” Ava said with a rare smile.  
 
    “I have no doubt,” I sighed. “And Dar, when you do head back to the Entertainment District in the morning, would you take Cimarra with you? Unless you need to be back at the theatre tonight, Cim.”  
 
    “No, I decided to take the night off,” the beautiful dancer said. “They can spare me until the morning.”  
 
    “Good,” I answered. “Then you go back with Dar in the morning, alright?”  
 
    “If you think that’s best,” she said with a smile.  
 
    “What would you like me to do?” Osman asked.  
 
    “Exactly the same thing that you have been doing,” I replied. “For now, just keep selling coffee and baked goods to anyone who will buy them.”  
 
    “For now?” the djinn prompted.  
 
    “Eventually, we may even expand our whiskey base here,” I said. “If we could sell the coffee-whiskey mixture you made for us the other day… just imagine the price that people would pay for that.”  
 
    “But not yet?” Osman asked.  
 
    “Not yet,” I confirmed. “You can play around with it, see what kind of combinations you can come up with, but I want to hold off on that until we have things a little more settled in the halfling district.”  
 
    “Of course,” the djinn replied as he stroked at his braided beard.  
 
    “I know it’s late,” I sighed, “but I want to go ahead and take the wagon out to Adi’s.”  
 
    “In the middle of the night?” Cimarra asked. “That seems unsafe.”  
 
    “Well, we know Tevian’s not around to ask questions right now,” I said, “not since he failed so miserably with Dar, so I’d rather just go ahead and take the wagon out under the cover of darkness, and then I can grab the whiskey and Marver’s cookies and head into the dwarven district. There’ll be less scrutiny if I go now, and I’ll just stay at the warehouse overnight before I make the delivery to the miners tomorrow.”  
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Ava volunteered. “You know, since we all need to be extra careful.”  
 
    “I’d be happy for the company, Ava,” I replied.  
 
    I told Osman to make sure he locked up tight after we left, and then after I kissed Cimarra goodbye, the blonde assassin and I headed to the wagon. It was the middle of the night, but I knew the sun might rise at any moment thanks to the elven temple rituals, so I figured that we’d better get started.  
 
    We made it half an hour into Falrion Forest without a word. I had grown used to Ava’s silences by now, even though I hoped she knew that she didn’t have to be self-conscious around me. But she had a hard time letting her assassin’s guard down, and I knew that was partially because she had lived and breathed the assassin’s code for years before she joined us. She had broken the code, but it was still going to take her a while to break out of her shell.  
 
    “I think Rindell will become a problem,” the blonde assassin said suddenly, some time well after the wagon crossed the border into the woods.  
 
    “I agree,” I answered, “but why do you think so?”  
 
    “She is only loyal to the money,” Ava said. “She is not loyal to you.”  
 
    “I know,” I sighed. “That’s one more thing we’ll have to take care of at some point. We’ll either make her loyal to us, or we’ll have to get rid of her, but we do still need her.”  
 
    “Then maybe she needs her own dancehall?” the assassin suggested. “I know that is an expense, but it would be harder for her to interfere with you-- with your business.”  
 
    “With our business,” I corrected her.  
 
    “Right, with our business,” Ava said.  
 
    I glanced over at the blonde, and I saw that a hint of pink had crept onto the assassin’s cheeks, just enough to see in the faint light of the moon that came down through the trees above us. I smiled but didn’t say anything, and then I turned my attention back to the path in front of us.  
 
    “I think you’re right,” I said finally. “The sooner we can get her a dancehall of her own, the sooner we can get her out of the theatre, and that means the sooner she’ll be a little less involved in all of our day-to-day affairs.”  
 
    “She’s too nosy for her own good,” the assassin growled.  
 
    “She really--”  
 
    The wagon suddenly lurched and fell on its side as one of the back wheels popped off of its axle, and I grabbed the seat with one hand while I pulled back on the reins to keep our horse from panicking. As the wagon jerked again, Ava jumped out of the seat and landed a few feet away on the ground, just as the rear of the wagon settled into the mud.  
 
    As soon as the wagon came to a halt and the horse grew quiet, I hopped down beside the assassin, and we studied the wreck of our back wheel. There had been a large hole in the path that the wheel got caught in, and the axle must have already been loose, or it wouldn’t have sprung free like that.  
 
    “Well, I guess we’d better get that fixed,” I groaned.  
 
    “Nothing like a little breakdown in the middle of the woods,” Ava chuckled.  
 
    “At least our horse didn’t run off,” I pointed out.  
 
    “At least he didn’t trample us,” the assassin responded with a little smile.  
 
    “Way to find the silver lining,” I smirked. “You’re surprisingly positive for an assassin, Ava.”  
 
    “I do my best,” the blonde said.  
 
    Ava knelt beside the wagon to get a better look at the problem, and as she did so, I felt a familiar sensation prickle along the back of my neck.  
 
    Someone was watching us. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    “Do you feel that?” I murmured.  
 
    “You mean the feeling that someone is watching us?” Ava responded.  
 
    “So you feel it, too?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” the assassin said. “I’ve felt it since we entered the forest.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” I tried to keep my voice low.  
 
    “It does not seem to be a threat,” the blonde said with a shrug. “At least, not yet.”  
 
    “Funny,” I muttered. “I was thinking the same thing, but I’m not sure that makes me feel any better.”  
 
    I had felt someone watching me more often than not the last few times I’d been in the forest, but the keys were silent, and I still didn’t feel like the presence was threatening. It felt more curious than anything else, but at the same time, I didn’t like that I didn’t know who it was.  
 
    “Would you like me to investigate?” Ava suggested. “Perhaps if I go out into the trees, I could flush the person out.”  
 
    “That depends,” I answered. “How does the wheel look? Can we fix it?”  
 
    Ava stood up from beside the broken axle but kept her gaze fixed on the wagon. I wanted to whirl around and catch the person in the trees by surprise, but I didn’t think I’d be able to see them in the darkness of the forest, and I wasn’t even certain that it was a person.  
 
    There was a strange sense of magic about the presence.  
 
    “I do not think we can fix it,” the blonde assassin said finally. “We have none of the necessary tools with us.”  
 
    “Damn,” I muttered. “I suppose it could be worse. We could have broken down inside the city itself.”  
 
    “Or right in front of the elven barracks,” Ava chuckled.  
 
    “There you go with that silver lining again,” I said with a grin. “Well, I guess that means there’s only one thing to do.”  
 
    “Hunt down whoever’s watching us from the trees?” she suggested.  
 
    “We can take a look first, sure,” I said, “even though I’m not convinced we’ll find anyone, but I meant we’ll have to leave the wagon, take the horse to Adi’s, and then get whatever we need to come back and fix the wagon.”  
 
    “All before the sun rises and we’re supposed to be on our way into the dwarven district,” Ava finished for me.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said.  
 
    “Then let’s search the trees first,” she said quietly. “We should stay together. The forest has been known to… take people.”  
 
    I stopped in my tracks and pivoted to look at her, but the assassin just laughed.  
 
    “No doubt, they are only old legends,” she said in response to my raised eyebrows. “But just in case, perhaps we should stay close to one another.”  
 
    “Take people where exactly?” I asked.  
 
    The beautiful blonde assassin shrugged, and then we were across the tree line. It had been dark on the path outside of the forest, but the darkness inside the woods was so dense that it almost seemed alive. I could hear Ava click her tongue every few seconds, and I followed the sound like a beacon as she led the way through the trees.  
 
    We crept forward through thick ferns that whipped at our ankles as we strode by, and then we moved several paces to the right, back a few steps, and then to the right again. The longer we were in the trees, the more I was able to see, and the oppressive darkness started to lift as my eyes adjusted to see the shapes of individual trees and ferns that grew thickly on every side.  
 
    I felt the Opalstone amulet start to grow warm against my chest where I had it tucked into my shirt, but I gripped the fabric around it with my fist. If there was someone in the trees, it didn’t seem like a great idea to alert them to our exact location with the bright blue light of the amulet’s gemstone. As the necklace kept growing warmer, the light started to peek through my fingers, and I wrapped the fingers of my other hand around it to try to keep it dark.  
 
    As the necklace became almost hot to the touch, it started to hum faintly like the keys did just before they spoke to me or showed me a vision, but no words and no vision came. Instead, the hum just grew a little louder until it seemed to echo off the thick trunks of the trees all around us.  
 
    Slowly, the feeling of a presence in the woods faded, and Ava gave a final definitive click of her tongue.  
 
    “I think we’re alone now,” the assassin exhaled. “If there was anyone here, they’re gone now.”  
 
    “Well, it was worth exploring,” I said. “Do you mind if I shed a little light on the situation?”  
 
    “Please,” Ava said.  
 
    I dropped my hands from the Opalstone necklace, and even though the amulet was still underneath the tunic of my shirt, it shone brightly enough to light our way back to the path. As soon as we left the trees, the light from the gemstone faded, and we were left in only the soft light of the moon beside our horse and broken wagon.  
 
    “Ready to take a ride?” I grinned.  
 
    There was no way to move the wagon from off of the path, but there was enough room that if anyone else came along in the middle of the night, they would be able to go around it. Since we hadn’t picked up the whiskey yet, we thankfully didn’t have anything valuable in the wagon, and I doubted even desperate thieves would want to steal an empty broken wagon.  
 
    I unhitched the horse from the wagon and adjusted the reins so that we could ride on its back. There was no saddle, of course, so we would just have to keep a tight grip with our thighs so we didn’t slip off. It also meant that it would be a little more of a challenge to get onto the horse’s back without any stirrups.  
 
    “Do you need any help getting on?” I asked Ava since the assassin was tall, but still not as tall as me.  
 
    “I think I’ll manage,” the blonde answered, “but I’d like you to get on first. Then if I overshoot the mark, you can keep me from falling down the other side of the horse.”  
 
    “You got it,” I said.  
 
    I gripped the horse’s mane and jumped up onto the creature’s back with just enough force that my leg was able to clear its hindquarters. I’d been confident, but I was still glad that I’d made it on my first try. I had a very distinct feeling that Ava would also only need one attempt to mount the horse.  
 
    As soon as I was settled on top of the horse, I adjusted my position to make room for her in front of me. The assassin took a few steps back to get a running start, launched herself into the air, and soared over the horse high enough that it looked like she would just keep flying into the trees on the other side of the road.  
 
    I reached up and snatched her by the waist before she tumbled to the other side. As I pulled her down onto the horse in front of me, I couldn’t help but notice how taut the muscles in her stomach were beneath my hands, and I let go of her waist reluctantly.  
 
    “All good?” I murmured.  
 
    The hood of the blonde’s cloak had fallen down in her jump, and I was struck by the scent of fresh pine in the soft curls of her hair. Ava started to pull up her hood again, paused halfway, and then just let her hands fall back to her side as she kept her blonde locks loose in front of me.  
 
    “All good,” she echoed. “Thank you.”  
 
    I wanted the horse to get used to two riders on its back before I asked it to move too quickly, so at first, I just nudged the creature forward into a fast walk. When the wagon was out of sight behind us, Ava cleared her throat. 
 
    “Wade,” the blonde began, “why did you say you didn’t think we’d find anyone in the trees? Clearly, you were right, but what made you say that?”  
 
    “It’ll sound strange,” I warned her.  
 
    “Try me.” The assassin sounded amused.  
 
    “Alright,” I exhaled. “I think maybe it has something to do with magic-- the presence in the trees, I mean. I don’t know if it’s something magical or someone who has magic, or it could be something connected to the Rainbow Keys.”  
 
    “Or perhaps to the Opalstone amulet,” Ava said. “It did begin to glow when we were inside the trees, after all.”  
 
    “Maybe,” I replied, “but I just don’t understand how or why either the keys or the necklace would make me feel like someone was watching me. But it also made you feel that way, so that can’t be all it is.”  
 
    “Perhaps there is some connection to the Falrion Forest,” the assassin suggested. “It is a place of many secrets.”  
 
    “And trees that mysteriously take people, apparently,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I’ve heard some of the trees here are just as alive as you and me,” Ava said. “Adrian used to say--”  
 
    “Why did you stop yourself?” I asked gently. “I would be happy for you to tell me about Adrian, or about anything you wish.”  
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured so quietly that I almost didn’t hear her over the steady plod of our horse’s hooves.  
 
    “What did Adrian used to say?” I prompted.  
 
    “That part of the reason he built his cottage at the edge of the forest was for the protection of the trees,” Ava said. “He thought it helped to conceal his home from people that he did not want to find it, even though Fallor did find Penny and me there.”  
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. “You two found him there. Maybe that was what Adrian wanted all along.”  
 
    “For us to kill Fallor?” the assassin asked.  
 
    “And destroy the code of the Assassin’s Guild,” I said, “so you could make your own code and take your own oath.”  
 
    “Until death claims us,” Ava murmured. “Perhaps you’re right.”  
 
    “So the trees are alive, hm?” I asked when the blonde fell silent. “Does that mean they’re watching me?”  
 
    “The spirits of the trees might be,” Ava said.  
 
    “But why?” I shook my head. “I didn’t think we were doing anything particularly interesting. We were just riding our wagon through the woods.”  
 
    “I don’t think it’s what you were doing, Wade,” the blonde assassin responded. “I think it’s who you are.”  
 
    “Who I-- what do you mean, Ava?” I asked.  
 
    “Magic senses other magic, right?” Ava asked. “That’s why you’re always worried that the elves will sniff out your magic, just like you can smell theirs.”  
 
    “Right, but what’s that got to do with the trees?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, if the trees are magic,” the blonde replied, “then maybe this is their way of saying that they recognize your magic, too.”  
 
    “You mean the magic of the Rainbow Keys,” I corrected her, “or the Opalstone necklace.”  
 
    “No,” the assassin said very firmly. “I mean your magic, Wade.”  
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. “What are you trying to say?”  
 
    Ava twisted around in front of me, and when I saw her bright blue eyes, they shone with battle-fever.  
 
    “I’m saying that you’re magic!” the blonde assassin huffed. “You are the magic, Wade. Not the necklace, not the keys-- just you.”  
 
    I laughed, but that only made Ava furious. Her cheeks turned from pink to red, and she whipped herself back around so quickly that her blonde curls caught me in the face, and I felt for a second like I had drowned in a fresh bed of pine.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to laugh,” I said finally. “That just doesn’t make sense. Just because I can use the keys and the necklace doesn’t mean that I’m magic or anything special.”  
 
    “Believe what you want,” she growled, “but you’re wrong, and I’ll fucking prove it.”  
 
    Before I could respond, the assassin took the reins from my hands and urged the horse forward at a run. My arms tightened around her waist out of pure instinct, and I wrapped my hands into the horse’s mane so that my forearms rested against the inside of the blonde’s thighs. As we flew across the ground, the feeling of having her in my arms was almost overwhelming, and I wondered if Cimarra or Penny had guessed at my feelings for the beautiful assassin.  
 
    And just as importantly, I wondered if Ava had guessed them yet.  
 
    She was a fierce fighter, she was clever, and of course, she was beautiful, but I also loved the way that she could pay you a compliment and still manage to make it sound a little like a threat. After all, she had just told me that I was magic and then swore so angrily that she would prove to me that I was.  
 
    I didn’t know what I thought about her suggestion that I somehow controlled magic, and that it might not have anything to do with the keys or the amulet. All I did know was that her blonde hair looked beautiful in the moonlight and that our bodies swayed together in the same rhythm as the horse carried us down the path to Adi’s cottage.  
 
    When we arrived at the cottage, it was still the middle of the night, and since Chef Marver wasn’t there, Ava got right to work as she rifled through the cottage and the old heaps of Adi’s junk outside the cottage for anything that we could use to repair the wagon. While she found what she needed, I watered the horse so as soon as she had the right tools, we rode all the way back to the wagon to fix the broken axle.  
 
    We had just started to repair the wagon when the sky started to lighten above the treetops.  
 
    “Damned day elves,” Ava muttered. “Will we still make our delivery time?”  
 
    “We will,” I answered, “as long as you don’t mind not getting any sleep tonight.”  
 
    “It won’t be the first time I’ve worked all night,” the assassin said, “and somehow, I doubt it will be the last.”  
 
    “Just another reason I’m glad you’re on the team, Ava,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “And because I’m an assassin,” she guessed.  
 
    “That’s only part of it,” I answered. “I wouldn’t want just any assassin on our side.”  
 
    Ava blushed pink along her cheekbones before she turned her attention back to the repaired wheel.  
 
    “All done,” she said quietly. “We should go if we’re going to stay on schedule.”  
 
    We drove the wagon back to the cottage, grabbed the heavy box of potato mash cookies that Marver had already packaged up for us, and rolled a barrel of whiskey into the back of the covered wagon.  
 
    It was easier to transport the whiskey in the dwarven district now since the dwarven guards had been paid by Lobrem to look the other way, but it also helped that we didn’t have to load a whole shipment of barrels to hand over to Hebal. Instead, we had negotiated a deal with the Retired Miners’ Association to deliver a barrel of whiskey every week to them along with our weekly shipment of potato mash cookies.  
 
    By the time we left Falrion Forest and entered the dwarven district, the sun was already well above the horizon. We still had time, but we’d have to move quickly since I still wanted to stop by our warehouse distillery first. I needed to check in with how everything was going on there, and I also wanted Skam to come with us on the delivery. Dwarves could get almost as easily offended as the elves could, so I always liked to have Skam with me to prevent any possible misunderstandings.  
 
    When we arrived at the warehouse, Ava hopped down to knock on the door, and as soon as it was open, I drove the wagon inside the warehouse itself so we didn’t leave it unattended. Penny had opened the door for us, while Selius was seated on a cot along the wall where he rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Skam was already up and busy with the vats.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said cheerfully as I jumped down from the wagon.  
 
    “Ugh, it’s morning, alright,” Penny groaned, “but I’m not sure what’s good about it.”  
 
    “Well, we get to make some more coin today,” I said.  
 
    “And we didn’t die in the woods last night,” Ava smirked.  
 
    “You didn’t what?” Penny growled as the last of her sleepiness left her.  
 
    “We’re fine,” I reassured the redhead. “Our wagon broke down, but Ava was able to fix it.”  
 
    The pixie thief shot the assassin a grateful look.  
 
    “It was nothing,” Ava said.  
 
    “Still, I’m glad you were there,” Penny said with a little smile.  
 
    “Selius, would you mind seeing to the horse?” I asked the halfling kid. “He’s had quite a night of it.”  
 
    “Sure thing, Mr. Wade,” Selius said as he stretched to pull himself up off the cot.  
 
    As soon as Selius stood up, I saw that our young dragon Azure had been curled up happily by the kid, but as soon as Azure saw me, he gave an excited yelp and scrambled forward to rub himself against my legs until I started to pet him.  
 
    “Nice to see you too, boy,” I greeted the dragon. “How’s everything been going here? No trouble with any elves, I hope?”  
 
    “Not on my watch,” Skam called out from where he stirred one of the massive vats.  
 
    “Why do you ask?” Penny demanded.  
 
    Briefly, I told them about Tevian’s interrogation of Dar the night before and how we all needed to be extra cautious now whenever we were by ourselves in the city, and when I finished, Penny just whistled.  
 
    “That halfling bastard has all the luck,” she swore.  
 
    “How so?” I asked. “I don’t know that most people would consider it luck to be stopped and interrogated by General Tevian.”  
 
    “Yeah, but think about it,” Penny said. “Of all the people that have been stopped and interrogated by Tevian, how many of them come away from it with all their limbs still attached to their bodies?”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I laughed. “But still, make sure you have your guard up when you go around in the city.”  
 
    “I always have my guard up,” Penny sniffed.  
 
    “How’s the whiskey coming along?” I asked. “Do you need anything? Are you having any problems?”  
 
    “We’re all good at the moment, Wade,” Skam replied, “but one of these days soon, we’re going to need some more grain if we’re going to keep up with the new orders from Mistress Davies and the other brothel.”  
 
    “And some more yeast, too,” Selius called out from where he fed the horse some of the grain.  
 
    “Alright, I’ll see what I can do,” I said. “We’ve just got to make sure the order doesn’t look suspicious to anyone.” 
 
    “Good thing we own a thriving bakery now,” Penny smirked.  
 
    I laughed and glanced around the warehouse, and I was pleased to see several full barrels already placed in a neat row beside the distilling vats. There were several more empty barrels on the other side, and I knew they were the barrels that we had collected from our customers whenever they finished with them.  
 
    Whenever we made a delivery, we took back an empty barrel with us so we could fill it up again and wouldn’t have to worry about getting more barrels just yet. We would only be able to reuse them three or four times each before they would no longer be any good, but it was long enough to help us find another source of additional barrels.  
 
    I patted Azure on the head and left the dragon with Penny and Ava before I strode over to the vats to take over for Skam for a few minutes. The tattooed dwarf had broken into a sweat as he stirred the mixture, so I told him to take a rest while I stirred and examined the batch.  
 
    My friends were all such fast learners that it seemed like they had been in the business of distilling whiskey for years, not just a handful of months. The brew looked perfect, and it smelled sweet like freshly baked bread, so I knew it was a good batch. Soon, we would be making so much whiskey that we would need to come up with an explanation in case anyone who passed by the warehouse got a whiff of the sweet scent.  
 
    After Ava and I took a quick rest, mostly so we didn’t tire our horse out, I heard the clock chime outside and knew we needed to go if we were going to make our delivery to the retired miners on time. Selius and Penny could take over the operation for now, and I would have left Ava with them, too, so she could catch up on a little more sleep. However, the blonde assassin insisted on coming with us so she could watch my back.  
 
    Skam and I took the front seat in the cart as we rolled along through the dwarven district, while Ava took a seat in the covered part of the wagon beside the cookies and the whiskey. We trundled along through the overpowering scent of the spice market, down past a number of businesses and restaurants in their mid-morning rush, and finally toward the dwarven community halls where Vazmet had told Cimarra the Retired Miners’ Association was meeting that week.  
 
    I steered the wagon into the back alley behind the community hall. It was deserted since there wasn’t much on the street aside from the back doors of a few smaller businesses, but as I glanced up, I saw that a troop of four dwarven guards was headed down the street. As I hopped down to let the miners know I had arrived, I didn’t think much about it. After all, the dwarven patrol hadn’t given us any trouble outside of Mistress Davies’ brothel.  
 
    While I headed to the back door, Skam walked around to the rear of the wagon so that Ava could roll the whiskey barrel out to him, but almost as soon as the tattooed dwarf raised the barrel overhead, the four dwarven guards suddenly double-timed their pace and jogged down the alley toward us.  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” one of the guards called.  
 
    Immediately, I stepped away from the door and rejoined Skam at the back of the wagon. The tattooed dwarf set the barrel down again as easily as he had raised it above his head, and we both turned to face the four guards, while Ava stayed hidden inside the cart.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said with a forced smile. “Has there been some kind of miscommunication, or do you simply not know who I am?”  
 
    “No miscommunication,” the guard in charge grunted. “State yer name and yer business.”  
 
    The lead guard stayed in front of us, but he nodded to his three companions and they spread out to surround us. One planted himself on Skam’s right, another one stood just behind us, and the third guard took the horse’s reins at the front of the cart to keep us from trying to drive off without warning. The wagon itself was on my left, and I felt a silent sense of reassurance from Ava where she hid inside.  
 
    “The name is Wade,” I growled, “and I know that Lobrem told you what my business is.”  
 
    “Oh, Wade,” the dwarven guard chuckled as he wiped a bead of sweat away from his sickly colored skin. “That’s right, of course.”  
 
    “Glad we understand each other,” I said through gritted teeth. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to carry on with my work.”  
 
    “Absolutely,” the guard said with a half-toothless grin. “You can go on with yer business just as soon as you pay us.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I grunted, “but do you want to run that one by me again?”  
 
    “You pay us, and we let you carry on with yer business,” the guard chuckled. “Maybe it’s a hard concept for a human.”  
 
    “You’re fucking daft,” Skam swore beside me. “We’ve got a deal with Lobrem, and I doubt even an idiot like yourself would want to piss off the head of the Miners’ Union.”  
 
    “Oh, Lobrem doesn’t mind if we skim a little from the top,” the guard behind us laughed. “So go ahead, what’ve you got to pay with?”  
 
    “We could always take the barrel,” the dwarf on Skam’s right suggested.  
 
    “Just can’t catch a break, can we?” I muttered.  
 
    “I’m with you, lad,” Skam whispered. “Just say the word.”  
 
    “I said no, you dumb fucks,” I growled.  
 
    That was all the encouragement they needed to attack. Their leader was the first one to strike, but by the time he hefted his axe into the air, Skam and I had both rolled out of the way. I rolled to the left underneath the cart itself, while the tattooed dwarf rolled straight into the dwarven guard on his right. Skam kicked the guard’s feet out from underneath him, so both dwarves tumbled to the ground together with death grips on each other’s throats.  
 
    The guard behind us bent down to try to pull me out from underneath the cart, but the moment his beady eyes locked onto mine, I thrust my dagger into his left eye socket. He yelped and tried to stumble backward, but he cracked the back of his skull into the wagon as he tried to back out from underneath it.  
 
    I followed him out from under the wagon just in time to see Ava leap out of the cart in a streak of black fabric and pale blonde hair. Her feet landed squarely in the middle of the dwarven leader’s chest, and the force of her jump propelled the dwarf straight down to the ground.  
 
    “Don’t kill unless you have to,” I called as I grabbed the breastplate of the guard whose eye I had just stabbed into a pulp.  
 
    Ava growled but instantly switched from her assassin’s blade to a short length of thick rope that she wrapped around the guard’s neck. While the leader struggled and tried to buck her off, the assassin held her position grimly on top of his chest as she worked to tighten the rope and cut off his air supply.  
 
    My hands still gripped my guard’s breastplate, so I threw him up against the back of the wagon so his skull rattled inside his helmet. He threw out both fists at me at once, but he was half-blind and in so much pain that his powerful fists missed me one after the other, so I grabbed the piece of his helmet that ran down the bridge of his nose and slammed his skull into the ground.  
 
    Skam was still on the ground with his opponent, while Ava still struggled to make the dwarven leader pass out.  
 
    “Where’s the fourth?” Skam called from under his attacker.  
 
    “Dead,” Ava grunted. “Sorry, Wade.”  
 
    The dwarf that I had brought to the ground stared up at me with one eye, and it took me a second to realize that I had already knocked him into unconsciousness. I dropped his helmet to clatter against the cobbled stones, but even as I jumped toward Skam, he finished off his opponent by slamming his back into the ground so hard that the guard’s eyes rolled back into his head just before he collapsed.  
 
    I grabbed Skam’s hand and helped pull the tattooed dwarf upright, while Ava stood and dusted off her pants from the dirt of the guard leader’s armor. A quick glance over her shoulder showed that the dwarf’s face had turned a glaring shade of red-purple, but as his unconscious breathing slowed, the normal sickly color of his skin started to return.  
 
    “Now what?” Skam panted.  
 
    “Now we finish our delivery,” I growled, “just as soon as we load these fuckers into the back of the wagon.”  
 
    “And then?” Ava asked. “What do we do with these assholes after that?”  
 
    “We go have a conversation with Lobrem,” I said. “That’s what we do.”  
 
    As soon as we loaded the three unconscious dwarves and the one dead dwarf into the back of the wagon, I knocked on the back door to the community hall like nothing had even happened. One of the retired miners glared at me through the peephole in the door, but he opened it anyway and held out his hands for the delivery of potato mash cookies first.  
 
    Once I handed over the cookies, Skam and I left Ava to watch over the guards while we carried the barrel of whiskey inside and deposited it where the retired miner told us to. After the whiskey was deposited, we collected our payment from the miners and went back out to the wagon.  
 
    “Well, this has been an unexpected day,” I said. “Who else feels like confronting the head of the Miners’ Union today?”  
 
    “Let’s do it,” Skam growled. “We’ll see if Lobrem knew what these greedy fuckers were doing, or if he’s going to play innocent in all this.”  
 
    I drove the wagon as quickly through the streets as I could manage without drawing too much attention to ourselves. We might be in the right, but we also had three unconscious dwarves plus a dead one in the back of our cart, and I didn’t want to be stopped by dwarven guards or, even worse, by any passing elven guards.  
 
    When the sleek black stone of the Miners’ Union Hall came into view, I knew we had two options. We could either leave the dwarves inside the wagon and go inside to confront Lobrem, or we could risk the possibility of our heads on skewers, dump the bodies in front of the Miners’ Hall itself, and then go inside to confront Lobrem. It would be quite a statement, and it would certainly get his attention, so the question was if it was worth the risk or not.  
 
    “Ah, fuck it,” I finally muttered. “Go big or go home, right?”  
 
    “Hm?” Skam asked as I pulled the wagon to a stop.  
 
    “Let’s dump these fuckers,” I growled, “and then let’s haul ass inside.”  
 
    The wagon was at the bottom of the impressive staircase that led up to the front entrance of the Miners’ Union Hall, and already, the guards outside the entrance had taken a step forward when they saw our cart roll to a stop. I nodded at Ava in the back, hopped down at the same time as Skam, and then walked around to the rear of the wagon to help the assassin push out the bodies of the four dwarves.  
 
    The moment the bodies hit the ground, the dwarven guards outside the Miners’ Hall came running.  
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 5 
 
    “Lobrem!” Skam shouted. “We’d have a word with you!”  
 
    “You really think he can hear you from all the way out here?” Ava hissed.  
 
    “Doesn’t hurt to try, does it?” the tattooed dwarf laughed. “Besides, they’ll not run me through with an axe if they can’t help it.”  
 
    “Maybe,” I said as the guards of the Miners’ Hall flew halfway down the steps, “but just in case, maybe it’s time to make a run for it!”  
 
    As the guards barreled toward us, I ducked to the right and slipped around them, while Ava simply melted through the middle of the guards like a shadow and reappeared on the other side. Skam started to duck to the left, growled in irritation instead, and then just knocked the closest guard out of the way like a bull set loose on the steps of the Miners’ Union Hall.  
 
    As soon as he knocked the guard out of his way, I hurried up the stairs after Ava, but when I didn’t hear the burly dwarf’s footsteps behind me, I glanced back to see that Skam had decided to plow into another guard even though his path up the stairs was clear.  
 
    “Skam, come on!” I called.  
 
    The tattooed dwarf looked up at the sound of my voice, and I saw the rage from all the years he’d spent in an elven labor camp as he tossed the closest guard aside. But as soon as that guard was on the ground, Skam raced up the stairs after me, so all three of us burst through the front door of the hall at the same time.  
 
    The dwarven woman behind the front desk looked up as we flung open the door, and immediately she was on her feet.  
 
    “Now look here, ya insolent things,” she barked. “Ya can’t just be bursting in here all--”  
 
    “We’ve got an appointment with Lobrem,” I growled.  
 
    We continued down the hallway toward the blue-eyed dwarf’s office as if the dwarven woman hadn’t spoken, even as she called out obscenities after us.  
 
    “There’s no appointment on mah books, ya cheeky swine!” she shouted. “Lobrem will have your head, so he will!”  
 
    “We’ll have his first,” Skam grunted.  
 
    The woman continued to yell, but she didn’t chase after us, and I guessed that the heavily armored guards outside had only just recovered their balance at the bottom of the stairs, so we should be able to make it to Lobrem’s office without being stopped. I led the way down the long hallway, and Ava and Skam followed one step behind me on my left and my right.  
 
    As soon as we turned the corner to Lobrem’s office, I remembered that I’d forgotten about the guards right outside his clear glass doors.  
 
    “Not another step, humans,” the guards ordered and then glanced at Skam. “You too, thief.”  
 
    Skam bristled at the fact that the dwarves could read the elvish word tattooed above his eyebrow, but all three of us stopped just as I started to hear shouts from the entrance to the hall behind us as the guards on the steps barreled back inside to add their angry voices to the dwarven woman’s. I could see Lobrem inside his office just on the other side of the glass doors, but his back was turned to us and if he could hear us outside, he gave no indication that he cared.  
 
    And just like that, my white-hot rage turned to something calmer and more deadly. Lobrem had promised us that he’d taken care of the dwarven guard, and he’d promised us that we’d be able to make our deliveries without any trouble from their patrols. Not only had the bastard made us that promise, but he had also taken our fucking coin to make sure that it happened, and now one of our deliveries had almost been compromised, and we’d had to kill a dwarven guard because of some fuck-up on Lobrem’s part.  
 
    I suddenly didn’t care if he had known about the guards demanding coin of their own, or if they had done it without his knowledge. Either way, it was Lobrem’s fucking responsibility, and that meant that one day, it would be Lobrem’s own head on a skewer.  
 
    The only question was how long he could stall his day of judgment.  
 
    The guards just leered at us as the guards from outside chased down the hall after us, and as I sensed the feeling of deadly calm spread throughout my body, I felt the Opalstone amulet grow suddenly hot inside my shirt. I risked a glance down, but the blue gemstone didn’t glow this time. Instead, it just burned hot enough that it threatened to sear itself into the skin of my chest.  
 
    When I looked back up, the guards looked back at me without blinking. I narrowed my eyes and glanced at both Ava and Skam, but they seemed frozen too, and I touched the warmth of the amulet through my shirt. Just to make sure, I reached up and poked one of the guard’s noses, but he didn’t move at all, much less take my finger off with his giant axe.  
 
    “Well, I guess I might as well take advantage when the opportunity presents itself,” I muttered.  
 
    I hadn’t ever tried to unfreeze part of my surroundings after the necklace worked its magic, but I’d have to try now if I wanted to bring my friends along with me, and there was definitely no way I was about to leave them behind in the hallway to the fury of the guards behind us.  
 
    “Alright, step one,” I growled and grabbed Ava by the hand.  
 
    I focused on the warmth of the gemstone against my skin and on the feeling of Ava’s hand inside my own. Her skin was cold to the touch, but as I gripped her fingers, her hand slowly grew warmer until she flexed her fingers and looked over at me with a sharp-eyed glance.  
 
    “What--” But the assassin stopped herself as she realized what had happened.  
 
    “I don’t think we have long before it wears off on everyone,” I said, “and since I haven’t heard any noise from behind us, I think that includes the guards who decided to give chase.”  
 
    Ava glanced down at our hands that were still entwined together, and when the pink flush in her cheeks deepened, I gently let go of her fingers.  
 
    “Let me just try to get Skam,” I whispered.  
 
    “I’ll check on our pursuers,” the blonde assassin murmured.  
 
    While Ava took a few steps back to glance around the corner down the hallway that we had come from, I clapped the tattooed dwarf on the shoulder and held my hand there as I focused on the gemstone again. Sure enough, just a few seconds later, Skam spluttered back to life with a curse on his lips.  
 
    “Easy, friend,” I said.  
 
    Skam blinked at me, but as soon as he realized what had happened, the big dwarf just chuckled.  
 
    “Bet they didn’t see that one coming, did they?” Skam laughed.  
 
    “They’re still stuck mid-run,” Ava announced when she came back around the corner. “But one of them looked like he might be starting to move again.”  
 
    “Then I guess we’d better move, too,” I said.  
 
    I ducked under the crossed axes of the two guards in front of us and pushed open one of the glass doors into Lobrem’s office. I held the door open for my friends, and Ava followed me quickly into the office. Skam followed a second later, but first, he flicked both guards on their noses so they’d feel a little pinch of pain just as soon as they came to.  
 
    I shut the glass door behind us, but when Lobrem still didn’t turn around, I realized the magic of the necklace must have extended even into this room. I grabbed an ornamental axe from a suit of armor on display beside the door, and I ran the shaft of the axe through the double door handles so that no one could open the doors and come after us.  
 
    Then I turned back toward Lobrem.  
 
    “Ava, if you would be so kind as to guard the doors,” I growled.  
 
    Instantly, the blonde assassin stepped into place beside the doors to take out anyone who might try to break through the glass itself.  
 
    “And Skam,” I said, “if you would please stay beside me to make sure that Lobrem doesn’t try to weasel his way out of this.”  
 
    “You got it,” the tattooed dwarf grunted.  
 
    I reached across the black slab of Lobrem’s stone desk, grabbed the arm of his chair, and yanked it around so that the blue-eyed dwarf was facing us. Just like the guards outside, he was frozen so he didn’t even blink when I moved him, but I slammed my open palm onto the stone desk in front of him.  
 
    “Lobrem!” I growled.  
 
    All at once, the warmth of the gemstone against my chest faded, and Lobrem blinked once before his brain registered that Skam and I were right in front of him. The black-haired dwarf jumped in his seat, and he looked scared enough that I actually thought he might piss himself there for a second before he recovered his composure and glanced from us to the door. When he saw Ava, Lobrem swallowed and turned his attention back to us.  
 
    “Good day to ya both,”  Lobrem gulped. “And what brings ya to my office without an appointment? Not that you need--”  
 
    Outside the glass double doors, the rest of the necklace’s enchantment suddenly faded, and the two guards that we had left outside the office spluttered, collected themselves, and then whirled around to see the two humans and the dwarf thief inside the very office that they’d tried to keep us out of.  
 
    They pushed and banged on the glass, but the shaft of the axe handle held steady in the doors. Almost immediately, the two guards outside were joined by the rest of the guards from the stairs outside the Miners’ Union Hall, and all of them began to throw their weight against the glass doors together.  
 
    “Call them off,” I growled to Lobrem. “A dwarven patrol just attacked us on a delivery, so you better call off your guards now unless you want a war.”  
 
    Lobrem held up his hands to the guards outside, and they stopped trying to break the door down long enough to hear what he said.  
 
    “I’m fine,” he called. “Leave the fookin’ door alone, and just let me speak with these people.”  
 
    “But sir,” one of the guards shouted back through the glass. “You don’t know what they’ve done. They’ve--”  
 
    “There’ll be time enough for all that later,” Lobrem said as he tugged on the tight braids in his black beard. “Return to your posts.”  
 
    “Sir, I--”  
 
    “I said leave us!” Lobrem thundered.  
 
    The guards hung their heads and slunk back to their posts. As soon as we weren’t under the threat that all the guards in the building might break down the door and attack us, I felt my stance relax in front of Lobrem’s desk.  
 
    “Now,” Lobrem exhaled, “what in the ever-livin’ name of all that’s fookin’ holy just happened? How did ya get inside my fookin’ office?”  
 
    “That’s our business,” I said, “and that’s definitely not what you need to be worried about right now.”  
 
    “And what should I be worried about?” Lobrem asked with a nervous glance over at the glass doors. “Ya better explain fast, too, before I change my mind and call all my boys back in.”  
 
    “A dwarven patrol attacked us on a delivery,” I repeated. “A dwarven patrol that you were supposed to have taken care of, exactly so we wouldn’t have this kind of problem.”  
 
    “That makes no kind of sense,” Lobrem said as he folded his arms over his broad chest. “It’ll be better if ya tell me all that happened. Start at the beginning.”  
 
    I told him what had happened as quickly as I could, and I made sure to include the fact that one of the guards on patrol had died as a result of their attack on us. I didn’t want there to be any surprises later on that front. When I finished speaking, I rested both my hands on the stone slab in between us and leaned forward.  
 
    “I may only be a human,” I said, “but I’m also the human who’s paying you to make things run smoothly, so I’d appreciate it if you held up your end of the bargain, since I’ve held up mine.”  
 
    “I give mah deepest apologies,” Lobrem said. “That patrol had no right or authority to try to take yer coin for themselves, and I’ll make sure them that’s still alive know that fact.”  
 
    “But how do you explain it?” Skam demanded. “You said you’d take care of it, didn’t you?”  
 
    “And I have,” Lobrem growled. “You’ve not had any other trouble with the bastards, have you?”  
 
    “You mean other than the attack today?” I asked. “No, we haven’t, but that’s not exactly the point, is it?”  
 
    “They must have gone rogue,” Lobrem suggested. “They know you’re under mah protection, and so they must have thought ya had a lot of coin to spare. Then they must have got it in their thick skulls that they could try to get some for themselves.”  
 
    “How do we know you’re not lying to cover your own ass?” Skam challenged.  
 
    “Why would I lie about this?” Lobrem asked. “How do you think it would benefit me, exactly?”  
 
    “Because you could have decided to just pocket Wade’s money,” Ava said quietly from beside the double doors, “instead of fulfilling your half of the agreement.”  
 
    “I’ll swear on anything you ask me to that I’m not lying,” Lobrem said, “and I also swear that I will deal with the rest of that patrol appropriately. They’ll be punished, ya understand? And there won’t be any issues in the future-- you’ve got mah word on that.”  
 
    There was no reason for me to doubt the black-bearded dwarf. After all, it was a reasonable explanation, and there was no way to prove that the dwarven patrol hadn’t gone rogue exactly like he said. And yet for some reason, I couldn’t help but feel that this fucker was lying straight to my face.  
 
    “We had your word that we wouldn’t have any issues before this,” I answered. “This should never have happened in the first place.”  
 
    Lobrem narrowed his blue eyes, and he seemed suddenly sure of himself again.  
 
    “Then if you’re unhappy,” the head of the Miners’ Union said, “perhaps we should renegotiate the exact terms of our arrangement?”  
 
    This bastard. He had already forgotten the fact that the three of us had appeared inside his office and right in front of his face without a second’s warning. That was dwarven arrogance for you-- not as bad as the elves, of course, but the burly bastards had almost as much damn pride as the pointy-eared fuckers.  
 
    “Look,” I sighed, “if you’re unhappy with the deal that we made, I expect you to come right out and say it.”  
 
    “I’m not saying anything like that,” Lobrem defended.  
 
    “I know you’re not saying it,” I said. “But what I am saying is that you can’t decide to have some of your guard friends stick to the terms of our agreement and then have some of them not. We spat and shook on it.”  
 
    I knew damn well that Lobrem had been caught, but by the same token, I knew that the blue-eyed dwarf would never admit that he’d done wrong-- especially not since that meant he’d have to apologize to a human.  
 
    “I’m not unhappy with our arrangement,” Lobrem said finally.  
 
    “But?” Skam demanded.  
 
    “But while we’re on the subject,” the black-bearded dwarf said, “I am… not as satisfied as I’d like to be.”  
 
    “I hope you’re not admitting that you failed to carry out your end of our arrangement,” I said.  
 
    “Not at all,” Lobrem said quickly. “I only figured since you’re here and we’re already talking about it--”  
 
    “What do you want?” Skam interrupted.  
 
    “Proof,” the other dwarf answered. “Proof that I’m getting all the money from you that I’m supposed to.”  
 
    “I think you better explain yourself,” I said as I took a seat across from Lobrem.  
 
    Skam remained standing beside me.  
 
    “How can I be sure that I’m really getting twenty percent of what ya sell in my district?” Lobrem asked. “And ten percent of the profits in the Entertainment District?”  
 
    “Because I gave you my word,” I said.  
 
    I didn’t like where this was heading.  
 
    “Right,” the dwarf said, “but ya see, and I mean no offense by this, ya are still just a human, so yer word’s just not as good as the word of someone like me.”  
 
    “But I gave you my word, too,” Skam insisted.  
 
    “I know ya did,” Lobrem said, “but I also know what that elvish word means above yer eye, so you’ll understand if I don’t give too much credit to the word of a dwarf thief. Besides, I’m sure I know ya from somewhere, and somehow, I don’t think you’re the trustworthy type.”  
 
    “You don’t know that,” Skam grunted. “If you really know me, then where do you know me from?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Lobrem admitted, “but I’ll be damned if I don’t eventually figure that out.”  
 
    “I think we’ve lost track of the point,” Ava murmured from beside the door, and I shot the assassin a grateful look. “This dwarf doesn’t trust your word, Wade, and that means he doesn’t think he’s getting paid his fair percentage of the profits. But of course, that has nothing to do with the fact that we were attacked by a patrol of dwarven guards.”  
 
    “She’s absolutely right,” Lobrem said. “Of course the attack was just a coincidence, but--”  
 
    “What do you want?” I cut him off.  
 
    “I want to audit your operations,” Lobrem said with just a hint of hesitation in his voice. “Just to make sure that I’m protecting myself, of course. To make sure that I’m being paid what I’m owed since I am putting my neck on the line.”  
 
    I wanted to tell him that we were the ones who actually distributed the whiskey, so our necks would be the first ones on the chopping block if we were caught, but I held my tongue. Lobrem obviously thought very highly of himself and what he brought to our arrangement, and today was not the day to burst that bubble.  
 
    I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Even though we had used magic to break into his office, Lobrem still thought he had the upper hand. After all, he had all the guards in the Miners’ Union Hall at his disposal, and the dwarven guard barracks were right around the corner. Even if we fought our way out of the Miners’ Hall, we would still have to face all of the dwarven guards in the district, and that was not something that I wanted to bring down on our heads.  
 
    At least not yet.  
 
    I couldn’t blow up our deal today. As much as I hated to admit it, we still needed Lobrem to help make our deliveries in the dwarven district and the Entertainment District. If we had to be on the lookout for dwarven patrols on top of elven patrols, we’d never be able to make as many deliveries as I planned to, especially not now that the brothels were starting to come on board.  
 
    Eventually, we would come up with a solution that meant we wouldn’t have to depend on Lobrem or the dwarven guards that he paid off. And that meant eventually, we would make a move against Lobrem and get rid of him once and for all.  
 
    Just like we would with anyone who tried to screw us over.  
 
    But for today, I had to make sure that the head of the Miners’ Union was satisfied enough with our arrangement that we could depend on him to get the guards to look the other way. There was only one way I could think for him to audit our deliveries that wouldn’t completely fuck us, so now I just had to hope that Lobrem accepted my offer.  
 
    “Alright,” I exhaled. “I can work with that.”  
 
    “Ya can?” Lobrem seemed genuinely surprised.  
 
    “Of course,” I said. “All’s fair in business, right?”  
 
    “Ah, good man,” Lobrem chuckled. “So--”  
 
    “So here’s what’s going to happen,” I interrupted. “I’ll let you do your audit so you can see that we’re not cheating you out of any coin, but this is how it’s going to go. The next time I make deliveries in the dwarven district, you or one of your men can ride along with us and see for yourself how much we’re selling.”  
 
    “I can agree to that,” Lobrem said, “but I’d also--”  
 
    “That’s it,” I said. “You don’t get to look at our operations any more than that. We’ve got to protect ourselves just like you’ve got to look after yourself.”  
 
    “Of course.” Lobrem forced a smile. “But I will also want to come along on the deliveries in the Entertainment District.”  
 
    “I figured as much,” I said. “I’ll send you a message when it’s time for our next delivery, and you can come with us, then.”  
 
    “It’s agreed,” Lobrem said.  
 
    “And until then,” I added, “how about you call off all your boys outside? I’d rather get back home in one piece, if it’s all the same to you.”  
 
    “I’ll come out with you myself,” Lobrem said, “just to smooth things over.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Skam muttered.  
 
    Ava slid the shaft of the axe out of the door handles with a quick flick of her wrist, but she seemed hesitant to return the axe to the suit of armor on display. As Lobrem stood up and made his way toward the glass doors, I gave Ava a quick shake of my head, and the blonde assassin clicked her tongue and replaced the axe where it belonged with the armor.  
 
    Lobrem held up his hand for silence when the two guards just outside his office started to ask questions, and they stepped aside at his gesture and allowed us to pass. True to his word-- at least this time-- Lobrem led us through the stone and copper halls of the building, past the flustered dwarven woman at the front desk, and even out onto the front steps.  
 
    Before we descended the stairs, Lobrem turned toward the guards in front of the building.  
 
    “You’re not to touch them,” he said. “This is between me and them, and you’re to let them go about their business without any trouble, do ya understand?”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” the guards all said at once.  
 
    I glanced down the steps, but the dwarves that we had dumped in front of the Miners’ Union Hall were gone now. The guards must have taken them away once Lobrem dismissed them from his office.  
 
    “Alright, go on, then,” Lobrem told us. “I’ll wait for yer messenger.”  
 
    I nodded but didn’t bother to try to shake hands when the black-bearded dwarf didn’t offer me his hand first.  
 
    “Until then,” I said.  
 
    I half-expected an axe in my back as soon as I turned to go down the stairs, but I also figured that Ava’s sixth sense as an assassin would keep that from happening. Instead, we descended the smooth stone staircase back to our wagon and our patiently waiting horse.  
 
    As soon as Ava climbed up in the back of the cart, Skam and I seated ourselves in the front and drove away from the main square in the dwarven district back in the direction of the spice market and our warehouse distillery.  
 
    As we drew closer to the spice market, I smelled a vendor’s food stall that didn’t smell like the usual dwarven spices, and I slowed the horse down so we could grab something to eat. It felt like ages since the last time I’d put anything solid in my stomach, so I ordered a steak and cheese sandwich for each of us, and I figured we could wash it down with a little whiskey once we got back to the warehouse.  
 
    We reached the warehouse by the time we were halfway done with our sandwiches, and by the time we had told Penny and Selius what had happened with the dwarven patrol and Lobrem, we had washed them down with a little whiskey.  
 
    “I shouldn’t have promised Lobrem a percentage of our sales,” I groaned. “It should have just been a flat fee because now that bastard thinks he can be greedy about it.”  
 
    “It’s an honest mistake, lad,” Skam said. “None of us thought better of it either.”  
 
    “It’s one very small thing in the grand scheme of all that we are doing,” Ava said.  
 
    “She’s right,” Penny sighed. “We’re building a business here. We can’t know everything about everything all the time. Some of it, we’ve just gotta learn.”  
 
    “And learn from our mistakes, I guess,” I added. “I know you’re all correct, and we sure as shit won’t make the same mistake again.”  
 
    “Does this mean we need to take out Lobrem?” Selius asked.  
 
    The halfling kid petted Azure nervously, and when he forgot that he was supposed to be petting the young dragon, Azure huffed and scampered over to me so I could scratch him under the chin.  
 
    “Eventually, I don’t think we’ll have a choice,” I answered. “But right now, we need him, and that means we’ll use him as long as he’s useful.”  
 
    “And then we’ll take him out,” Penny growled. “Just like Hebal.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Just like Hebal.”  
 
    “What do you want us to do until then?” Skam asked. “I know he’ll want to come with us on our next deliveries, and I don’t know about you, but I don’t like the idea that Lobrem will know our exact route or our exact customers.”  
 
    “He won’t,” I said, “because we won’t let him.”  
 
    “But if we can’t make a move against him, yet,” Penny said, “then how are you going to keep him from coming on our deliveries?”  
 
    “Oh, we’ll take him on our deliveries,” I said, “but only on the ones that we want him to know about.”  
 
    “You don’t think he’ll suspect you of lying?” Selius asked.  
 
    “Not if we’re very, very convincing,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “Lobrem will have us watched,” Ava said. “Or at least, he will have the dwarven guards on alert to watch us in their district and the Entertainment District.”  
 
    “I’m sure you’re right,” I said, “so we stick to the same rules as the ones we came up with for Tevian. Try not to go anywhere by yourselves if you can help it and keep one eye on your back.”  
 
    “Four of us here are thieves,” the redheaded pixie pointed out, “and Ava’s an assassin, so we’re all pretty used to looking over our shoulders.”  
 
    “It’s a good thing, too,” Skam chuckled, “since the number of people who want to see our heads on pikes seems to be growing every day.”  
 
    “You can’t build an empire without pissing off a few people,” I laughed. “We should be alright with Lobrem for a while. We’re not due for another delivery to the dwarven district until a week from now, and I’m not worried about that delivery anyway.”  
 
    “I guess Vazmet is Lobrem’s father,” Penny said, “so Lobrem probably already knows that the Retired Miners Association gets a weekly delivery of whiskey.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said, “so when Lobrem comes with us to make that delivery, we’ll just take a different route than usual so we make sure that nothing links our route back to the warehouse.”  
 
    “What about our deliveries in the Entertainment District?” Ava asked.  
 
    “That’s where we really need to be careful,” I said. “We’ll need to be careful here because this is where our distillery is, but we don’t have any other contracts in the dwarven district yet. But the Entertainment District--”  
 
    “Is where we’re about to have a boom in business,” Penny finished for me.  
 
    “Right,” I said. “Thanks in part to the theatre, but also thanks to Mistress Davies and the other brothels that I’m sure will sign up right after her.”  
 
    “So what’s the play there?” Selius asked. “Take Lobrem to only some of our customers there and hope he doesn’t guess that there’s more of them?”  
 
    “Bright kid,” I said. “We’ll take him to the smaller brothel we got to sign up with us before Mistress Davies, and we’ll also take him to the theatre since by now, everyone in the Entertainment District knows that there’s whiskey at Count Kieran’s shows, but we’ll deliver fewer barrels than we normally do. That way, Lobrem will think that he knows the actual number of barrels that we deliver, but of course, he’ll be wrong.”  
 
    “He tries to screw us over, so we screw him over,” Penny said. “So the fewer barrels he thinks we’re delivering, the less money we owe him for protection. I like it.”  
 
    “But how will we get the rest of the barrels into the theatre?” Selius asked. “And to Mistress Davies and anyone else that we get as a customer?”  
 
    “We’ll come up with something,” I told the halfling kid. “The most important thing right now is that we’re all safe, and that Lobrem thinks we’re delivering a lot fewer barrels than we actually are.”  
 
    “It’s a good thing he isn’t trying to charge us protection money for the halfling district, too,” Penny growled.  
 
    “Lucky for us, the dwarven guard don’t go up into the halfling district very often,” I agreed, “and we might be able to work that to our advantage when we eventually get more customers there.”  
 
    “We’ll just have to be on the lookout for elves in the halfling district,” Selius groaned.  
 
    “Hopefully not for long,” I said. “At least not if we can get rid of Tevian.”  
 
    “Oh, we will,” Ava growled, and I grinned at the assassin’s enthusiasm.  
 
    A quiet knock suddenly sounded at the warehouse door, followed by a pause and then another series of knocks. I was first to my feet, and even though the series of knocks told me that it was one of us, I still checked before I unlocked the door.  
 
    “It’s Cim,” the beautiful dancer called through the door.  
 
    I let the graceful woman inside, and as soon as I secured the door, I saw that Cimarra must have come in a hurry. The dancer’s raven-black hair was only half-pulled up, and the rest of it was loose around her face like she had just run through the streets to come find me.  
 
    “Cim, you okay?” I asked as I rested my hand on her waist.  
 
    “I’m fine,” the dancer said quickly. “It’s not me. It’s Madame Rindell.”  
 
    “What now?” I asked.  
 
    “Rindell just found out that her girls at the theatre aren’t the only whiskey game in the Entertainment District,” Cimarra explained. “She just heard that Mistress Davies is selling whiskey, too, and she’s demanding to speak with you, Wade, or she says her girls won’t work anymore.”  
 
    “Fucking Rindell,” I groaned.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 - Dar 
 
    People liked to shit all over the Entertainment District, sometimes even literally, but when it came to street food that was as delicious as it was cheap, it really couldn’t be beat.  
 
    I scarfed down the rest of my fried rice ball and licked the juice from the olives that ran down my wrist. I had a long afternoon of negotiations with some brothels since, of course, food wasn’t the only thing you could get for cheap in this district, so I figured I might as well start the afternoon with a full belly.  
 
    I was glad that Wade hadn’t told me to rest or take it easy or any of that bullshit after Tevian interrogated me. My friend knew me well enough to understand that I wouldn’t want to just sit around and do nothing while everyone else had important tasks to carry out, and Wade also knew that after I had felt so powerless against the elf’s questions, I would want to take charge of something to take back some control.  
 
    Of course, I also didn’t mind the fact that my task this afternoon would lead me into some of the finer brothels in the Entertainment District. I would get to see some beautiful women and set up some deals to sell our whiskey, so all in all, it promised to be a good day.  
 
    I wiped the crumbs from my hands off on my pants and surveyed the main street through the district. We already had Mistress Davies on board, plus another smaller brothel in a less busy area, so it made sense for me to try my luck at one of the rival whorehouses.  
 
    All the brothels had their own specialties, but soon enough, they would all have one thing in common, and that was our fucking whiskey.  
 
    I picked a stoop a few doors down from the brothel of Mistress Davies, settled myself down on the steps once I made sure that no one was coming in or out of the abandoned building, and then started watching the clientele of all the whorehouses on the street. I couldn’t very well go in and ask Mistress Davies who her biggest rivals were, but I could sit here and pass the time while I watched to see the kinds of customers that went inside her brothel.  
 
    Then I’d take a look at some of the other big houses on the street to see which ones attracted similar clients, and that should give me enough of an idea about who the mistress’ rivals were. And once I knew who her rivals were, I’d know who might be interested in selling whiskey so they could keep up with their competition against Mistress Davies.  
 
    Even I had to admit that it was hard to stay focused on this street. It wasn’t even nighttime, but already, the streets swarmed with people of every race and description, and I would have liked nothing more than just to watch and see where each one of them was headed. I was a halfling, after all, and my people weren’t exactly known to keep their noses out of business that didn’t belong to them.  
 
    You could never keep your nose out of anything, Idarim, a voice laughed inside my head.  
 
    Faye.  
 
    I hadn’t heard from her in a while, even though I knew she was only in my head now. I hadn’t heard her real voice since… well, a lot of years had passed between then and now. Still, sometimes when I was alone, I imagined that I could still hear her talking to me like the elves hadn’t killed her after all.  
 
    “I know, I know,” I sighed.  
 
    A dwarf shot me a funny look when he heard me talking to myself, and then he hurried past me and up the stairs into Mistress Davies’ house.  
 
    “I can’t help it that I find people interesting,” I muttered.  
 
    You find their stories interesting, Faye seemed to laugh again. Not the people themselves.  
 
    That might have been true. People were only as interesting to me as their stories were, and that was part of what made me a good lookout as I studied the next string of customers who entered Mistress Davies’ whorehouse.  
 
    Stories were all part of why I had become friends with Wade so early on at the Thief’s Guild. He’d been a scruffy human teenager when he came to the city, but damn if he hadn’t been able to tell a good story. And what made it even better was the fact that whenever Wade told us whatever crazy thing he had done that day, whether he’d picked an elven guard’s pocket or stolen a garter off a halfling matron, I knew that he had actually always done it.  
 
    I never would have guessed that years later, I would help him overthrow the Thief’s Guild and start a whiskey empire right under the elves’ noses. I couldn’t say that I was surprised by how things had turned out. I hadn’t known exactly where the future would take us, but I’d always known that Wade was going places.  
 
    After all, you don’t survive an orc massacre, fight your way through the city streets, claw your way into the halfling Thief’s Guild, and become one of the best thieves in the city if you weren’t heading somewhere big. So when the Rainbow Keys had chosen Wade, I wasn’t caught off guard. He was a fucking conqueror, and the keys had just been a way to show that even the Ancient Lords recognized what a champion he was.  
 
    I just felt lucky that I was able to be a part of it all.  
 
    Aren’t you supposed to be watching the door? Faye’s voice scolded me.  
 
    “I am,” I muttered. “A person can do two things at once, can’t they?”  
 
    A person, maybe, she chuckled. A halfling? I think not.  
 
    I rolled my eyes, but turned my attention back to the brothel door. So far, dwarves seemed to be the most common customers that mistress Davies attracted, but there were also a fair number of halflings and even a few humans who were somehow able to afford her rates.  
 
    The dwarves who entered her brothel were mostly well-dressed, but none of them had on the uniforms of the dwarven guard, so I assumed that they must all be businessmen of some sort who ran shops back in their own district. The halflings were well-dressed, too, and I even recognized one of them as the owner of a home decorating shop that stood across the street from Osman’s old coffeehouse.  
 
    I knew that Wade had seen Golierian try to sneak inside the brothel, too, but he seemed to be the exception to the usual type of customers that Mistress Davies attracted. So far, I hadn’t seen any other elves try to enter the whorehouse, and I felt my shoulders relax a little in relief.  
 
    Mistress Davies was a smart woman, so she would know better than to try to sell whiskey to an elf, but I still felt glad to know that there wouldn’t be too much potential for elves to discover the whiskey inside her brothel accidentally.  
 
    Once I felt like I had a good grasp of the type of clientele that Mistress Davies drew in, I let my gaze wander up and down the street for any other brothels that attracted that same type. There was one whorehouse a few blocks down that seemed to only attract humans, so that wouldn’t do, and there was another one that seemed to cater to rich halflings. That was closer, but still not quite right.  
 
    Finally, my gaze came to rest on a brightly painted brothel with a cheerful yellow sign, and if it hadn’t had the mark of a whorehouse on the sign itself, I might have thought it was a bakery or something equally as out-of-place in the Entertainment District.  
 
    It didn’t look like a whorehouse, but as I studied the customers coming in and out of it, I knew that it was. There were rich dwarves and well-dressed halflings, and each one who came outside had a big smile on his face that could only mean one thing.  
 
    Maybe it means your mind is always in the gutter, Idarim, Faye seemed to laugh again.  
 
    If she’d been here with me, we would have laughed about it together, and she would have pointed out some detail of the customers’ clothing that I hadn’t noticed before, or she would have drawn my attention to the fact that two dwarves had forgotten to fully button their pants before they left the brothel.  
 
    “But you’re not here with me,” I whispered.  
 
    For just a second, I was almost angry with her that she had chosen to go to one of the protests when the elves first banned alcohol, but then I remembered that I really should be mad at the elves since Faye had only been doing what she thought was the right thing.  
 
    “Alright, Madame Bernard,” I said as I read the bright yellow sign of the whorehouse, “let’s see if I can interest you in a little whiskey.”  
 
    I took my time as I walked toward Madame Bernard’s, and now and then I paused like I saw something interesting on the ground in front of me, just so I could make sure that I wasn’t being followed. I didn’t think Tevian would come after me again so soon, but it was always possible that he had just decided to watch me instead and see if I did anything or went anywhere that he could use against Wade.  
 
    I couldn’t wait for the day that we got rid of that fucking night elf bastard. I wondered if he had been captain of the guard when alcohol was first outlawed, but I’d been much less interested in politics then, so I didn’t really know. If he had been, then that would mean that he had been in charge of the elven guards when they attacked the protestors. And that would mean-- 
 
    “And what can we do for you today, handsome?” the halfling woman at the brothel door interrupted my thoughts.  
 
    “Well, in point of fact,” I said as I leaned forward like I was about to tell her something confidential, “I’m looking for Madame Bernard herself.”  
 
    “Oh, you want to skip straight to the top, do you?” The halfling woman fluttered her long eyelashes at me. “I hate to disappoint a handsome thing like you, but Madame Bernard is actually with another customer right now. But we have all sorts of other girls who I promise will do just as good a job, so--”  
 
    “I appreciate that,” I said, “but I’m actually here to see her about something very particular. It’s business, but my business and not hers, and trust me when I say that I’m pretty sure she’ll want to hear me out.”  
 
    The pretty halfling woman narrowed her eyes, folded her arms across her chest, and opened her mouth to call for the bouncer.  
 
    “Wait just a minute,” I cut her off before she was able to yell for the ugly dwarven fucker that I saw in the shadows behind her.  
 
    “What do you really want?” she demanded. “Explain it quickly before you back up the line of customers.”  
 
    “I want to see Madame Bernard,” I repeated, but this time, I slipped a silver coin into the halfling woman’s hand. “Please.”  
 
    She suddenly seemed much more interested in what I had to say.  
 
    “What’s this about?” the halfling woman asked me as she dropped her arms back to her sides. “If I’m going to interrupt the madame with a client, I need to have a good reason.”  
 
    “Have you by any chance heard about Mistress Davies’ latest bonus offering for some of her more regular clients?” I whispered.  
 
    The halfling woman’s eyes widened, and I knew I had her attention now.  
 
    “Are you talking about…” The halfling woman trailed off and glanced behind me like she expected an elf to be hiding in my shadow and just waiting for her to say the word.  
 
    “Something special to drink?” I grinned.  
 
    “Are you talking about whiskey?” she whispered.  
 
    “Only if you think Madame Bernard might be interested,” I answered.  
 
    “You’re damn right she will be,” the halfling woman swore. “Come with me.”  
 
    I followed her inside the brothel, and again, I was struck by how much the cheerfully painted whorehouse reminded me of a bakery. It even smelled like fresh-baked cookies, and I wondered if that was all part of the appeal.  
 
    After all, every whorehouse had to have its specialty.  
 
    The halfling woman waved aside the concerns of the dwarven woman at the hostess’ desk, but she did reach behind the desk, grab something, and then reached back to hand me a butter cookie. My mouth watered despite myself, but I figured that it might be rude to refuse, so I wolfed it down and immediately wished for another one.  
 
    “Wait here,” the halfling woman instructed when we reached the end of a long hallway. “I’ll just peek my head in and see how close she is.”  
 
    I looked away as she carefully twisted the door handle to look inside. It sounded like a damn acrobatic show inside, and the halfling woman quickly shut the door.  
 
    “Give her one minute,” she said with a smile. “So how does a handsome halfling like you end up running an illegal whiskey business?”  
 
    “I’m just part of the operation,” I said. “We saw a need, so we thought we should try to fill it.”  
 
    “You know,” the halfling woman said as she fluttered her eyelashes again, “if you see anything that you need now, I’m pretty sure I could take care of that for you.”  
 
    “Not today,” I said politely, “but thanks all the same.”  
 
    “Anytime,” she said. “Just ask for Annabel.”  
 
    “You got it,” I said.  
 
    The door to the madame’s room opened, and a red-faced dwarf barreled past us with such a huge grin on his face that I wasn’t even sure he had seen us.  
 
    “Give us just one minute,” Annabel said and then ducked into the room.  
 
    Sure enough, one minute later, Annabel opened the door to let me inside. The room was small but surprisingly tidy, and the bed in the corner of the room was covered with a spotless white blanket. Several yellow-cushioned chairs were positioned in a half-circle around the fireplace, and in front of the fire, a human woman was bent over as she poured some tea into two small cups.  
 
    “Thank you, Annabel,” the human woman called. “That will be all.”  
 
    Annabel gave a little curtsey at the door and left me with the madame. As soon as the door was closed, the human woman straightened her posture, turned toward me, and held out a steaming teacup.  
 
    “I didn’t catch your name,” she said, “but won’t you join me?”  
 
    “Sure,” I answered. “The name’s Dar, and thanks very much.”  
 
    Madame Bernard was a middle-aged woman with a little extra padding just about everywhere, but I could tell that she’d been quite the beauty when she was younger. She moved elegantly like a noblewoman, and even the wisps of her graying hair seemed to sway with grace where they curled around her face.  
 
    Once we were both seated in front of the fire, I took a sip of the pungent tea. It tasted like berries and the earth, and it sent a gentle shiver of warmth down the back of my spine.  
 
    “So,” Madame Bernard said finally, “I hear that you have something that might interest me.”  
 
    “I do,” I said, “and I won’t waste your time by dragging it out. I’ve got some whiskey that I’d like to sell, long term, and I think your house would be a perfect place to sell it.”  
 
    “And why is that?” the madame asked. “Why is my house perfect?”  
 
    “You mean aside from that butter cookie Annabel gave me when I first came in?” I chuckled. “Your rivals with Mistress Davies, right?”  
 
    “You’re very observant,” Madame Bernard said. “Go on.”  
 
    “I have a feeling that you’re very observant yourself,” I said, “and that’s why you already know that Davies is selling whiskey to her customers now.”  
 
    “Supplied by you, no doubt,” the human woman said with a little smile.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” I grinned. “But see, my associates and myself are all about equal opportunity, so we would like to give you an equal opportunity to get in on the whiskey business.”  
 
    “You also realize, of course,” Madame Bernard said, “that if Davies offers whiskey to her customers, I have no choice but to try to offer it to mine as well.”  
 
    “That’s entirely up to you,” I said. “No one will force you to do anything. That’s not our style. You’ve got your own particular customers with their own particular wants and needs, and if you think your business can sustain itself against Davies now that she’s added whiskey into the mix, then that’s fine with us.”  
 
    “I’m listening,” the human woman said as she took another sip of her tea.  
 
    “But if you are interested in selling whiskey,” I continued, “then I can offer you some absolute top-quality product at a price low enough you’ll still be able to make a killing on the profit.”  
 
    “How low of a price?” the woman demanded.  
 
    “Eighty gold a barrel,” I said, “and a barrel should last you a week or two, depending on how many customers you sell to.”  
 
    Madame Bernard took another sip of tea and tilted her head to the side like she was calculating the figures in her head.  
 
    “You supply the girls at the theatre, too, don’t you?” she asked suddenly.  
 
    “Why do you ask?”  
 
    “Because I really hate Rindell,” the woman laughed. “So the idea that I would be selling the same whiskey as that bitch just really makes my day. She’d be so mad if she knew that I was selling the same stuff in my house that her girls sell in the theatre.”  
 
    “Why do you hate Rindell?” I couldn’t help but ask. “I wouldn’t really think she was a real rival to you since even when she had a dancehall of her own, it was--”  
 
    “An acquired taste?” Madame Bernard chuckled. “No, she only wishes that she was my rival. Rindell’s just a bitch and has been ever since she started calling herself ‘madame’ when that was my name in the first place.”  
 
    “Oh, you know each other?” I realized.  
 
    “We used to,” the human woman corrected me. “A very long time ago, back when we both worked the streets and hadn’t even dreamed of having a house of our own.”  
 
    “That sounds like a good story,” I said.  
 
    “For another time, perhaps,” Madame Bernard answered with a smile. “So, eighty gold a barrel once every week or two?”  
 
    “That’s the proposal,” I said. “Are you in?”  
 
    “How will you get the barrel here?” the woman asked as she brushed a graying hair out of her eyes. “I don’t want to bring the elves down on my head.”  
 
    “Trust me, neither do we,” I assured her. “Don’t worry about the delivery. We’ll take care of all of that, and I promise you and your girls won’t find yourselves in trouble on that account.”  
 
    “But if we’re caught selling to someone that we shouldn’t, then we’re on our own, right?” Madame Bernard guessed.  
 
    “That’s the idea,” I said. “Like I said, you’re very observant.”  
 
    “You don’t get to be my age in this business if you haven’t learned a thing or two along the way,” she said with a shrug. “Those are fair terms.”  
 
    “I’m glad you think so,” I said. “So once the whiskey is yours, it’s yours, and you don’t know who delivered it or where it came from.”  
 
    “I understand,” Madame Bernard answered. “Any other rules I should know about?”  
 
    “No one gets more than two drinks per visit,” I said.  
 
    “Fair enough,” she said. “Final question-- do you have a sample?”  
 
    I handed her the small flask that I kept inside the pocket of my cloak, and she took a swig and then grinned as she handed it back to me.  
 
    “You’ve got yourself a deal, Dar,” she said. “Eighty gold a barrel.”  
 
    “Nice doing business with you,” I said with a smile. “We’ll have your barrel to you soon enough, but you’ll forgive me if I don’t share the details of our delivery times and routes with you just yet.”  
 
    “Of course,” Madame Bernard said. “You’ve got to protect yourself, same as me.”  
 
    “Look for it by the end of the week,” I said. “And until then, it’s been a pleasure.”  
 
    “The pleasure was all mine,” the human woman said as she showed me to the door. “I’d take the back door out if I were you. Unless you’re interested in being cornered by Annabel, of course.”  
 
    “Not today,” I laughed. “Thanks for the tip, Madame Bernard. You’ll be hearing from us soon.”  
 
    After we shook hands, I slipped down the hallway, nabbed another butter cookie for myself, and sneaked past the dwarven woman at the hostess desk to go out the back door of Madame Bernard’s brothel.  
 
    I hadn’t made it a dozen steps down the back street before I saw something that made my blood boil.  
 
    A group of human and halfling thugs had surrounded some poor girl who was just trying to get past them, and every time she took a step to go around them, another thug stepped in her way so she couldn’t move. I glanced at the sky and realized that the daylight had already started to fade, and that meant the Entertainment District was about to get real rowdy. 
 
    “Where you going, sweet thing?” one of the thugs laughed.  
 
    “Don’t you have a kiss for us first, sweetheart?” another one chuckled. “Maybe we’ll let you go for one kiss.”  
 
    “Please, just let me go,” the girl said, and she sounded terrified.  
 
    Just then, one of the thugs took a half-step to the left so that I saw the girl’s face, and if my blood had been boiling before, it steamed out of my goddamn ears now.  
 
    It was Ashlin.  
 
    I clamped down on my tongue to keep from shouting at them since I knew they wouldn’t think much about one small halfling who tried to confront them. Instead, I slipped my dagger into my hand and kept to the shadows as I crept along the backs of the whorehouses toward the group of thugs.  
 
    I was only a few paces away from them now, and the young dancer from the theatre looked even more scared now. I knew she didn’t see me, but I didn’t want anyone to know that I was there until the last minute.  
 
    “Come on, just give us a little something,” one of the human thugs said. “Then we’ll let you go. Right, boys?”  
 
    They all laughed, and I knew Ashlin was about to have no choice in the matter.  
 
    But now I knew everything that I needed to. I knew that this human thug was the ringleader, and that meant if I could get him in line, then the others would follow.  
 
    At least I sure as shit hoped so.  
 
    I moved as quietly and as quickly as I would if I just wanted to pick his pocket, but before any of the thugs realized that they weren’t alone in the street, my dagger was pressed in between the human ringleader’s ribs. I yanked back on his cloak with my fist tightly enough that the fabric cut into his throat.  
 
    “Listen up, motherfucker,” I growled as I forced him to walk backward away from the other thugs. “You call your boys off and leave her alone, or I swear to the Ancients that I’ll run you through.”  
 
    The rest of the thugs just stared at us like I’d appeared out of thin fucking air.  
 
    “They’ll kill you if you kill me,” the human said, but I could hear the tremble in his voice.  
 
    “Maybe,” I grunted, “but you’ll still be dead, won’t you?”  
 
    “Okay, okay,” the human pleaded as he raised his hands, “just take your knife out of my ribs.”  
 
    “Tell them to get out of my sight first,” I said.  
 
    “Just go!” he ordered the other thugs. “Get out of here!”  
 
    The rest of the group grumbled, but since they didn’t want to piss off their ringleader, they just stepped around Ashlin and disappeared around the next street corner.  
 
    “Now when I let you go, you’re gonna follow your friends. Got it?” I demanded. “Otherwise, you should know that I can throw a knife from fifty paces away and still hit my target.”  
 
    That was definitely a lie, but this scumbag didn’t need to know that.  
 
    “Got it,” the human thug said.  
 
    “Then get the fuck away from me,” I growled and kicked him in the rear.  
 
    The human half-fell to his knees and then scrambled away after his friends. Ashlin was just about to flee the other direction when she suddenly caught sight of my face, and she wrapped her arms around me with a little sob.  
 
    “Hush now, it’s fine,” I said as I patted her back awkwardly.  
 
    I’d never been very good at comforting people, but Ashlin didn’t seem to notice.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked. “Did they hurt you?”  
 
    The young dancer pulled away from me and shook her head.  
 
    “Good,” I said, “but what the fuck were you doing back here anyway? Don’t you know the sun is about to set, and a pretty human girl like you shouldn’t be out here by yourself?”  
 
    “I know,” Ashlin sniffled. “I was supposed to be getting some caramels for Rindell, and I thought she said the vendor was on this street, but then I came over here and they--”  
 
    “It’s okay, they’re gone now,” I reassured her after I looked both ways to make sure that they weren’t about to come back. “Now tell me, what the fuck does Rindell want with caramels? And why the hell would she tell you they’re back here? There aren’t any vendors on the backsides of whorehouses, only on the main drags.”  
 
    “Rindell said that if her girls had caramels, maybe they could be persuaded to serve whiskey at the theatre tonight after all,” Ashlin said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know there weren’t any vendors back here, or I--”  
 
    “You don’t have anything to be sorry about, Ashlin,” I growled, “but Rindell fucking does. What do you mean, they might serve whiskey after all?”  
 
    “She’s really pissed that Wade has been selling whiskey to some of the brothels,” Ashlin said, “and she’s threatened to go on strike. I didn’t want Wade to get upset, so I thought that if I helped Rindell with her girls—”  
 
    “She won’t go on strike if she knows what’s good for her,” I said. “I’m sure she’s just bluffing like she usually does. I’m just sorry you got caught in the middle of it.”  
 
    “I’m just glad you came along when you did,” she said. “Thank you, Dar.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I told her. “Now, come on, let me walk you back to the theatre. If Rindell asks about the caramels, tell her I said she should get them herself next time. You don’t work for her.”  
 
    Ashlin stayed as close to me as my shadow as I led the young dancer down the block, turned the corner, and then walked with her down the main drag that led back to the theatre. I stayed across the street until I watched her go safely inside, and then I studied the other buildings on the same block as the Count’s theatre.  
 
    It looked like we might need to get Rindell her own dancehall sooner than we’d planned. The madame was getting more and more demanding, and I didn’t like how tied up she was with our business right now. We’d still need her to be close, of course, so we could still keep an eye on her, but we also needed to get her into a dancehall of her own so she wasn’t right under our feet all the goddamn time.  
 
    When Cimarra and Wade found out what she’d told Ashlin, I didn’t know what they’d be more pissed about-- the fact that the madame had threatened not to serve whiskey at the theatre or the fact that she’d sent Ashlin out to a vendor that didn’t exist just to fuck with the poor dancer. Rindell was fucked up enough that she might have even put Ashlin in harm’s way on purpose, and if that was true, Cimarra and Wade would want to take turns bashing in the madame’s skull.  
 
    But not yet. Right now, we still needed her, so we’d have to find a way to deal with her, and the first step in that direction meant finding her a dancehall of her own.  
 
    As I glanced up and down the block while the daylight continued to fade and the street lamps started to be lit, a small run-down building caught my attention just a few doors down from the theatre. There was a For Sale sign in the window, but the rest of the window had been boarded up, and the door itself hung a little crooked on its hinges.  
 
    I walked a little closer to it and saw that the faded sign over the door read Trixie’s, so I shrugged and walked up to the front door. There was no bouncer at the door, and that was my first indication that Trixie’s was not doing so well.  
 
    Well, maybe the second sign. The crooked door and boarded up windows were pretty clear indicators, too.  
 
    There might not have been a bouncer, but there was a thin middle-aged halfling woman just inside the door who smiled as soon as I stepped into the run-down brothel. She kept her teeth hidden, and I wondered how many of them were still inside her skull.  
 
    “Is your madame around?” I asked the woman before she could say anything.  
 
    “Who wants to know?” the woman demanded.  
 
    “Someone who might be interested in that For Sale sign out front,” I said.  
 
    “Really?” The woman raised her eyebrows and looked me up and down. “In that case, I’m Trixie.”  
 
    I kept my surprise to myself. Her brothel must really be struggling if she had to serve as the hostess to her own whorehouse, but as I glanced around the inside of the place, I got the impression that Trixie might be madame, hostess, and the only whore left in her brothel.  
 
    The place seemed fucking deserted.  
 
    “Why don’t you show me around the place?” I asked. “Then I can decide if I’m really interested.”  
 
    “We’re a small operation,” Trixie explained, “but the building’s a good one, even if we’ve fallen a little too much on hard times to really keep it up like we should.”  
 
    “Why the hard times?” I asked.  
 
    “My best girls went to work for some of my competitors,” the madame said with a shrug. “I always wanted to keep this place small, but my girls had grand ideas that they could move up in society if they worked for one of the bigger houses.”  
 
    “And did they?” I glanced around the main lobby while we talked and noted the number of repairs that would have to be made if this was going to be Rindell’s new dancehall.  
 
    “A working girl can only move so far up in society,” Trixie laughed. “All the pretty gowns in the world can’t cover up the whore in someone like me.”  
 
    “I guess it doesn’t really matter since they still left you in the weeds when they took off,” I said. “How many rooms do you have?”  
 
    “Eight altogether, plus a little something special,” Trixie said. “Come this way.”  
 
    I followed her across the main lobby and noted that the walls were stained with smoke from the candles that ringed the room. They would need a good scrubbing to bring some light back into the room, but the lobby itself was a solid size, and I thought it might even be big enough to serve as the main room of a dancehall.  
 
    Once we reached the other side of the lobby, we stepped through a closed door into a hallway that stretched from right to left with all the individual girls’ rooms. I heard moans from one room on the right, but otherwise, everything was unsettlingly quiet for a brothel.  
 
    “This way,” Trixie said as she led us down the hallway to the left.  
 
    When we reached the end of it, the hallway seemed to stop at a blank wall, but the halfling woman ran her fingers along the edge of the wall and then hooked her fingers around a dip in the wood. As soon as she squeezed, I heard a lock release, and the secret door opened into a dark room.  
 
    “Just a minute,” she said.  
 
    She came back with a candle a few seconds later, and I followed her into the dark room. There were no windows, and the only furniture was a large chair that looked like it had seen better days and a small bed in the corner of the room that hung halfway off an iron frame.  
 
    “What exactly am I looking at?” I asked.  
 
    “Whatever you want it to be,” Trixie said with a smile. “It’s pretty soundproof in here, so when business was good, I used to use it for clients with more… specific… tastes.”  
 
    “I can imagine,” I said as I wrinkled my nose in distaste.  
 
    I didn’t want to think about what this secret room had been used for before, but I could already see the potential for it if we bought this brothel and made it Rindell’s new dancehall. We could store whiskey there, of course, but we could also use it for interrogations of our own. If we wanted anyone to disappear or even just to ask them a few questions, this would be the perfect spot, and I had a feeling that as our business continued to grow, this kind of room might end up really coming in handy.  
 
    Trixie’s was run-down, but it had everything that Madame Rindell would need. Rindell only had five girls who still worked for her, so the eight rooms meant that there was even a little room for growth when she just started out. We’d have to fix up the lobby into a dancehall, but that should be relatively easy, and aside from the secret back room, there was also the fact that this building was so close to the theatre. That meant Rindell would be out of the theatre itself and save us the headache of seeing her all the time, but she would still be close enough that we could keep tabs on her whenever we wanted to.  
 
    “So, what do you think?” Trixie asked.  
 
    “I think I just might like it,” I said to her with a grin.  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “So, Rindell’s making a nuisance of herself again, is she?” I groaned.  
 
    “Isn’t she always?” Penny muttered.  
 
    I sighed and invited Cimarra to sit down inside the warehouse. Madame Rindell was getting to be more of a pain every day, but I wasn’t ready to get rid of her just yet. Right now, I still needed her and I could definitely still use her for a little longer, but she definitely wasn’t making it easy on me.  
 
    “What did you tell her?” I asked the dancer. “When she said her girls wouldn’t serve whiskey tonight if I didn’t talk to her first, what did you say?”  
 
    “I said that she was taking a big risk with that decision,” Cimarra said as she smoothed down the waves of her dark hair. “And I said that she was welcome to make any decision that she wanted to, but that doesn’t mean there won’t be consequences.”  
 
    I smiled at how sure of herself Cimarra was.  
 
    She had told Rindell exactly what I would have wanted her to say, but I wasn’t surprised. Cimarra was as smart as she was beautiful, and she was not afraid to speak her mind, especially when it came to the protection of our business.  
 
    “Good,” I said. “I’m glad you didn’t let her think that she had the upper hand, even though that means we won’t have servers at the performance tonight.”  
 
    “Shouldn’t the performance be starting right about now?” Selius asked.  
 
    “I took care of that, too,” the graceful dancer said.  
 
    “How?” Ava asked.  
 
    “I arranged for some of the dancers to miss the show tonight,” Cimarra said, “so they could serve drinks to the audience instead. The Count was upset, of course, but I told him how to adjust the dance numbers to make up for the missing girls, so he’ll be fine.”  
 
    “Thank you, Cim,” I said with a smile. “That’s perfect.”  
 
    “I also told Rindell’s girls that if they still wanted to serve drinks tonight, in spite of what the madame said, that they could,” Cimarra said, “and that if they did, they would have your gratitude and your protection.”  
 
    “Did any of them take you up on that offer?” Skam asked.  
 
    “I left before the performance started, so I’m not sure,” the dancer replied, “but I told Ashlin to keep an eye out, and she’ll report back to me how everything went after I left.”  
 
    “They’re probably too scared of Rindell to make a move against her while she’s breathing down their necks,” Penny said.  
 
    “That was my thinking, too,” Cimarra agreed, “but I do think that Tea and Ruby--”  
 
    “Sorry, which ones are those?” Selius asked as his face turned red at the thought of the dancehall girls.  
 
    “Formerly known as Miss Teacakes and Miss Daffodil,” Cimarra answered. “I think at least Tea and Ruby will risk the madame’s wrath and still serve drinks, and I’m hoping that a few of the other girls will, too.”  
 
    “It’d be a nice punch in the gut to Rindell if they went against her,” Penny said.  
 
    “I think they all want to,” Cimarra said, “but Rindell keeps such a short leash on them that they’re barely even allowed outside without her permission.”  
 
    “That’s going to change,” I growled. “Rindell’s either going to change her rules, or she’s going to find herself out on the street herself, or worse.”  
 
    “I take it that means you’re not going to see her right away,” Skam chuckled.  
 
    “You would be right, my friend,” I said. “Rindell can wait. She needs to be reminded of who’s in charge here, and that means I want her to get good and uncomfortable before I go talk to her.”  
 
    “Do you think she’ll realize she fucked up?” Penny asked.  
 
    “Maybe,” I answered, “but if she doesn’t, she’ll figure it out soon enough. Besides, I want to get a little more leverage over her before I go talk to her again.”  
 
    “What kind of leverage?” Cimarra asked.  
 
    “Oh, just some information on our old friend Golierian,” I said with a grin, “because as soon as we find out if we can bribe him, we can start to make our moves to put him into Tevian’s position.”  
 
    “And then we can dispose of Tevian,” Ava said with a little click of her tongue.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “And once we’ve rid ourselves of Tevian, that means we’ve cut off Rindell’s biggest connection, so she won’t be able to turn around and try to stab us in the back quite so easily.”  
 
    “So how are we going to get this leverage?” Selius asked.  
 
    “That’s a job for Penny and me,” I told the halfling kid. “Assuming you’re up for it, Penny?”  
 
    “Does this mean we get to break into something?” the pixie thief snickered.  
 
    “You know it does,” I laughed.  
 
    “Then I’m definitely fucking up for it,” the redhead answered. “When do we leave?”  
 
    “The sun’s setting,” I said, “so I think the timing is just about perfect for breaking into the elven jail in the halfling district, don’t you?”  
 
    “I couldn’t agree with you more,” Penny said with a grin. “Looks like you lot are on distillery duty tonight.”  
 
    “We’ll take care of everything here,” Cimarra said. “You just take care of yourself, Penny. And you, too, Wade.”  
 
    “Thanks,” the redhead murmured as her cheeks turned a little pink.  
 
    “We’ve got the distillery under control,” Skam said. “Besides, I’ve been trying to work with the lad here on some of his pickpocketing moves in our spare time.”  
 
    “I think I’ve gotten a little rusty since we ended the Thief’s Guild,” Selius admitted.  
 
    “Then I guess it’s a good thing we’ve got a world-class dwarven thief on the team, isn’t it?” I chuckled. “You never know when you might need to nab something off someone, Selius, so learn whatever you can from Skam, alright?”  
 
    “You got it,” the halfling kid said.  
 
    “And Ava?” I turned toward the blonde assassin.  
 
    “Yes?” she murmured.  
 
    “Stay close,” I said. “I may need you even sooner than I think.”  
 
    “I will be here,” Ava said.  
 
    “Then let’s get out of here, Penny,” I said. “We’ve got to make it all the way to the jail in the halfling district without getting caught, so we’d better get a move on.”  
 
    The redhead and I left the warehouse distillery and headed through the strong smells of the spice market to take the most direct route back toward the halfling district. Even though the spice market shut down right when the sun had set, the scent of dwarven spices was still thick enough that we had to cover our mouths several times to keep the smell from going down our throats like we’d just eaten some of the damned stuff.  
 
    Unlike the halfling district and the Entertainment District, the dwarf district was fairly quiet after sunset. Dwarves tended to be more law abiding than the rest of the races, but that was partly because the elves gave them a little more control over their own affairs than everybody else.  
 
    After all, it wasn’t like there were halfling guard patrols all over the city, and there certainly weren’t any human guards. Only the dwarves were allowed to have their own patrols to keep order in their district, and that was partially because most of them were so obedient to the elves.  
 
    So as we crept through the streets of the dwarf district now, we didn’t encounter any dwarves out and about around us. If they were up, they were likely in one of the city’s other districts where there were actually businesses and entertainments to be found after dark.  
 
    Only once did we come across a dwarven patrol as they conducted one of their regular sweeps of the area, but the leader of the patrol took one look at my face in the light of the street lamp and nodded for us to continue on our way.  
 
    “At least Lobrem seems like he got the message,” Penny whispered.  
 
    “For now,” I muttered.  
 
    When we reached the border between the dwarf and halfling districts, I saw that the elves had set up a checkpoint at the border for the night. The checkpoint itself wasn’t unusual since the elves sometimes liked to set up surprise inspection stations just to throw us all off and remind us all who was in charge of the city, and after all, there’d been an increase in elven deaths recently, so I shouldn’t have been surprised to see a checkpoint now.  
 
    “How do you want to play this?” the pixie thief asked. “We could say we got delayed on business but are heading back to our apartment at the bakery.”  
 
    I poked my head around the corner again to try to get a better look at the elves who were in charge of the checkpoint tonight.  
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said, “but if Tevian is running the checkpoint, it doesn’t matter what we say. We’ll be fucked no matter what we do.”  
 
    “Can you tell if it’s him?” Penny asked as she poked her head around the corner now, too.  
 
    “I can’t tell,” I said, “and night elves have such good vision that they’d see us coming long before we could tell if Tevian is one of them or not.”  
 
    “Then what’s the plan?” the redhead asked. “How about a classic sneak-around?”  
 
    “How about an overhanded sneak?” I suggested. “We could take to the rooftops?”  
 
    “We’d have to avoid the elven watchtower,” Penny pointed out, “but I think we could manage it.”  
 
    “Do you think we could make it all the way to the jail using just the roofs?” I challenged.  
 
    “You’re on,” Penny said with a grin. “Give me a boost first, would you?”  
 
    I picked up the redheaded pixie by the waist and lifted her overhead toward the gutter of the roof above us. She grasped the edge of the roof, pulled herself up on top, and then kept her stomach low to the roof as she turned back around to watch me.  
 
    I’d have to make my own way up to the roof since she couldn’t pull me up by herself, so I glanced at an abandoned stack of crates a few paces away and tried to estimate how much force it would take to propel myself off them and onto the roof.  
 
    In the end, I just shrugged and went for it.  
 
    I got a running start, raced down the street, jumped onto the highest crate, and then launched myself up toward the roof. My forearms hit their target, and I drew myself fully onto the roof beside Penny. She was already in a low crouch, and I knew she could easily drop to her stomach again if the spotlight from the elven watchtower spun in our direction.  
 
    “Ready?” The redheaded pixie grinned.  
 
    “Let’s do it,” I said.  
 
    And then we were off.  
 
    We kept low as we ran across the rooftop, but even though we kept one eye out for the elven spotlight or for any elves on the ground who might suddenly decide to look up, we still flew so quickly over the rooftops that anyone in the houses themselves probably just thought we were a couple of stray cats out on the prowl.  
 
    When we came to the first gap between rooftops, I jumped first and landed with a quiet thud on the other side. Penny walked herself back a few paces, took even more of a running start, and then leaped after me. Her pixie feet just barely landed on the rooftop beside me, so I reached out to steady her as her body swayed to catch her balance, and then we took off again deeper into the halfling district.  
 
    I knew that Penny liked nothing more than a bit of skulduggery after dark, and I had to admit that I agreed with her. It was what we knew best, and it didn’t hurt that we were also two of the best thieves in the city. I glanced at the pixie once as we ran beside each other, and I smiled to myself as I saw that the hood of her cloak had dropped, and now her bright red hair trailed along behind her like a streak of fire as the wind blew against our faces.  
 
    We were about to reach the center of the halfling district, and that meant we were about to transition from houses to businesses, so it would be slightly trickier to stay on the rooftops. When we jumped from one row of houses to the next, I saw that the next row of roofs was a full story higher than the one we were on now, so I held up my fist and we both came to a stop before we reached the end of our own roof.  
 
    “What now?” I asked. “Do you want to take to the streets?”  
 
    Penny wrinkled her nose, but before she could answer, we both heard voices from the street below us, so we dropped flat to our stomachs.  
 
    The redheaded pixie pulled herself across the roof with her elbows until she could just peek over the gutter at the voices below, and when she scooted herself back toward me, she shook her head.  
 
    “Elves,” she mouthed. “Guards.”  
 
    That meant the street was out, at least until we got a little closer to the jail itself. Of course, the elves also might look up and see us as we flew over their heads, but there was at least a chance of escape that way, and there was no chance of escape if we dropped down at the end of the street in front of a group of night elves with perfect night vision.  
 
    I glanced back up at the row of businesses on the other side of the street. Since they were all a story taller than us, we didn’t stand a chance of jumping both across the street and also high enough to land on top of them, and we definitely wouldn’t be able to do it quietly. I might be able to fling Penny up onto the higher rooftop, but that would still leave me stuck down here.  
 
    The roof itself might be too high, but no one said we couldn’t use the windows. There was always a chance that if we flew across the street in through the open windows, we might accidentally tumble into bed with some surprised halfling housewife who slept above her business, but I figured it was worth the risk.  
 
    I gestured to the window across the street, and Penny nodded. We waited until the voices moved a little further away down below, and then the redheaded pixie adjusted her body into a crouch again. She held up one finger, and I knew that meant she wanted me to wait until she was safely across and inside the building.  
 
    Penny ran across the rooftop as silently as the wind. When she was still a few paces away from the edge, she bent down and then sprung across the gap with all the force she could summon. I held my breath as I watched her streak of red hair fly through the night, but almost as soon as she took off, she had disappeared through the window of the building across from me.  
 
    I kept myself perfectly still against the rooftop as the voices of the elven guards down the street suddenly stopped talking. I didn’t think those assholes would have been able to hear Penny jump or land inside, but night elves were known for their keen senses, and that meant if they decided to investigate the noise, we’d never make it to the jail.  
 
    Well, we might make it to the jail, but it certainly wouldn’t be on our own terms.  
 
    A moment later, the elven guards resumed their conversation down the street, and Penny’s pale face appeared in the window across from me. She motioned for me to follow her, and I grimaced at the fact that I’d have to make the same jump, but with less noise. I was an excellent thief, but nobody was as quiet on their feet as the redheaded pixie, except for possibly Ava.  
 
    But even as I hesitated, I saw the spotlight of the elven watchtower as it combed over the roofs of the halfling district, and I estimated I had less than a minute before it fell onto my hiding spot. I gritted my teeth, adjusted my feet underneath me, and took off running toward Penny.  
 
    As I soared over the street below me, I glanced down at the blur of gray stones and then looked back up just as I threaded through the window and tucked my body into a roll to keep it quiet. The moment my boots hit the floor, I sprang to my feet and hurried back to the window beside Penny.  
 
    No sounds came up toward us from the street, so I allowed myself a little sigh of relief, and then just as the spotlight fell across the roof where we had just been, the redhead and I ducked down below the window and let the light pass us by.  
 
    “How about we go down to the street-level now?” I groaned.  
 
    “And miss the last bit of our fun?” Penny smirked. “Look, the next row of buildings has roofs the same height as this window. We can just make another jump for it.”  
 
    I glanced through the window on the opposite side of the room and saw that the pixie thief was correct.  
 
    “Alright,” I sighed. “I’m just glad we didn’t burst into somebody’s bedroom just now.”  
 
    “Oh, we did,” Penny chuckled and nodded at the bed along the wall, “but I think we might have found the house of someone else who decided to break curfew.”  
 
    “Lucky for us,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “We’re too pretty not to be lucky,” the redhead laughed. “Come on.”  
 
    After we made the leap from the window to the next row of roofs, the rest of our trip to the jail was surprisingly uneventful. We made it almost all the way on top of the district’s buildings, but we ran out of roofs with only a block to go, so we traveled around to the side of the jail on foot. The guard barracks, cells, and offices were all inside the stone courtyard of the jail, so we’d have to sneak in if we wanted to get access to Golierian’s personnel file.  
 
    There was just the small matter of all the elven guards inside.  
 
    Since the only way into the courtyard was through one of the main entrance archways at either the front or the back, there wasn’t a great way to sneak in. The guards posted at both entrances switched positions across the courtyard every ten minutes, so that would be our best bet.  
 
    We crept around the corner of the jail wall and waited for the guards to change positions. When we heard them stomp their feet to begin the switch in their positions, we hurried along the edge of the wall toward the archway, and Penny bent down to pick up a small rock on our way.  
 
    The redhead launched the pebble at the tree branch that hung low over the courtyard, and it was all the distraction that we needed. As soon as the rock struck the leaves with a little rustle, the guards called each other to attention inside the courtyard, and Penny and I slipped inside the jail while the guards all had their faces directed at the tree.  
 
    As the guards continued to examine the tree to make sure they weren’t about to be ambushed, I crept along the edges of the courtyard with Penny right behind me. There were still any number of places that we could be seen, and there were still any number of night elves who might spot us, but so far, we were still good.  
 
    I’d been in the jail before as a prisoner, so once we were inside the building itself, I remembered which way the offices were. The jail cells themselves were all to the right, the barracks were down the hall straight ahead, and that meant the offices were to our left.  
 
    I went down the hall first. Just in case we were caught, at least we wouldn’t be right next to each other, so one of us might stand a chance of getting out of here. I didn’t know which office would have the personnel files inside, but I guessed that it would be the room closest to Commander Vardreth’s.  
 
    I remembered that Commander Vardreth’s office was the largest one, right at the end of the hallway so if he chose to look out his door, he would have a clear view of the entire hall, and if he chose to look out his window, he’d have a clear view of the entire courtyard. I guessed that meant one of the rooms on either side of the hallway at the end would have the files that we wanted on Golierian.  
 
    Now we just had to get into them without Vardreth looking out his door.  
 
    Vardreth’s door was closed at the moment, so I wasn’t sure if the commander was even still here. Still, I figured it was better to assume that he was, so I hurried down the hall toward the office to the left of Vardreth’s door.  
 
    Go right, the keys suddenly sang out inside my skull.  
 
    I wasn’t about to argue with a set of magical keys, so I darted to the other side of the hall just as Penny caught up to me. The door to the office was locked, so I stood in front of the redhead to shield her as she knelt to pick it. Luckily for us, the elves hadn’t enchanted the door with magic so the lock opened easily after just a few seconds under the redhead’s fingers.  
 
    Hurry, the keys urged.  
 
    We slipped inside and shut the door behind us just as I heard the commander’s door open outside.  
 
    “That’ll be a problem for later,” I muttered.  
 
    “Did we pick the right room?” Penny whispered.  
 
    I turned away from the door, but the room was completely dark. We didn’t instantly have swords pressed against our throats, so I figured that at least we were alone in the room. If I had the layout of the jail right, the barracks were just on the other side of the room’s far wall, so there was no window of any kind that someone might be able to see through.  
 
    “Can you take my cloak and stuff it down along the seam underneath the door?” I asked.  
 
    “Sure,” the redhead replied. “Are you about to use a little dwarven magic to light our way?”  
 
    “Something like that,” I chuckled.  
 
    I didn’t know what kind of magic I would call the Opalstone necklace, even though I knew that Ava thought the magic belonged to me and not the amulet at all. Wherever it came from, I held up the necklace as soon as Penny had blocked the crack in the door, and as I exhaled to send all my focus to the gemstone, it started to glow a soft blue.  
 
    “I think we came to the right place,” Penny gasped.  
 
    The entire room was ringed with bookshelves, and every shelf was stuffed full of neatly organized papers and folders. It was like a library, only for loads of elven paperwork instead of books.  
 
    “Where do we even start?” I whispered.  
 
    “The elves love their organization,” Penny said with a shrug. “I think all the shelves are labeled.”  
 
    I held the light up to all the shelving, and we scanned the labels as we made our way around the room. Most of the files were on solved cases, but there were also a surprising number of open cases. After the light from the necklace passed over the files under the label Persons of Interest, we finally came to the bookshelf with the personnel files.  
 
    Golierian’s file was one of the thinner ones even though he’d been stationed in the halfling district for a while now, and when we opened up the file, it was easy to see why. The night elf hadn’t done very much of anything since he had joined the elven guard, and he definitely hadn’t made a name for himself even after he was made General Tevian’s right-hand man. He was just… mediocre.  
 
    His family name was listed, and I recognized it as one of the elven noble families. Of course, there were a lot of elven nobles, but his name stuck out because his family was one of the major players in elven politics, so I’d heard it thrown around before.  
 
    Other details about his family were also listed, and that included the members of his immediate family, so we could see that he was the fifth son in his family, and that meant he would inherit nothing. It would be bad enough to be the second or third son of elven nobles, but the fifth son meant that he wouldn’t receive a title, lands, or any money from his family.  
 
    I guessed that helped explain why he was in debt to every whorehouse in town.  
 
    Since it didn’t look like Golierian had done anything to distinguish himself after he joined the elven guard, I assumed that his family must have bought his promotion for him, maybe as a last-ditch effort for the night elf to get his life together, and my assumption was confirmed when I saw the scribbled note beside the date of promotion that mentioned money instead of merit.  
 
    Somehow, I didn’t think his family was filled with pride at his actions since the promotion they bought for him. Between the brothel debts and the complete lack of any outstanding acts of service, Golierian clearly either didn’t care about his job or was just total shit at it.  
 
    Either way, that meant we could use him.  
 
    “Alright, that’s good enough for me,” I said. “You good?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’ve seen enough,” Penny said. “He’s not lighting the world on fire, that’s for sure.”  
 
    “Luckily for us,” I chuckled.  
 
    I slipped the file back into place and pivoted toward the door. The glow from the Opalstone necklace suddenly faded and then flared back to life a few seconds later, and I wondered if that meant we needed to get the fuck out of there.  
 
    I wasn’t about to argue. Any time spent inside the elven jail was too much, and I felt like we were about to overstay our welcome. If Vardreth or any other elf suddenly decided to check their file room, we’d end up inside a cell faster than we could blink.  
 
    I reached the door, but then I noticed that the redheaded pixie wasn’t right beside me.  
 
    “Penny?” I asked.  
 
    “Hey, Wade?” the green-eyed redhead murmured. “Come here for a second, would you?”  
 
    “What is it?” I whispered from the door.  
 
    “Isn’t this…” But the pixie thief stopped herself.  
 
    “Isn’t this what?” I hissed and then turned to face her.  
 
    The pixie stood beside the shelves with the files that were labeled as Persons of Interest, and as she pulled out one file from the others, her face grew even paler than usual.  
 
    “Penny, what is it?” I demanded. “We’ve gotta get out of here.”  
 
    “Wade, please,” she murmured. “I really think you should take a look at this.”  
 
    I walked back over to where the redhead stood, and I leaned down to look at the file that she held. Penny handed it to me without a word, and at first, I just stared at the name on the label. It seemed like a trick, like suddenly Tevian would burst into the room with a cruel laugh at the joke he’d just played on me, but as I continued to stare at the name, the room remained silent.  
 
    “Isn’t that your father’s name?” Penny whispered.  
 
    “It is,” I murmured.  
 
    “What the hell is a file with his name on it doing here?” the redhead asked.  
 
    “And why the hell does it say he’s a person of interest?” I growled.  
 
    It didn’t seem real, but I couldn’t stop myself now, so I opened up the file beside Penny, and we both read what the elves had written about my father. The words all started to blur together, but I kept returning my focus to the dates inside the file, and they helped anchor me as I read the rest of the information.  
 
    “Subject has been observed to have revolutionary tendencies,” Penny read aloud and then looked up at me with her bright green eyes. “What does that even mean? Wasn’t your father a woodcutter?”  
 
    “He was,” I said. “He never said anything-- he never did anything that would have made him a revolutionary, so I just don’t understand. And look at this.”  
 
    Penny glanced back down as I pointed to another section of the file.  
 
    “Look how long they were monitoring him,” I said. “They were tracking his movements long before the orc attack on my village.”  
 
    “They tracked his activities, how often he came to the city, where he went, and everything,” the pixie gasped. “Wade, do you think… could the orc attack have been--”  
 
    “On purpose?” I finished for her. “Well, I’ll tell you one thing. This file sure as shit doesn’t make me think the orc attack was just an unfortunate incident.”  
 
    “Nothing about this seems like an accident,” the redhead agreed. “But why? Sure, they monitored his activities, but it doesn’t look like he went anywhere suspicious whenever he came to the city. He spent a little extra time in the human district, but that’s not surprising since he was a human, after all.”  
 
    “I never even knew he came to the city this often,” I said, “so I don’t have any more idea than the elves do about what he came here to do, or who he came here to see.”  
 
    “It has to have been something,” Penny said, “or they wouldn’t have kept him under surveillance, and if the orc attack was on purpose… maybe he really did have revolutionary tendencies?”  
 
    “It’s possible,” I murmured. “I know he hated the elves, but everybody in the village did. I didn’t think he… well, I didn’t think he did anything more than just talk about it.”  
 
    “He did have that piece of paper,” the pixie thief reminded me. “The one with Jeremiah Badgett’s name, remember? It was hidden under the floor of your family’s home.”  
 
    “And that’s what led us to the room in the catacombs,” I said. “But how the hell did he know about it?”  
 
    “He must have heard about it from some kind of legend that was passed down or something,” Penny said, “but I doubt he ever went there. The traps in the catacombs didn’t seem like they’d been used before, and even if he’d made it all the way to the room with the portal archways, he didn’t have the Rainbow Keys to open it.”  
 
    “Then I guess what I really need to know,” I exhaled, “is exactly how much the elves knew.”  
 
    “They can’t know about the catacombs or the room down there,” Penny said. “If they did, they would have blocked every bit of it up.”  
 
    “But they still killed him,” I growled. “Those bastards still killed every member of my family, and for what? Because he complained about elven rule?”  
 
    “I don’t know, Wade,” the redhead said gently, “but you’re not the only one whose family they killed.”  
 
    I looked at her bright green eyes, and they looked almost gray in the light from the Opalstone amulet. As I wrapped one arm around her shoulders, the redhead slipped both of her arms around my waist and buried her face in my chest.  
 
    “I know, Penny,” I whispered. “One day, they’ll answer for all the deaths they’ve caused.”  
 
    The pixie thief gave a little sigh and then pushed herself back from me, grabbed the file on my father, and returned it to the shelf.  
 
    “One day,” she said, “but I don’t think that’s today, so we’d better get fucking moving.”  
 
    “You’re the boss,” I said with a smile.  
 
    I held the Opalstone necklace inside my fist until the light gradually faded and left us completely in the dark. After I slipped my cloak back on over my shoulders, we both pressed our ears against the door to see if we could hear any sign of activity in the hallway, but the door was too thick, so we couldn’t hear anything except for our own heartbeats in the darkness.  
 
    “Hang on,” Penny hissed.  
 
    I heard the pixie thief drop to the floor as she peered under the small space between the bottom of the door and the ground itself, and a moment later, I felt her grasp my arm as she stood up again.  
 
    “I think it’s clear,” she said.  
 
    As soon as I cracked open the door, I glanced at Commander Vardreth’s office, but his door was still closed and the rest of the hallway seemed quiet. I opened the door a little wider so both Penny and I could slip out, and as I shut it behind us, I hoped the click of the door as it slid into place wasn’t loud enough for Vardreth to hear.  
 
    When we were halfway down the hallway toward the exit into the courtyard, I heard voices heading in our direction, but there was nowhere for us to hide in the long corridor. I stepped in front of Penny as the voices came closer, and I hoped that maybe if they only saw me, she would have a chance to escape in the chaos that followed.  
 
    The voices were just about to turn into the hallway, and as they drew closer, I suddenly recognized them.  
 
    Tevian and Golierian. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “Run!” I hissed to Penny.  
 
    Just as Tevian and Golierian turned the corner, I whirled around so they couldn’t see my face, paused just long enough that I knew they saw me, and then took off running toward the barracks.  
 
    “Stop!” Tevian shouted after me. “In the name of the empire!”  
 
    I didn’t want them to see my face, so I didn’t turn around, but I could tell from the sound of feet pounding the ground behind me that the two night elves had both given chase. I knew that meant they hadn’t seen Penny in their eagerness to follow me, but I hoped the pixie thief had been able to sneak out through the courtyard.  
 
    The hallway that led to the barracks was short, but the barracks themselves were like a maze. One hall branched off into three, and those three branched off into another two, so after I had run through the barracks for less than a minute, I already knew that I wouldn’t be able to go back out the way I’d came from simply because I wouldn’t be able to find it again.  
 
    Tevian and Golierian were still right on my heels, but I kept the hood of my cloak up so they wouldn’t be able to see anything that might identify me. Of course, if they caught me, then none of that mattered, but I wasn’t planning to be getting caught.  
 
    Now would have been a really great time for the Opalstone necklace to come to life again and freeze everything, but it bounced uselessly against my chest, and I knew that meant I was on my fucking own.  
 
    I was just about to try one of the closed doors all along the hallway when my nose suddenly burned with the scent of magic from behind me. The moment I glanced down to my left, I saw a white ball of energy out of the corner of my eye, and I didn’t even hesitate.  
 
    Instead, I threw out my left hand and felt a strange sensation of hot and cold that tingled in my palm at the same time. I glanced down again, and at first, I thought that the ball of energy had stopped right before it hit my hand, but then I realized that it hadn’t actually stopped.  
 
    I had just caught it.  
 
    All three of us were still running through the maze of the guard barracks, so I did the only thing I could think of, and that was to throw the ball of energy back at the two night elves. As soon as I flung it backward, I heard someone fall behind me, and Tevian let out a series of curses that would have made even a sailor blush.  
 
    I didn’t turn around to see the damage. The energy ball had only given me a few seconds of an advantage, so I sprinted down the next corridor and threw open every door I came across. A few elven guards were inside some of the rooms, but they were so surprised that they didn’t even have time to react before I had moved on to the next door.  
 
    Finally, I flung open the door to a room with a high window. I was halfway across the room before the day elf asleep in the bed realized he wasn’t alone anymore, but it was too dark for him to see my face, so I just jumped up on top of the desk underneath the window and then vaulted myself up toward it.  
 
    My fingers caught on the edge of the window, and I pulled myself up through it in under a second before I let my legs dangle down the other side of the window outside the barracks. I kept my knees bent as much as possible and dropped down to the ground, and I risked a glance back up at the window to see where I’d come from.  
 
    This wall of the barracks was dotted with windows, and only the fact that none of them had bars made it seem like it wasn’t a prison. I was on the opposite side of the jails now than the courtyard, and that meant I was on the opposite side from where I’d left Penny.  
 
    Before Tevian or Golierian were able to catch up with me, I disappeared into the streets to take a long route back to the jail courtyard. If Penny had been able to escape in all the commotion, I knew that she’d wait for me somewhere in the streets close to the courtyard, just as long as the elves didn’t send out a search party for whoever had just thrown a ball of energy back at their captain of the guard.  
 
    I clenched my fists at my sides and kept moving forward. The energy ball had been a surprise, and even now, I wasn’t sure if I had been more stunned by the fact that Tevian had thrown a ball of magic at me or by the fact that I had both caught it and then been able to throw it right back at him.  
 
    I knew that Tevian was one of the elves who had magic, even though he’d never used it against me before. I was sure there were elaborate rules about when elves could and could not use their magic, just like there were elaborate rules about just about everything that the elves did, but I’d still been surprised by the ball of energy-- almost as surprised as I was at how my body had reacted to it.  
 
    I’d done the same thing when we’d broken into the elven temple, and the priest had flung some kind of magic at my friends and me, and I’d thrown the energy ball right back at him, too. I wondered if I’d damaged Tevian or Golierian when I’d thrown it, although somehow I doubted that it had been enough to kill them. After all, I hadn’t even been able to aim the blasted thing, but still, I shouldn’t have been able to do anything with it.  
 
    You’re the magic, I seemed to hear Ava say again, but I shook my head and kept moving.  
 
    Sure, maybe the elves had a file on my father, and maybe he’d had revolutionary tendencies, and maybe even the orc attack had been planned and not a random act of violence at all. But even though the Rainbow Keys had chosen me and brought me to the Opalstone amulet, I couldn’t help that I didn’t really believe Ava.  
 
    My parents were just human, and that meant I was just another human like all the rest under elven rule.  
 
    You are wrong, Wade, the keys suddenly chimed. You are not the same as the others. That is why we chose you.  
 
    But if the keys had wanted to tell me anything else, they fell silent again as I crept into the street across from the entrance to the jail’s courtyard. I pressed my back against the closest wall to make sure that I was hidden in the shadows, and then I peered around the alley for any sign of Penny.  
 
    After only a few seconds, the redheaded pixie dropped down from the roof to land beside me.  
 
    “I can’t believe you made it out,” she said with a grin.  
 
    “I can’t believe you did,” I smirked. “How’d you do it?”  
 
    “When Tevian shouted, I just stayed back and sure enough, most of the guards from the courtyard came running,” Penny said. “So, as soon as they started chasing Tevian, I slipped back outside, ran across the courtyard, and then climbed up through the tree branches and dropped back down over the wall.”  
 
    “That’s why you’re the best,” I said.  
 
    “So how’d you do it?” Penny demanded. “I know you didn’t come back out the same way that I did. I’ve been sitting on top of that roof and only just now saw you come down the street.”  
 
    “It’s a long story,” I said, “and one I should probably tell you later.”  
 
    “Did you freeze them?” the pixie asked. “Or maybe the keys--”  
 
    “I didn’t freeze them,” I said, “but there was definitely some magic involved.”  
 
    “What do you--”  
 
    “Penny, I’ll tell you everything later,” I said, “but right now, I need you to do me a favor.”  
 
    “Well, you did just get me out of almost certain death,” she sniffed, “so I guess I owe you one. What do you need?”  
 
    “Tevian didn’t see my face, but that doesn’t mean he won’t be suspicious,” I said.  
 
    “That’s true,” Penny said. “After all, he probably doesn’t know a lot of humans with the balls to break into his own jail.”  
 
    “So I want to try to move our timeline along a little faster,” I explained. “I want to talk to Golierian as soon as I can, and that means I need to go get Ava since I want her to join me for our little chat.”  
 
    “You want me to follow Golierian?” Penny guessed. “See if he leaves the jail and where he goes?”  
 
    “I do,” I said. “I want our conversation with him to be private, so I need you to watch him until you’re sure he’s going to be alone for a while.”  
 
    “What if he doesn’t leave the jail?” the pixie thief asked.  
 
    “Oh, I think he will,” I said. “There’s no way Tevian is going to let him just sit back and relax the rest of the night. He’ll definitely send him out to search for whoever broke in.”  
 
    “I can follow him,” Penny said, “but if he goes back into the offices or the barracks, I don’t think I should.”  
 
    “No, I don’t want you to do that,” I said. “I just want you to keep an eye on him when he leaves, and then when he seems like he’s going to be in one place for a bit, come find me. Even if he comes back to the jail, see how far you can track him without going inside, and then come find me.”  
 
    “Alright, easy enough,” the redhead said. “Where will you be?”  
 
    “I’ll be at the bakery as soon as I send word to Ava,” I said. “And Penny?”  
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    She brushed a wave of red hair out of her face as she looked up at me, and I grasped her by the shoulders before I bent down to kiss her. For a second, I forgot all about Tevian, the elven guard, the energy ball, and all the rest of it as I pressed the pixie thief up against the wall.  
 
    My hands slid from her shoulders down along her collarbones, and when I slipped one hand around her breast, Penny gasped against my mouth. The redhead pulled me closer then, and our kiss deepened as I felt her hands hook around my belt. She tasted like fresh cherries, and my body responded to her touch like I hadn’t had her in weeks.  
 
    Elven voices suddenly sounded in conversation around the corner, and I forced myself to pull away from the beautiful redhead.  
 
    “I guess that’s our cue,” the pixie sighed. “We’d better go.”  
 
    “Only because we have to,” I whispered. “I’ll see you at the bakery, and be careful.”  
 
    “You be careful, too.” Penny smiled. “We are definitely not done with this conversation.”  
 
    She gave me one more quick kiss on the lips, and then the pixie thief vanished into the shadows down the street. I moved in the opposite direction and was able to dart into the next street just before two elven guards passed by.  
 
    I took the long route back to the bakery to make sure that I wasn’t being followed, and the whole time I walked, I kept an eye out for Wilimar Brindle or Olly. I needed to get a message to Ava to meet me at the bakery, but I wanted to stay in the halfling district just in case Penny ran into any trouble and had to come back to the bakery early.  
 
    I didn’t find Wilimar or Olly anywhere on the way, but as soon as the bakery came in sight, I saw two small halfling figures by the back door, and I rolled my eyes.  
 
    Those two really had a knack for showing up when they were needed, almost as much as they had for showing up when they weren’t needed or even wanted. Still, it had been a few weeks since I’d paid them for a job, so I wasn’t surprised to see that they had popped back up in the hopes of earning a few copper coins.  
 
    I managed to sneak up on both of them, so when I stepped out of the shadows, I immediately reached forward and grabbed both halfling kids by their ears.  
 
    “And just what the hell are you two doing here?” I asked.  
 
    “Easy on the merchandise,” Wilimar said as he tried to swat my hand away from his ear.  
 
    “You wouldn’t be snooping around, would you?” I demanded and tightened my grip.  
 
    “Not snooping,” Olly yelped. “We just heard some commotion at the jail, so we figured we’d drop by and see if you needed any help.”  
 
    “And why do you think a commotion at the jail means that I might need your help?” I asked.  
 
    “Whenever there’s a commotion with the elves, you’re usually involved,” Wilimar gulped.  
 
    “And you thought you’d earn a little coin, too, I bet,” I said as I released them. “As a matter of fact, I do have a job for you.”  
 
    “So you were involved,” Wilimar said triumphantly.  
 
    “I didn’t say that,” I sighed. “Just that I have a job for you. You know Ava, right?”  
 
    “The scary blonde one?” Wilimar asked.  
 
    “Yes, the blonde assassin,” I said. “I need you to go find her for me. I don’t care which one of you goes, but I need you to do it now, and I need you to tell her to meet me back here as soon as she can.”  
 
    I knew my friends wouldn’t let the halfling kids inside the distillery itself, so I gave them directions to the warehouse and then reached in my cloak to pull out a handful of copper coins.  
 
    “I’ll pay you the same amount again when you bring her back here,” I said. “Got it?”  
 
    Olly grabbed the coins, but Wilimar immediately reached into his palm and pocketed half of them for himself, and as they argued about who would deliver the message, both halfling kids took off down the street in the direction of the dwarf district.  
 
    I unlocked the bakery door, but before I slipped inside, I announced myself in case Osman thought I was an intruder, or worse, an elf. The djinn bellowed for me to come on in, and I found him just as he was finishing cleaning up the kitchen.  
 
    “Didn’t think I’d see you tonight,” the djinn said with a smile, “but you’re always a welcome visitor. Can I fix you a coffee? Or maybe something a little stronger?”  
 
    “I’m alright, but thanks,” I said as I sank down onto a barstool at the bakery’s counter. “It’s been a long night.”  
 
    “Here, too, but I imagine for different reasons,” Osman chuckled. “Did you find those two troublemakers at the back door?” 
 
    “I did, and I sent them on a job,” I said. “They didn’t give you any trouble, did they?”  
 
    “No, nothing like that,” Osman said. “They actually came inside and bought a muffin, no doubt with coin that they had just stolen.”  
 
    “Are you sure they didn’t take anything else while you got their muffin?” I chuckled. “They’re slippery, those two.”  
 
    “I’m sure,” the djinn said. “I do not like to be stolen from, and I have learned to be very aware of when it happens.”  
 
    “I’m glad you kept them busy,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, I didn’t tell them to hang around,” Osman replied. “They just wanted to, so I told them to take it out back if they didn’t want to leave just yet.”  
 
    “Good,” I said. “So, busy night? Do you usually have a lot of customers this late?”  
 
    “Lately, yes,” Osman said. “Business has been very good, and if you have a second, I actually needed to talk to you about that.”  
 
    “I’m all ears,” I said. “Is it time for us to place an order for you?”  
 
    “I’m afraid so,” the djinn said. “I need grain, sugar, yeast, all the usual things. I’ve gone through the supplies here quickly.”  
 
    “That’s perfect, actually,” I said. “We need to place a big order for grain and yeast for the distillery, so I’ll be able to mask that order as an order for your bakery here.”  
 
    “How much yeast and grain do you need?” Osman asked. “I’ve already done the figures on what I need for the bakery, so I can just add it in and order it myself, if you’d like.”  
 
    “Do you already have a contact?” I raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “From my time at the coffee shop, yes,” the djinn replied. “I didn’t need very much then, of course, but my contact is also able to fill large orders.”  
 
    I was now even more glad than before that the djinn had joined up with us, so I told him the amount of yeast and grain we would need to keep up the distillery for a few weeks, and he promised to take care of it when he placed the order for his own ingredients.  
 
    After we took care of business, I waited around for Penny or Ava for a little while, but when neither of the women showed up, I decided to pop upstairs to the apartment for a quick nap. I told Osman to wake me if Penny came back, and I fell asleep almost as soon as my face hit the pillow.  
 
    The sound of a knock on the apartment door woke me up, but I had no way of knowing how long I’d been asleep for. I could see through the window that the sky was growing lighter as the sun started to rise, but since the elves liked to fuck with the hours of daylight in their damned temple rituals, that didn’t really tell me anything.  
 
    Osman was waiting outside the door to say that Penny had just gotten back to the bakery, so I hurried downstairs and saw that both Penny and Ava were seated at the bakery counter as they finished off a leftover scone.  
 
    “Good morning,” Penny said cheerfully. “No rest for the wicked, right?”  
 
    “Very funny,” I said as I joined the two women. “Thanks for coming so fast, Ava.”  
 
    “Of course,” the blonde assassin said. “Penny just got here and said you might need me.”  
 
    “I do need you,” I said, and Ava looked away. “What’d you find out, Penny?”  
 
    “I followed Golierian all over the damn district,” the redheaded pixie sighed. “Tevian was very upset that someone had broken into the jail and then escaped from him, so he sent Golierian and a whole bunch of other guards out to search the streets.”  
 
    “At least he didn’t show up here,” I said. “Maybe that means he doesn’t think it was me. So where’s Golierian now?”  
 
    “When the sun started to come up,” Penny said, “all the night elves ran like hell back to the barracks before the sun burned their eyeballs, so I left him in his room in the officer barracks. It’s the third window from the eastern side.”  
 
    “Are those separate from the barracks in the jail?” I asked.  
 
    “They are,” Penny and Ava answered at the same time.  
 
    “Sorry,” the assassin said with a little smile. “I’ve been there before, that’s all. Assassin business.”  
 
    “You don’t have to be sorry,” I said. “After all, that’s where you and I are about to take a little trip. Where exactly are the officer barracks?”  
 
    “One street behind the jail,” Penny said. “I guess the officers think they’re too good to sleep with the regular guards.”  
 
    “So is Tevian there now, too?” I asked.  
 
    “I didn’t see him,” the pixie answered, “but I was only following Golierian, so Tevian might have already gone to bed by the time Golierian did, or he might still be trying to follow up on any leads he has.”  
 
    “Why wouldn’t he have thought the person in the jail was you?” Osman asked. “He seems ready enough to suspect you of anything.”  
 
    “Well, speaking of that,” I said, “it’s probably because I sort of… used magic.”  
 
    The djinn just nodded like he wasn’t at all surprised, and Ava had an expression on her face that seemed to say the same thing, plus a little dose of I-told-you-so. Penny just crossed her arms and sighed.  
 
    “You’re gonna need to be a little less vague,” the redhead declared. “Explain.”  
 
    I told them what had happened with the energy ball that Tevian threw after me, and now they actually all looked surprised.  
 
    “I mean, I know you’ve done it before back in the elven temple,” Penny murmured, “but this is… I mean, you threw Tevian’s own weapon right back in his face. That’s some poetic shit.”  
 
    “Too bad it didn’t take him out,” I groaned. “I guess you did see him tonight, right? Was he still all intact?”  
 
    “Sorry to deliver bad news, but yeah, he was intact,” the redheaded pixie replied.  
 
    “That’s alright,” I said. “It’s not quite time for us to take him out of the picture yet, anyway.”  
 
    “I’m not surprised that you were able to control the energy, Wade,” Osman said after a quick glance at Ava.  
 
    “Neither am I,” the assassin murmured.  
 
    “Well, it sure as shit came as a surprise to me,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I’m just glad you were able to use it,” Penny said. “If you hadn’t… well, it doesn’t matter because you did.”  
 
    “I think you’re going to continue to grow more powerful,” Osman said. “Call it my instinct as a djinn, but I don’t think I’m wrong.”  
 
    I ran my fingers through my thick hair and gave a little shrug. Between what Osman said and what Ava had told me in the forest, I was beginning to wonder if they were right, and after I found my father’s name in a file inside the elven jail, I was prepared to believe almost anything.  
 
    “We should probably leave to go have our chat with Golierian,” I told the blonde assassin. “Penny, do you want to go upstairs and get some rest?”  
 
    “I’d rather go back to the distillery,” the pixie thief replied. “I’ll check on Skam and Selius, and then maybe I’ll curl up with Azure for a little nap.”  
 
    “Take some muffins with you,” Osman said. “I’ve been baking all night, so these are fresh.”  
 
    Penny grabbed the sack that the djinn offered to her, and then she was out the door.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked Ava.  
 
    “Always,” the blonde replied.  
 
    We made our way through the busy morning streets back toward the jail, but we were careful to give the jail itself a wide berth just in case there were any extra guards posted on duty. The elves might stop us if we so much as looked at them wrong, so it would be better if we could just avoid them altogether.  
 
    “If it’s alright with you,” Ava said, “I’d like to go through the sewers.”  
 
    “Sorry, what?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s how I entered the officer barracks before,” the blonde assassin explained.  
 
    “Did you kill an elven officer before?” I raised one eyebrow.  
 
    “No,” she smirked, “but I followed a halfling here before that was hired to clean the barracks. He’d been stealing little items from the officers, but I needed to confirm that for myself before I eliminated him.”  
 
    “Stupid,” I muttered. “Whatever gave him the idea that he could steal from elven officers without them finding out?”  
 
    “Arrogance,” Ava with a shrug.  
 
    “Alright, then, let’s take to the sewers,” I said. “I’d planned to try his window, but this is a much better option.”  
 
    The blonde assassin led us down an empty street where we could enter the sewers of the halfling district and not have anyone see us. As soon as the cover was back in place over our heads, Ava tilted her head one way and then the other before she led us down a branch of the sewer to the left.  
 
    It only took us a few minutes before the assassin paused, clicked her tongue, walked two more paces forward, and then nodded at the grate overhead.  
 
    “This one comes out in the officers’ washroom,” Ava said, “so we should be able to get to Golierian’s room from there.”  
 
    “And since it’s daylight, the night elf officers should all be asleep,” I said.  
 
    “And any day elf officers should be out working,” the assassin added.  
 
    We climbed up into the washroom as quietly as possible, and Ava carefully replaced the grate before we moved toward the exit of the room. Everything was silent as we moved out of the washroom and down the hallway, and I counted the doors from the east until we reached the third one that Penny said belonged to Golierian.  
 
    “I’d like you to be a surprise,” I whispered, “so don’t let him know that you’re there until I signal you.”  
 
    Ava gave a quick nod, and then I picked the lock to enter the room of Tevian’s second-in-command.  
 
    It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the light, but as soon as they did, I saw that the bedroom was surprisingly sparse. Of course, if there’d been anything of value inside, my guess was that Golierian had already sold it to pay for some of his brothel debts. The night elf himself was asleep in a bed underneath the high window, and on the wall beside the door, there was a chair and a dresser with a small mirror.  
 
    I nodded at Ava, and she melted into the shadows of the room while I stepped silently over to the night elf with my blade drawn. As soon as I was right beside him, I hovered my knife above his throat and then wrenched his hair back to wake him up. Golierian spluttered awake, but I shoved my hand against his mouth before he could shout for help.  
 
    “Not a word, or I’ll slit your throat right here,” I growled.  
 
    When I pressed the edge of my blade against his neck, Golierian’s dark eyes grew wide, and he held up his hands in surrender.  
 
    “I’m going to let you go now, but if you so much as breathe wrong, I won’t hesitate to strike,” I said. “Do you understand?”  
 
    Golierian nodded and kept his hands where they were, so I released my grip over his mouth and took a step back. As the night elf rubbed his throat, he rolled himself into a sitting position on the bed, and I pulled the chair over to sit down just a pace away from him.  
 
    “I know that you know who I am,” I began, “just like I know who you are.”  
 
    “I do,” Golierian said. “Tevian would have your head if he knew you were in here.”  
 
    “Well, then, I guess he’d better not find out,” I warned.  
 
    “What do you want, Wade?” Golierian asked. “If you were going to kill me, you would have done it already.”  
 
    “Very true,” I said, “but I don’t want you dead. In fact, I want very much the opposite. How would you like to be the new captain of the guard?”  
 
    Golierian looked at me sharply.  
 
    “And,” I added, “how would you like to make a whole lot of money on the side?”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter how much I’d like it,” the night elf said finally. “That’s impossible. Tevian is the captain of the guard, and all captains have to come from the more noble houses. They don’t promote anyone else to that position.”  
 
    “I know that,” I said, “and that’s why I know that you wouldn’t get Tevian’s position even if he were suddenly no longer captain of the guard.”  
 
    “What are you say--”  
 
    “Look,” I cut him off. “I know you’re the fifth son of one of the noble houses, but I also know that your blood isn’t quite blue enough to be given Tevian’s position, on top of the fact that no matter how blue your blood is, you’ll never have any real money since you have four older brothers who would inherit before you.”  
 
    “How do you--” Golierian stopped himself. “Alright, I won’t ask you how you know all this. You clearly have access to even more information than Tevian thinks you do.”  
 
    “I do,” I confirmed, “so I think you’ll believe me when I tell you that I can take care of this little problem for you. I can make you look so good at your job that the powers-that-be will have no choice but to promote you to Tevian’s position.”  
 
    “What about Tevian?” the night elf asked as he licked his lips. “What happens to him?”  
 
    “That’s none of your concern,” I said. “All I want to know is if you’re interested.”  
 
    “Maybe,” he replied, “but it depends. What do you want in return?”  
 
    “I’m gonna tell you everything that I’m willing to do for you,” I said, “and then when I tell you what you have to do, I don’t think it’s going to seem so bad.”  
 
    “I’m listening,” Golierian said as he folded his blue arms across his chest. “You did say something about money, too, right?”  
 
    I’d known the money would be what really got his attention. The title might be a nice bonus, but what Golierian really wanted was more coin.  
 
    “I’m willing to give you fifty gold pieces a month,” I said, “plus the promotion to captain of the guard. And on top of all that, I can guarantee that there won’t be any more disturbances in the halfling district like the string of murders that have taken place in the last few weeks, and you’ll be able to claim full credit for restoring law-and-order to the community.”  
 
    Golierian shook his head with a little chuckle as he brushed his long black hair back over his shoulders.  
 
    “You can’t tell me that my offer isn’t more than fair,” I growled.  
 
    “It’s not that,” the night elf said. “I’d just like to know how the hell a human can guarantee no more murders in the halfling district.”  
 
    “The same way a human can know that you owe a debt to every single whorehouse in the Entertainment District,” I answered without missing a beat.  
 
    Golierian rocked back in his seat a little at my words like I’d just slapped him across the face.  
 
    “Okay,” the night elf exhaled. “Your offer has my attention, so what is it that you want from me?”  
 
    “Just your cooperation,” I said. “I’ll need the patrol routes and schedules of the elven guards in the halfling district, and I’ll need you to let me know when anything significant is about to go down. And finally, I’ll need you to look the other way whenever I tell you to.”  
 
    “Look the other way from what?” Golierian asked.  
 
    I wasn’t about to tell Golierian that he’d be looking the other way when it came to illegal whiskey, so I just stared at him with one raised eyebrow as I waited for him to answer his own question. If he agreed to our arrangement, we’d be able to evade the elven patrols in the halfling district with almost no effort, so as we expanded our whiskey business here, we would be able to distribute without any trouble from the elves.  
 
    “Oh,” Golierian said finally when I didn’t break my stare. “I get it. Like right now, I’m supposed to look the other way instead of asking questions.”  
 
    “Very good,” I approved.  
 
    “I’m very interested,” Golierian said, “even though it’s treason, of course. But I would be willing to do it if…”  
 
    “If?” I repeated.  
 
    “If you could offer me one hundred gold a month instead of fifty,” the night elf said and licked his lips again.  
 
    I laughed in his face.  
 
    “That’s not a ridiculous offer,” Golierian defended himself. “Didn’t you just hear me say that this is all treason?”  
 
    “I will not give you one hundred gold a month,” I said firmly. “The offer stands at fifty, but I am willing to erase the tab that you have with Madame Rindell--”  
 
    Golierian’s jaw fell open in surprise that I knew this, but he got a hold of himself, so I continued.  
 
    “I’ll erase your current tab with Rindell,” I said, “and I’ll even cover weekly visits to one of her girls. If your debts are anything like I think they are, that should be worth at least fifty gold right there.”  
 
    “By the Ancients,” Golierian swore. “Alright, give me a minute, would you? I need to think.”  
 
    “Take all the time you need,” I said, “just so long as you don’t mind if I stay right here.”  
 
    Golierian sank his head into his hands as he contemplated my offer, but I didn’t signal to Ava just yet. I wanted the night elf to come on board without having to threaten him, and I had a feeling that he very much wanted to agree to my proposal, but first he needed a minute to question his own loyalty.  
 
    But from what I knew of Golierian, his greatest loyalty wasn’t to Tevian, the empire, or even the elven race as a whole. Instead, his greatest loyalty was to himself.  
 
    And that, I could work with.  
 
    I knew that my proposal about his account with Rindell had been the final offer that started to put everything into place for him. It would help cement Golierian’s loyalty to me, but it would also be good for me if he went to Rindell’s girls instead of another whorehouse because it would be one more way I could keep an eye on Rindell and her activities.  
 
    The madame might have the advantage right now in her relationship with Tevian, and we had certainly used that relationship to our own ends before, but she was too close to the elven general. I never knew when she might let something slip, even accidentally, when they were in bed together, and I hadn’t rested easy since she’d gone missing after the eclipse festival and spent all those days at Tevian’s estate as his special guest. 
 
    But as soon as Tevian was out of the picture, Rindell’s special relationship with him would be gone, too, and even if she thought she could have the same kind of relationship with Golierian, my coin would ensure that the new captain of the guard would remain loyal to me-- that, plus my offer to pay for his weekly visits to Rindell’s girls, of course.  
 
    “Just out of curiosity,” Golierian said carefully, “what would happen if I said no?”  
 
    I clicked my tongue, and Ava echoed the sound from out of the darkness. She stepped forward from the shadows, then, and I honestly had no idea where she’d been hidden because from the look on his face, even Golierian with his night elf vision hadn’t known she was in the room at all.  
 
    The blonde assassin advanced toward Golierian with the blade of her dagger balanced on one finger. The night elf scrambled backward on the bed so quickly that he rammed the back of his skull into the stone wall, but Ava just clicked her tongue and raised a finger to her lips as if to tell him to hush.  
 
    “Hello, Golierian,” she said as she stared at the night elf without blinking.  
 
    “H-hello?” he attempted.  
 
    Ava started to twirl her dagger between her fingers now, and she spun the blade so quickly that it looked like it would slice off every one of her fingers at the joint, but then she just tossed the weapon into the air and caught it by the handle with her other hand.  
 
    “The way I see it, Golierian,” the blonde assassin sighed, “is that you have two choices. Personally, I’d take the gold and the title and the whores, but…”  
 
    Ava trailed off as she climbed onto the bed and crawled toward the corner that Golierian was now huddled in. When she stopped right in front of him, the assassin gave a quick kiss to the flat of her blade, rubbed it clean with the night elf’s own shirt, and then let the tip of the dagger slide down the front of his tunic until it rested just over his navel.  
 
    “But,” she said with a little smile, “if you’d rather just have your dick chopped off and then bleed out on the floor of your barracks room, then I’ll be more than happy to oblige you.”  
 
    I wanted to stand up and applaud Ava, but I stayed in my seat and kept my silence. It was a terrific performance, and I couldn’t have thought of any better way to scare the ever-living shit out of the night elf.  
 
    “Okay, yes,” Golierian whimpered.  
 
    “Yes, you want your dick chopped off?” Ava leaned a little closer to the night elf.  
 
    “No, no!” Golierian blurted. “I agree to Wade’s terms. Fifty gold a month, promotion to captain of the guard, and an open tab with Rindell.”  
 
    “In exchange for?” I demanded.  
 
    “Whatever you need,” Golierian gulped. “Patrol schedules, routes, important events, you name it. And I won’t ask you any questions about what you’re doing. You tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”  
 
    “Good man,” I said. “And I trust that you understand what would happen if you suddenly felt like talking to Tevian or betraying us at any point?”  
 
    Golierian glanced at the blade in Ava’s hands and nodded.  
 
    “I can be here inside your bedroom in the same amount of time that it takes you to blink,” the assassin warned. “Understand?”  
 
    “I do,” the night elf said. “I understand, and you won’t have any problems from me. I don’t share Tevian’s principles. I just want a good life. I want an easy life.”  
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I smirked. “Now we’re going to leave you, but I trust you’ll be able to stay inside your room and not give into any temptation to follow after us, right?”  
 
    “Of course,” Golierian said. “Whatever you say, Wade.”  
 
    “Then we’ll be in touch once things are in motion,” I said. “You just keep doing your job like nothing’s changed at all.”  
 
    “I will, I promise,” the night elf swore.  
 
    “I know you will,” I said as I stood up, “because I know you understand the consequences.”  
 
    Ava gave a little wave to Golierian with her blade before she hopped back off the bed and followed me out the door. As soon as it was closed, we hurried back to the washroom, down into the sewers, and then back out the way that we’d come.  
 
    When we returned to the bakery, Osman already had a shop full of customers, but he waved us into the kitchen once we entered through the front door. While his customers all waited for him at the counter, he ushered us both to the back of the kitchen and leaned in close.  
 
    “I don’t want to alarm you,” the djinn whispered, “but there were some elves in here earlier, and--”  
 
    “What elves?” I interrupted.  
 
    “Not Tevian, if that’s what you’re asking,” Osman said. “I’ve seen them around before. They used to come to the coffee shop quite often, but I never liked them, then, either.”  
 
    “But they’re gone now?” Ava asked as she glanced around the bakery for any sign of the elves.  
 
    “They’re gone, yes,” Osman replied, “but I went upstairs on a break a little while ago, after the elves left, and you know the trap we set on the door?”  
 
    “What about it?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, something set it off,” the djinn exhaled.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Ava had already taken two steps toward the stairs up to the apartment before the djinn grew his size so he could lay his hand on the assassin’s arm.  
 
    “Just a minute,” he said as he shrank back down to his usual human dimensions. “I already checked, and there was no one there when I went inside.”  
 
    “Was anything missing?” I asked.  
 
    “No, everything was still there,” Osman assured us, “but obviously, I was concerned and wanted to tell you as soon as you got back.”  
 
    “But if someone set off the trap, how did they escape?” I asked.  
 
    “And was it the elves from your coffee shop, or someone else?” Ava murmured.  
 
    “My guess is that someone, maybe the elves, tried to get inside but figured out that the door might be rigged,” Osman said, “so if they opened it really slowly, it’s possible that they could have triggered it but not actually brought down the weight on their own heads.”  
 
    “Then they would have been so spooked that they just ran,” I said.  
 
    “That would be my best guess,” the blue-skinned djinn agreed.  
 
    “Then I need to move our valuables as soon as possible,” I said. “If they had gone inside after they set off the trap, they could have found the painting, the chest that the Rainbow Keys came in, the gold, or--”  
 
    “The original nightshade flower,” Ava finished.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said.  
 
    “I think you’re right,” Osman said as he stroked his dark braided beard. “If someone was bold enough to try to break in while I was here and while I had a bakery full of customers, there’s no telling what lengths they’re willing to go to. But where will you move them?”  
 
    “I could help,” the assassin suggested.  
 
    “Thank you, Ava,” I said and laid my hand gently on her arm, “but I need you to stay here with Osman. I want you close by the barracks today just in case Golierian decides to cause any trouble for us. That way, you can carry out your threat if need be.”  
 
    “Of course,” the blonde murmured. “But how will you move everything by yourself?”  
 
    “Once I have the goods in a wagon, I’ll head to Falrion Forest,” I explained, “and I’ll need you two to get a message to Dar and Penny at the warehouse. I’m sure Olly or Wilimar should be around soon to pick up the rest of their payment.”  
 
    “What do you want them to tell Dar and Penny?” Osman asked.  
 
    “Tell them to meet me by the sewer entrance in the forest,” I said. “The one that leads to the catacombs in the human district. It’ll take a lot longer than just going down through the grate in the district itself, and it’ll take me a lot longer to go all the way through the forest to get there, but it’ll be a whole lot safer.”  
 
    “Especially considering all the illegal things you’ll have with you in the wagon,” Ava said.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t need someone to come with you?” Osman asked.  
 
    “I’m sure, but thank you, my friends,” I said. “Besides, if the elves do arrest me, I know I can trust you all to break me out of prison before they break my neck, right?”  
 
    “You know you can,” Osman said. “After all, you set me free from a lamp that I’d been a prisoner to for over a thousand years. I’m pretty sure we could figure out a way to get you out of a jail cell.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I chuckled.  
 
    “We would free you,” Ava said, “but still… be careful.”  
 
    “I will,” I promised.  
 
    I gave the assassin’s arm a gentle squeeze, and for just a moment, Ava laid her hand over mine and held it there as she held my eyes with her intense blue gaze. Then just as suddenly as she’d taken my hand, she dropped her fingers and turned away.  
 
    “I’ll fix you some coffee,” Osman said quickly.  
 
    When both Osman and Ava had gone back to the front of the bakery, I gathered all the valuables from the apartment upstairs and stashed them in the wagon outside. I wedged the elven painting as far underneath the seat of the wagon as I could manage, and I held it in place with several bags of gold.  
 
    The chest that held the Rainbow Keys was empty, of course, since no matter how many times I placed the keys back inside the chest, they always ended up back in my pocket. Still, the chest itself was obviously of elven construction, so I hid that inside the back of the cart, too, along with the chest that held the original nightshade flower.  
 
    Then, as soon as I threw several blankets and a few boxes of baked goods from Osman into the back as cover, I hitched up the horse and headed toward the woods. I decided to take the most direct route to Falrion Forest just in case I was stopped by any daytime elven patrols.  
 
    If they asked where I was headed, I could say that I was going to Adi’s to share a sample of baked goods that Dar wanted Chef Marver to add to the catering menu. And if I was on the most direct route there, then there was at least a chance that they would believe me.  
 
    But as it turned out, no elves stopped me on my way to the woods, and I entered the trees without any trouble at all. The woods were peaceful after all the noise of the city, but I kept my eyes open and watched the tree line on both sides as the horse carried the wagon along the forest path.  
 
    It might be daylight, but I wasn’t fooled by the sunlight that shone down through the thick leaves of the woods. I knew that something had been hiding in the undergrowth when Ava and I passed this way the other night, and even though I didn’t feel the eyes on me now, I knew it was possible that I would at any moment.  
 
    Maybe the trees of Falrion Forest really were magic like Ava had said, but if they were, then what did they want from me?  
 
    I dismissed the thought and took a left at the next fork in the forest path. I still had a long way to go before I reached the entrance to the sewers in the southern part of the forest, and I hoped that Dar and Penny would be able to join me soon. The less time I spent out in the open with the contents in the back of my wagon, the better.  
 
    I’d made the right decision when I told Ava to stay in the halfling district, at least for today, but I was still surprised by just how much I missed the blonde assassin. I thought about when she’d placed her hand on mine in the bakery, and I smiled to myself. Maybe the blonde already knew how I felt about her, and maybe she felt the same way, too.  
 
    With Cimarra, it had been easy. The beautiful dancer had made it very clear how much she wanted me from the first moment that I saw her, and she had only grown more beautiful to me when I discovered how clever she was, and when I’d learned how much I could rely on her.  
 
    Penny, of course, had been more difficult, but that was only because we had started as friends, and after we had finally admitted how we felt to each other, we hadn’t been able to keep our hands off each other. My only regret with the redheaded pixie was that I hadn’t told her sooner.  
 
    But Ava was different. She was as beautiful as Cimarra and Penny, and she was just as brave and clever, but she was so reserved and so quiet that it was hard to know what exactly she was feeling. I doubted many people had ever asked the blonde assassin about her feelings, much less her thoughts. Assassins were paid to kill and not to feel, but I’d known she was so much more than an assassin even before she left her guild and renounced its code.  
 
    I wished the Rainbow Keys could give me a clue about what to do with all of that, but it seemed like I was on my own when it came to all the beautiful women in my life.  
 
    A few hours later, the road curved to the right, and I knew that if I followed it now, it would lead me into the open country outside of the city. There was no clearly marked road to the sewer entrance, so I hopped down from the wagon, walked around until I located a small footpath, and then found a wide enough route for me to lead the horse through the trees.  
 
    I reached the sewer entrance outside the human district a few minutes later, and I didn’t have to wait too long before a low whistle from the trees told me that Dar and Penny had joined me.  
 
    “Fancy meeting you here,” my halfling friend smirked as he and the pixie thief both strode out of the woods.  
 
    “That was fast,” I said with a smile. “Even I didn’t get here that long ago, and I took the wagon.”  
 
    “We took a shortcut,” Penny said. “You can go a lot faster through the woods if you don’t have to stick to the path.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I laughed. “I could have gotten here faster, but I didn’t want to fly through the forest with my wagon in tow.”  
 
    “That might have seemed a little suspicious to anyone you might have come across,” Dar agreed. “Speaking of which, did you come across anyone?”  
 
    “No, I didn’t run into any trouble,” I said. “I didn’t even feel like anyone was watching me from the trees.”  
 
    “That doesn’t mean they weren’t,” the redhead said with a shrug.  
 
    “Well, isn’t that a cheerful thought?” Dar groaned.  
 
    “She’s right,” I chuckled, “but I’m just grateful that no elves stopped me on the way with all this illegal shit I have in the cart.”  
 
    “Guess that’s our cue to unload,” my halfling friend said. “So you’re moving all our valuables from the apartment?”  
 
    “All except for a little gold, yes,” I said. “It’s too risky to keep them out in the open like that, especially since we have access to the catacombs and the portal room now.”  
 
    “What do you want to do with the horse and wagon while we’re gone?” Penny asked.  
 
    “We’ll just tie him up and let him graze until we get back,” I answered. “We’ll either come back out through the sewers, or if it takes us longer in the catacombs than we think, we can always take a route back here through the streets themselves.”  
 
    “That would probably be faster,” Penny agreed, “and also less… sewery.”   
 
    “You don’t think anyone will try to steal the horse?” Dar asked. “Or our wagon?”  
 
     “There won’t be anything valuable in the wagon, and no one will be able to see the horse or the wagon from the main road.”  
 
    “That makes sense,” Penny said, “especially since this doesn’t exactly seem like the most popular area of the forest.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t want to be out here after dark, that’s for sure,” Dar said.  
 
    “You’re a thief, Dar,” the pixie said with a roll of her eyes.  
 
    “Doesn’t mean I can’t be scared of the big bad woods after the sun goes down,” the halfling chuckled.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Penny smirked. “I’ll protect you.”  
 
    “How about we just try to get back to the wagon before it’s dark?” I laughed.  
 
    “Always the voice of reason,” my halfling friend said. “What can I carry?”  
 
    “How about as much gold as you can handle?” I grinned.  
 
    “Oh, those are the magic words that I wanted to hear,” Dar said. “Load me up.”  
 
    I handed over about half of the coin in the wagon to Dar, and then I gave Penny the elven painting and the chest with the original nightshade flower to carry. I kept the rest of the coin and the chest that the Rainbow Keys had come in to carry myself, and as soon as we’d emptied the wagon of all its contents, I tied up the horse, picked the lock to the sewer entrance, and led the way inside.  
 
    After we had trudged through the sewers for about half an hour, it was impossible to tell if it was day or night outside. All traces of outside light had vanished, and I was grateful for the blue light of the Opalstone necklace that lighted up our path up ahead.  
 
    I was also grateful that I’d been able to get the amulet to turn on.  
 
    It was easier to control the light of the necklace now than it had been before, and I wondered if that was because I was getting better at it or because the amulet was finally getting used to the fact that I was its owner now instead of that greedy bastard Hebal.  
 
    As the blue gemstone in the necklace lit the way before us now, I thought about the fact that Ava and I had just traveled through the sewers underneath the halfling district to sneak into the elven officer barracks, and I suddenly had a very distinct feeling that I wasn’t seeing just a maze of dirty sewers ahead of me.  
 
    I was seeing a goddamn opportunity.  
 
    The city sewer ways all had to connect to each other at some point, and that meant the passages here in the human district had to connect at some point to the Entertainment District, and those sewers had to connect to the dwarven district, the halfling district, and so on. So if we could map the sewers and figure out where they all intersected, we just might be able to use them to sneak around the whole city.  
 
    Lobrem had already shown himself to be a nuisance when it came to the delivery of our whiskey in the Entertainment District and dwarven districts, and I had been looking for a way to get around him and still make our deliveries to the theatre and the brothels on our customer list. I didn’t want Lobrem to have our full customer list, and I sure as shit didn’t want him to have an accurate count of either the barrels we sold or the coins we made in the Entertainment District.  
 
    The more he knew, the more we’d have to pay him, so if we could find a way around that, then so much the better. We’d have to figure out a way to transport the whiskey through the sewers without letting any of the barrels touch the ground, of course, but as Dar, Penny, and I made our way through the sewers now, I thought I might just have the beginning of a solution to our little problem with Lobrem.  
 
    Besides, if we started to deliver our whiskey through routes underneath the city, that would be one sure-fire way to get the elves off our backs when it came to deliveries. The elves might be very proud of their sewer system, but they would never step one foot inside of them. They made their human slaves do the dirty work to clean out and maintain the sewers, and that meant my friends and I would have just about all the privacy we needed to run the whiskey through this underground maze.  
 
    Other than the issue of how to carry the heavy whiskey barrels through the sewers, I could only think of one other problem, and that was how to fit the barrels through the small sewer grates in the city streets themselves. Still, that wasn’t a problem for right now, and I was sure that one of us would be able to come up with a plan to fix that issue when the time came.  
 
    The door to the catacombs didn’t look like it had been disturbed since the last time we were here, so we left the smell of the sewers behind us and replaced the stench with the old smell of dusty bones as we made our way deeper into the catacombs toward the secret room.  
 
    We hadn’t reset the traps, of course, so we wouldn’t have to avoid arrows or deadly spikes on the way to Jeremiah Badgett’s tomb. Instead, we just had to watch our feet as the floor continued to descend deeper into the earth and the heart of the catacombs.  
 
    “You ever heard of Trixie’s, Wade?” Dar asked suddenly from behind me.  
 
    “Tricky’s?” Penny repeated.  
 
    “Trixie’s,” Dar said again.  
 
    “I can’t say that it sounds familiar,” I replied.  
 
    “It’s real close to the Count’s theatre,” Dar explained, “just a couple doors down, actually. It’s a brothel, or at least, it used to be before it… well, I guess you could say it fell on hard times.”  
 
    “It used to be a brothel?” the pixie thief groaned from behind Dar. “Please don’t tell me that you’ve met a whore with a heart of gold, and now you want to--”  
 
    “Trixie might have a heart of gold,” Dar interrupted, “but that’s not really important.”  
 
    “If you’re about to say that her heart isn’t what you’re interested in--” Penny warned.  
 
    “I wasn’t going to,” Dar smirked, “since the madame’s not really my type. After all, it’s not like she’s got--”  
 
    “Ugh, please stop,” Penny growled. “I definitely don’t want to hear about what your type is, Dar.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” My halfling friend grinned. “I mean, it might surprise you to learn that I go weak in the knees whenever a woman’s got--”  
 
    “Hey, Dar?” I cut him off.  
 
    “Hm?” he replied.  
 
    “You were saying something about Trixie’s?” I chuckled. “In fact, I think you might have been about to make a point?”  
 
    “Right, yes,” the halfling said. “So, I spoke with the good madame, and she--”  
 
    “You mean with Trixie,” Penny corrected.  
 
    “Yes, with Trixie,” Dar sighed, “and it seems that since her house has seen better days, she’s decided to put it up for sale.”  
 
    “I’m listening,” I said.  
 
    “Well, Rindell needs a new dancehall, right?” Dar continued. “And don’t get me wrong, Trixie’s is a bit of an eyesore at the moment, so it would definitely need a little fixing up before Rindell would be satisfied with it, but the price is solid, especially for how close it is to the theatre, and then you wouldn’t have to spend a bunch of gold building one from the ground up like ya planned.”  
 
    “I take back everything I said,” Penny laughed as the deadly spikes came into view up ahead. “Dar, if you can get Rindell out of the theatre so I don’t have to see her face every time I’m there, you will officially be my very favorite friend.”  
 
    “So glad to hear it,” the halfling smirked. “What do you think, Wade?”  
 
    “I’ve gotta agree with Penny on this one,” I exhaled. “I’m pretty tired of Madame Rindell being there every time we turn around, and even though we still need her right now--”  
 
    “But not forever,” the redheaded pixie growled.  
 
    “No, definitely not forever,” I said. “But if we could still use her right now and at the same time get her out of the theatre, I think that would be a win-win for everybody.”  
 
    “Do you think Rindell would agree to it?” Dar asked.  
 
    “She won’t have a choice,” I said. “She’s been begging for a new dancehall ever since her old one got destroyed, so she won’t be able to refuse when I offer her one. You said you think it would work as a dancehall, Dar?”  
 
    “With a bit of investment up front, yes,” the halfling replied. “It’s close enough to the theatre that we could still keep an eye on her, but she wouldn’t be there every time we turned around, especially not when she has her own business to run again.”  
 
    The trap of spikes was closer now, but I knew they wouldn’t snap shut unless somebody turned the lever right in front of Badgett’s tomb. Whoever had constructed the traps in the catacombs had been an impressive architect and engineer.  
 
    After all, these catacombs had been built over a thousand years ago, and that meant the elves had lied when they said they civilized all the rest of the races. From what the elven history books said, you would think that all the rest of the races had lived in muddy holes in the ground before the elven race had stooped down to scoop us out of our own filth.  
 
    Fucking bastards. It wasn’t surprising that the elves had lied about the history of the other races, but it made me furious to think about the fact that none of us really knew exactly what had happened before the elves took over everything. These catacombs had been built by human hands, so who could say what else humans had done before the rise of the elven empire?  
 
    “Plus,” Dar said after he hesitated for a second, “there’s something else about Trixie’s that might come in handy.”  
 
    “Trixie’s heart of gold?” Penny teased.  
 
    “No,” Dar fired back. “It has a secret room.”  
 
    “I can only imagine what that’s been used for,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Well, I can tell you this much, Wade,” Dar exhaled. “It’ll need a real good scrub before we do anything with it.”  
 
    “What were you thinking of using it for?” I asked.  
 
    “Whatever we wanted,” my halfling friend said. “Maybe we could throw Tevian in there and chop him up to bits. It’s supposed to be pretty soundproof, at least for whatever clients Trixie has used it for.”  
 
    “I don’t know that we’d want to chop Tevian into bits inside Rindell’s new dancehall,” I chuckled, “even if it is in a secret room. But it would certainly be a good place to hide something or someone that we didn’t want to be found.”  
 
    “I wish we could stick Rindell in there,” Penny sighed, “but we could at least store whiskey in there. That way, at least when it comes to deliveries in the Entertainment District, we won’t have to cart the barrels all the way from the distillery or where we’ve got some stored at Adi’s.”  
 
    “That would also help keep Lobrem from seeing our delivery routes,” Dar added.  
 
    “So speaking of hiding things from Lobrem,” I began, and then I told them about my plan to try to use the sewers for some of our deliveries.  
 
    “That’s a brilliant idea, Wade,” Penny said. “Lobrem will never see it coming.”  
 
    “And neither will the elves,” Dar added, “as long as Rindell keeps her mouth shut around Tevian.”  
 
    “He won’t be a problem for too much longer,” I said. “Not once we make Golierian captain of the guard.”  
 
    “Besides, we’d get rid of Rindell if she opened her big mouth,” the redhead said. “Right?”  
 
    “Damn right,” I answered, “but remember that she’s still doing her job for us right now.”  
 
    “I know,” Penny groaned. “And don’t get me wrong, I’m glad she isn’t making our business any more difficult than it needs to be, but I just really… ugh, I just really hate that woman.”  
 
    “We all know it’s because she made you dress up in one of her ridiculous costumes,” Dar teased. “Or maybe it’s because you actually really liked the costume?”  
 
    “Say that one more time,” the redhead growled, “and I swear that I will lock you up in the portal room and leave you there for a week.”  
 
    “I’m afraid that’s a threat you can’t keep,” my halfling friend chuckled as we picked our way through the motionless spikes. “The portal room has a sentient door, remember?”  
 
    I reached the other side of the spikes, glanced up at Jeremiah Badgett’s skull and headstone, and placed my hand on the cool slab of stone underneath his grave that served as the door to the portal room.  
 
    “Hello, Wade,” the door greeted me as soon as she felt my touch.  
 
    “Hello, Gatekeeper,” I said to the huge stone door. “You’re right on cue.”  
 
    “Even here under the ground, I have excellent time keeping skills,” the door said in its cheerful feminine voice.  
 
    I nodded at my friends to place their hands on the door as well, and as soon as they did, the door gave a little sigh as she slowly started to swing open.  
 
    “Hello, Dar,” the door said. “Hello, Penny.”  
 
    “Hello,” they both said at the same time.  
 
    “See?” Dar told Penny. “The door knows me, and she likes me, so you’ll have to threaten me with something else.”  
 
    The redheaded pixie put one hand on her hip and glared at the halfling.  
 
    “Maybe she could just ask me very, very nicely,” the door giggled. “Sometimes, I get bored. Perhaps I could be persuaded?”  
 
    “Ha!” The redheaded thief grinned. “I knew I liked you, Gatekeeper.”  
 
    “We girls have to stick together, right?” the door chuckled.  
 
    “This is a conspiracy, Wade,” Dar sighed. “They’re all against us.”  
 
    “I think you mean that they’re all against you,” I laughed. “I’m doing just fine, thanks.”  
 
    “Please, come inside,” the door said as she finished rumbling open.  
 
    The portal room was exactly as I had remembered it. It was a huge chamber with high ceilings and small mirrors all along the walls that caught the light from the blue gem in my amulet and made the whole room glow softly.  
 
    Ten stone archways lined the sides of the room, but each one was blocked up with stone and led nowhere, even though on the roof of the cavern overhead, the brightly colored tiles of the mosaic map glittered to remind us that each of the ten arches led to one of the ten cities in the elven realm.  
 
    Even if we didn’t know how to activate the archways, yet.  
 
    The door remained silent and open once she let us into the large chamber, so the three of us searched for a good place to hide our valuables. Of course, anywhere in the room would have worked since we were in a secret stone chamber underneath the human catacombs, and the only way in was through a magic door that said she would only open for me and my friends. Still, there was a rectangular stone table at the far end of the chamber, so we all carried our goods there and then deposited them on top of the table in a neat little pile of two chests and the heavy sacks of gold coins.  
 
    “This should all be safe enough in here,” I said when we had finished. “It’ll be a bit of a pain to get out whenever we need something, but it’s worth it if it means the elves can’t possibly find it.”  
 
    “If it wasn’t quite so far away, we could even store whiskey here,” Penny said, “and then we could use that room in Rindell’s new dancehall just for people we don’t like.”  
 
    “I agree with you that the less Rindell is involved in the day-to-day operations of the whiskey, the better,” I told the redhead, “but you’re right about how far away this place is.”  
 
    “At least we can use it for our coin and the elven treasures we’ve stolen,” Dar said with a shrug.  
 
    “And one day, maybe we’ll even use the archways,” Penny said as she laid her hand on one of the blue-gray stones in the arch closest to her.  
 
    “We will,” I said. “The keys wouldn’t have led us here if they didn’t want us to use the room, and I somehow doubt all they want us to use the room for is just as a storage space.”  
 
    “Why don’t you try, Wade?” the pixie thief asked. “I know the arches didn’t do anything last time we were here, but maybe you could just… I don’t know, talk to them or touch them or something?”  
 
    “I guess we’re already here, so I might as well,” I answered. “But maybe just in case it does work, you should both stand kind of in the middle of the room?”  
 
    “Fine with me,” Dar said with a nervous chuckle. “I’d rather not be sucked through a magic arch into another city before I’m good and ready, thank you very much.”  
 
    “I’ll stay in the middle,” Penny sighed, “but if one of these fuckers sucks you through, I hope you know that I’m coming in after you.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said with a smile.  
 
    I glanced up at the mosaic map again, but since I didn’t know anything about the other cities in the elven realm, I figured one was just as good to start with as any other. I started toward the archway that seemed to correspond to one of the red cities on the map before I remembered the vision of a red city that the keys had shown me. A full-on battle had raged outside the city when I’d seen it, so I decided maybe that wasn’t exactly the best option to start with.  
 
    Instead, I moved toward the arch that represented one of the purple cities on the map. As I turned away from my friends, the light from the Opalstone necklace was cut off from the mirrors all around the room, so the chamber grew dark again except for the small space between me and the blue-gray stone archway right in front of me.  
 
    “Alright, portal,” I muttered to the archway. “Is that all it takes? Just for me to talk to you, and then you start to work?”  
 
    The stones remained still and silent, so I let the amulet fall against my chest, and as it continued to cast blue light onto the stones in front of me, I placed one hand on either side of the arch and closed my eyes.  
 
    I half-expected the stones in the arch to start talking to me like the door to the portal room had, but even after I placed my hands against the stones, nothing happened. I cracked one eye open, but when I didn’t see any changes, I closed it again to try to focus all my concentration on the archway.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how to activate the portal, but I figured it had to have something to do either with the Opalstone necklace or with the Rainbow Keys, since the orange key was the thing that led me here in the first place. I thought about my friends, and then I thought about my father, who must have known something about this room even though he’d never been inside it.  
 
    I thought about all of them, and then I thought about Tevian and Lobrem and all the other people who wanted to stand in my way, and I thought about what I had told the first magic key I found all those months ago.  
 
    I had told it that I wanted to be a king, and it had promised me freedom. But it wasn’t just enough that I had found freedom from the guild for myself and my friends. I wanted real freedom, and that meant freedom from our elven overlords.  
 
    But maybe it wasn’t enough to want that just for our city. After all, just because I hadn’t ever traveled further than my parents’ farm didn’t mean that I couldn’t also want freedom for the whole realm. The other races deserved better, and the elves deserved to pay for what they had done to us.  
 
    And I was going to do everything in my power to make that happen.  
 
    I suddenly realized that Penny and Dar had both been totally silent, so I opened my eyes to turn back and look at them. The moment my eyes opened, a purplish blue light faded in front of me, and I realized the stones must have been glowing softly, at least for a second.  
 
    “Did you see--” I started but then turned around.  
 
    Both Dar and Penny were totally frozen, even though I hadn’t meant to use the magic of the necklace for that purpose. The redhead had her hand frozen in the air as she gestured toward Dar, and my halfling friend had his mouth halfway open as he responded to her, but neither one showed any signs of blinking or moving even now that I had turned back around.  
 
    I didn’t think I had made up the purplish light glowing from the stones of the archway, but it had taken so long to get even a faint glow that I figured I had better try again some other time. Right now, I needed to figure out how to unfreeze both my friends.  
 
    I knew that I’d been able to unfreeze Ava and Skam when we were in the Miners’ Union Hall, so I stepped toward Penny and wrapped my fingers around her upraised hand. I smiled as I felt the pixie’s skin start to grow warmer, and then her hand relaxed into mine.  
 
    “--got it?” Penny growled before she realized that I stood right in front of her with my hand in hers.  
 
    “Got it,” I said with a grin. “But could you please tell me what exactly it is that I’ve got?”  
 
    “How did you--” The redhead stopped herself and laughed. “Never mind. Did you have any luck?”  
 
    “Not really,” I said. “I thought for a minute that maybe… but I guess I’ll try again another time.”  
 
    “It’ll happen when the time is right,” Penny reassured me. “Don’t worry.”  
 
    “I’m sure you’re right, and I wouldn’t say that I’m worried,” I replied. “It’s more like I’m just… impatient.”  
 
    “Speaking of impatient,” the pixie thief said as she peered around me to look at a still-frozen Dar. She looked back at me with a wicked smile. “You know, we never finished our conversation from the other night.”  
 
    “Our conv-- oh, our conversation,” I laughed as I remembered our kiss. “You know, Dar’s probably going to unfreeze any time now, even without me helping him along.”  
 
    “Then that only gives us a few seconds to get him out of the room.” Penny grinned. “Instead of locking him in, why don’t we lock him out? Just for a little while?”  
 
    “You mean right now?” I smiled. “You must really be impatient to finish that, uh, conversation.”  
 
    “I told you I was,” Penny said as she reached for my waist.  
 
    “You do realize that there’s not even a bed,” I said. “It’s just a cold stone floor.”  
 
    “So?” the redhead asked as she tucked her fingers just inside my pants. “Has that ever stopped us before?”  
 
    The beautiful thief slid her fingers along the inside of my pants until she came to the button, and then she started to unfasten them like she’d never needed anything so badly before in her life.  
 
    “Hold up just one second,” I said with a grin. “At least let me get Dar out of the room.”  
 
    “You better hurry,” Penny smirked.  
 
    I pivoted around, picked my halfling friend up by the waist, and carried him over to the door. As soon as I set him down just outside the portal chamber, I laid my hand on the cold stone of the door.  
 
    “Would you mind shutting him out just for a bit?” I asked.  
 
    “Of course,” the door chimed, and I swore that she had a smile in her voice.  
 
    But without any further commentary, the door rumbled shut with Dar on the outside, and only Penny and I were left inside the portal chamber.  
 
    When I turned back toward the redheaded pixie, she had already slipped out of her tight tunic shirt and stood in front of me with her pert breasts fully on display.  
 
    “You make me crazy, you know that?” I laughed.  
 
    And then I jumped toward her, picked her up by the hips, and held her against my waist as she leaned down to kiss me. As soon as our lips touched, I felt my cock harden inside my pants, and my body ached from how much I needed her.  
 
    When Penny felt me press up against her, she gave a little moan and kissed me more deeply, while her hand slipped underneath my shirt so she could dig her nails into my back as she bit at my lip. I shifted her slight mass into one arm so I could pull back on her long red hair and kiss the base of her throat, and then my tongue moved its way down her chest until I took her whole breast in my mouth.  
 
    The redhead moaned as I kissed her breast, and I grinned as my hand slipped from her hair down to her tiny waist. In the light from the amulet, her pale skin looked even more pale than usual, but her nipples were perfectly pink, and her lips looked almost as red as her hair.  
 
    “It’s been too long,” Penny groaned.  
 
    I lifted my face from her tits.  
 
    “Please, I need you, Wade,” she gasped.  
 
    “What do you need?” I whispered into her ear. “Maybe you should tell me.”  
 
    “Maybe I should show you,” the redhead said with a wink.  
 
    “You’re the boss,” I smirked.  
 
    “Then you better put me down,” Penny said, “because this boss needs to be on her knees for what she’s got planned.”  
 
    I loosened my grip on the redhead and let her slip to the ground, but she continued to kiss me as she reached down to wrap her hand around my cock through my pants. I was already rock hard, but as soon as her fingers touched me, I thought I might rip the damn fabric of my pants if she didn’t free me.  
 
    As if she had read my mind, Penny knelt down on the stones in front of me, unfastened my pants, and pulled out the hard length of my cock. At first, the pixie thief licked just the tip, but then she looked up at me with her clear green eyes, smiled and gave me a little wink, and then took me in her mouth.  
 
    As the softness of her lips engulfed my full length, I felt her tongue caress it from every side while her mouth moved up and down my shaft. It felt so good that I had to wrap my fingers through her red hair just so I had something to hold on to, but my tight grip on her hair only made her more excited, and the pixie sucked on my cock like she just wanted to swallow the whole thing.  
 
    Finally, Penny took all of me in her mouth and just held me there while she looked up at me with her bright green eyes, and then I couldn’t take it anymore. I pulled back on her hair to guide her off my shaft, and then I scooped her up into my arms and carried her over to the stone table that held our two chests and most of the coin we’d earned. I shoved the bags of coins onto the floor, and then I set the redhead down on top of the table.  
 
    “I need you,” I growled as Penny fumbled with the fastenings on her own pants.  
 
    She started to pull down her leggings, and I thought I would go crazy if I didn’t have her right then, so I leaned her back onto the table, grabbed her pants, and pulled them off her legs in one clean swoop. Penny giggled and propped herself up on her elbows.  
 
    “Then you’d better take me,” the redhead said.  
 
    I gripped her under the thighs and pulled her hips toward me. Penny raised both legs high and rested her ankles on my shoulders, and then she wiggled forward a little further until her pink pussy lips just barely grazed the tip of my cock.  
 
    I gently pushed myself inside her, but almost as soon as I felt how wet she was, the redhead reached forward to grab me by the waist, and her legs nearly went up over her own head from the effort.  
 
    “I want all of you,” she moaned, “and I want you right now.”  
 
    She didn’t have to tell me twice.  
 
    I pushed her back down onto the stone table, and I shoved my cock so deep inside her pussy that her back arched and she cried out.  
 
    “More!” Penny moaned.  
 
    I pushed her legs down toward her chest so her thighs rested on top of her pert breasts. The redhead was so flexible that I pushed her legs up toward her head a little further, and then I could have sworn that I was deeper inside her than I’d ever been before.  
 
    I thrust my hard cock in and out of her tight pussy until the pixie rocked her head back and moaned again.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” she gasped.  
 
    I thrust faster and faster as I felt all her muscles tighten around my cock, and then she cried out as the orgasm swept over her until her legs trembled against me.  
 
    “Oh, ffffuck!” Penny screamed.  
 
    I shoved my full length inside her again and held it there, while she continued to tremble against me. Finally, the redhead’s muscles relaxed, and she propped herself up on her elbows again to smile at me.  
 
    “You’re incredible, Wade,” she breathed.  
 
    “Oh, do you think we’re done?” I smirked.  
 
    “But I thought-- you don’t think we need to let Dar back in?” Penny said with a little grin. “Do you think he’s still frozen?”  
 
    “Maybe,” I chuckled. “But since he’s still out there, and we’re still in here…”  
 
    “Oh, you don’t have to persuade me,” the redhead said as she gave me a little wink. “You just tell me how you want me.”  
 
    “I thought you were the boss,” I laughed.  
 
    “Well, maybe I want you to be the boss now,” she said. “So go ahead-- boss me around a little.”  
 
    “Then you better hop down here and turn that pretty little ass of yours around,” I said.  
 
    Penny jumped to the ground and did exactly what I said. She placed her hands on the stone table to steady herself, and then she looked back at me as she wiggled her hips back and forth.  
 
    I grabbed her by the waist, and she helped guide my cock inside her again. She was so wet for me that this time, I just slid right into her tight pussy. Penny moaned as I pushed her forward against the table, but as my thrusts started to come faster and closer together, I reached around and grabbed her tits to keep her from slamming into the cold, hard, stone.  
 
    “Oh, yes, just like that,” she begged.  
 
    I watched her ass bounce up and down on my cock as I pushed myself into her tight tunnel again and again. The fact that the table was stone was the only thing that kept us from breaking it, as my muscles thrust into her until she clenched her hands into fists as her muscles all started to tighten again.  
 
    “Wade,” the redhead moaned, “I think--”  
 
    “Me, too,” I groaned.  
 
    With one arm still wrapped around her tits, I pulled back on her hair with my other hand as we both started to come. I gave her three quick final thrusts, and on the fourth thrust, I felt my body spasm as I emptied my seed deep inside the beautiful pixie. Penny cried out as she orgasmed at the same time, and she reached back and grabbed my hips to hold me inside her as she shook from head to toe.  
 
    Finally, when our orgasms had both subsided, the redhead released her grip on me, and I slowly pulled out of her dripping wet pussy.  
 
    “Thank you, Wade,” she murmured. “That was-- you are-- fuck me, that was incredible.”  
 
    “It was,” I said. “I could do that all day.”  
 
    “And all night,” the redhead sighed.  
 
    “Well, if you’re not doing anything later,” I laughed.  
 
    “By the Ancients,” Penny suddenly gasped, “you don’t think Dar heard any of that, do you?”  
 
    “The door’s pretty thick, so I think we’re alright,” I said with a grin, “but we’d better let him back in before he goes to get a battering ram.”  
 
    As soon as we were both dressed again, I walked over to the door.  
 
    “You can open up now,” I told the door, “and thanks for the privacy.”  
 
    “Anything for you, Wade,” the door responded.  
 
    After she rumbled open, I saw that Dar was still just outside the portal chamber, but he was very much himself again, and I wondered how long ago the amulet’s enchantment had worn off.  
 
    “You two think you’re so funny, don’t you?” the halfling huffed as he tapped his bare foot on the ground.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked with a little wink at Penny.  
 
    “You know, it’s one thing to freeze your friends,” Dar said, “but it’s a whole other thing to stick them out in the cold and close the door on them.”  
 
    “Dar, we’re underground, not in a fucking snowstorm,” Penny pointed out.  
 
    “Well, it’s the principle of the matter, isn’t it?” Dar demanded.  
 
    The halfling narrowed his eyes and glanced from the pixie thief to me and back again.  
 
    “Hold on,” he muttered. “You didn’t just-- you wouldn’t have just--”  
 
    “We wouldn’t have just what?” Penny asked innocently.  
 
    “No, never mind,” Dar chuckled. “I was only out here for a second, right? So you couldn’t have-- You know what? Just forget I asked.”  
 
    “Whatever you say, Dar,” I laughed.  
 
    “So, you didn’t get the portals to work?” the halfling asked.  
 
    “Not this time,” I said.  
 
    “There’s always next time,” Penny said as she grabbed my hand with her small fingers.  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “But for now, we better get going. And maybe let’s go back through the streets instead of the sewers this time. We can pick a different sewer grate so we don’t have to come out right beside the elven watchtower, but I’d like to see what part of the district we’re in.”  
 
    “Plus, it might help us get back to the wagon before night falls,” Penny added.  
 
    After we left the catacombs, we walked through the sewers for a few minutes to make sure we would be far enough away from the watchtower when we climbed back up to the surface, and then we spread out so each of us could pick a grate with a ladder up to the surface to try. We would go through whatever grate had the fewest number of people around.  
 
    When I poked my head up through the grate, I saw countless pairs of worn-down boots and half-bare feet, so I dropped back down into the sewers. Dar called down to us that his grate was also right in the middle of the street, but when we both turned to Penny, the redhead just gestured for us to come over to where she had climbed.  
 
    Her grate also led out into a busy street, but at the moment, it was right underneath a huge wagon, and that meant we’d be able to sneak out underneath it without anyone noticing us. After the redheaded pixie shoved the grate out of the way, she climbed up underneath the wagon and rolled out from under it as soon as she saw a good opportunity. Dar followed her next, and I brought up the rear, so I carefully put the grate back into place before Penny whistled that the coast was clear.  
 
    As soon as I’d rolled out from under the wagon, I sensed that something was wrong. The sun was still bright overhead, but even though there were enough wagons all parked along the sides of the street that the road should have been filled with people, everything was eerily quiet and there wasn’t a single person in sight.  
 
    “Um, not to alarm anyone,” Penny whispered, “but I think we might need to go back into the sewers.”  
 
    I was about to open my mouth and tell her it was already too late, but before I could get the words out, a knife hurtled toward me from out of nowhere.  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    I sidestepped the knife, but as it clattered to the stone pavement behind me, the whole street erupted in shouts as two clusters of humans emerged from the alleyways all around us and threw themselves at each other in a flash of fists and knives.  
 
    Unluckily for us, we were caught in the crossfire between the two groups, and that meant both groups of humans also threw themselves at us.  
 
    I ducked to avoid a human man’s fist, while I saw Penny jump on top of a wagon to avoid a hammer-wielding woman. As I swung my own fist back toward my attacker’s jaw, I watched as the redhead jumped onto the woman’s shoulders and wrapped her legs tight around the woman’s throat to bring her to her knees.  
 
    My fist collided into my opponent’s jaw, and as he spun away from me, I glanced in Dar’s direction, but my halfling friend was doing just fine for himself. One human was already on his knees beside the halfling as he clutched his groin and howled, and another human watched his dagger fly out of his hands when Dar smashed his wrist.  
 
    I couldn’t believe the elves were letting this happen. After all, they had three damn watchtowers in the human district, so I knew they had to see and hear all the fighting. But then again, I also knew that as long as no elves were involved, our overlords probably didn’t give two shits about whether all the humans killed each other in this district.  
 
    Just as long as there were enough left alive to pay taxes.  
 
    I needed a better view of the whole fight, so I climbed halfway onto the wagon beside us before I felt strong hands pull me back down onto the street. I jabbed my elbow backward into someone’s ribs, slipped free of my opponent’s grip, and then whirled around to shove him into a cluster of other humans nearby.  
 
    Immediately, I jumped back up onto the wagon and looked around, but I had lost sight of Penny and Dar in the fight. I didn’t even know how the humans could tell each other apart because to me, they all wore the same ratty clothing and the same boots with holes in the toes. Some of them carried hammers, and some had managed to find daggers for themselves, but they all tried to kill each other every time one cluster of two or three found another group.  
 
    There had to be an order to it, but so far, I couldn’t tell what it was.  
 
    Dar and Penny should have been easy to spot, but it was possible that the redhead had pulled her cloak up over her hair, and it was also possible that my halfling friend might have sneaked his way into an alley to reassess the situation. Still, I didn’t think either one of them would have voluntarily left my side, and that had to mean the force of the fight had swept them away to a different part of the street.  
 
    I hopped back down to the street just as two humans from behind the wagon rushed at two others just in front of the cart. Both groups seemed to think I belonged to the other humans, and so all four humans swung at me with fists and hammers.  
 
    I wasn’t about to try to fight all four of them at once, so I did the only sensible thing and dropped to the ground, scrambled underneath the wagon, and let all four of my attackers bring down their blows on each other instead of on me. I hadn’t even had time to pull out my own dagger yet, but I did now as I rolled across the rough stones to pop up on the other side of the wagon.  
 
    As soon as I was back on my feet, I planted my feet, raised my dagger, and prepared for my attackers to come around the wagon, but when I looked back over at where I had left them, all four were wrestling with each other on the ground. One had a swollen purple eye, another one had a gash all along his hairline, and the third tried to hold back a tide of blood that spilled out of his forearm. The fourth figure twitched underneath the first human’s body, and then he went still.  
 
    “This is fucking ridiculous,” I growled.  
 
    There was still no sight of Penny or Dar, but I knew they couldn’t have gotten too far away. I also knew we needed to get our asses out of here if we were all going to make it back to the forest in one piece.  
 
    I let out a piercing whistle. None of the humans seemed to notice, but as soon as I made the noise, I saw a small hand wave frantically to me out of a cluster of human bodies. I recognized it immediately as Penny’s, and I wondered how the pixie had been carried all the way down to the end of the street, just in front of a butcher’s shop that looked like it hadn’t had a customer in a decade.  
 
    I was just about to whistle again to try to find Dar, when my halfling friend suddenly stumbled out of the dead-end street beside us with a small patch of blood matted in his dark hair.  
 
    “Dar!” I shouted.  
 
    The halfling hurried toward me with a little lopsided grin on his face.  
 
    “I’m fine,” he said quickly. “Just took a little detour down the alley to get rid of one of these assholes. Where’s Penny?”  
 
    “End of the street,” I said. “Come on, we’ve got to get to her.”  
 
    We didn’t have time to fight our way to Penny through the crowd, so instead, I did the next best thing. The wagon on top of the sewer entrance was harnessed to a horse that someone had tied to a post and left before the fighting broke out, and the horse was still waiting patiently for its owner to return.  
 
    I used my dagger to cut through the ropes that tied the horse to the post, and I was surprised by how calm the horse remained. My guess was that fights like this must have been a regular occurrence here in the human district, since otherwise the horse would have already panicked. Once the horse was free from the post and Dar was safely in the wagon seat, I gripped the reins in my hand, leaped into the front of the wagon, gave the horse a smart slap, and took off down the street.  
 
    The moment they saw me coming, humans started to jump out of the way, and as I urged the horse to fly faster down the street, the wagon wheels bounced along the pavement and made the warring human factions scurry back into their alleys.  
 
    I kept waiting for the elven guard to send an arrow through my chest, but if they were watching, they didn’t seem to care that I had just stolen a wagon, so I just kept driving it down the street toward the last place I had seen the redheaded pixie. As the humans continued to part like a wave in front of my horse and wagon, I took another look at the butcher’s shop up ahead. I saw a flash of bright red hair appear just to the right of the butchery, so I veered the horse to the right before Penny disappeared again.  
 
    “Take the reins!” I yelled to Dar.  
 
    The halfling didn’t even question it. He just grabbed the reins from my hands as we hurtled toward the end of the street, and I wedged myself into my seat tightly enough that I didn’t think I would fly out. When I caught sight of the redhead again, she was just up ahead, but some bastard stood between me and her, and as we came closer, I saw that he had his hands around the redheaded pixie’s throat.  
 
    If I jumped out of the wagon now, I would never catch back up to Dar, and that would still leave Penny and me stranded in the middle of what seemed to be a human turf war. Both Penny and her attacker were only a few seconds away now, so I twisted in my seat, bent forward as Dar kept us steady, and grabbed both the pixie and her human opponent by their collars.  
 
    I hauled them both up into the wagon as we continued to dash forward, but almost as soon as I had pulled them up beside me, Dar took a sharp curve to avoid driving the horse into the abandoned butcher’s shop and all three of us humans tumbled backward over the seat and into the wagon itself.  
 
    Penny fell on top of me, and her attacker landed on top of both of us. As soon as the man started to push himself up off us both, Dar took another sharp turn, and we all rolled to the other side of the wagon until I came to a stop on top of Penny with my elbow jammed into the other human’s ribs.  
 
    The man tried to push me off, but Penny slipped a hand out from under me, reached over, and then yanked on the man’s ear so hard that he yelped. I lifted myself off of the pixie thief, and the redhead scrambled free and popped her attacker again, this time with a quick hit to his nose that made blood stream out from his nostrils almost as soon as she took her fist away.  
 
    The man groaned and clutched at his face, and for a second, he acted like he was going to try to come after Penny again, but she slapped him across the face and he cowered down in the base of the wagon.  
 
    “Should we pitch this asshole overboard?” the redheaded pixie demanded.  
 
    “Hold that thought,” I said. “I think I have a better idea.”  
 
    I glanced up to make sure that the fight was well behind us, and when I looked ahead again, I didn’t see any signs of elven guards or more human gangs, so I figured we might be in the clear.  
 
    “Find somewhere to pull over,” I called to Dar. “I want to ask this asshole some questions.”  
 
    Dar gave me a little salute and started to slow the horse down so he could find some empty street where we could carry out a little interrogation. By the time the halfling turned the horse into a narrow dead-end alley that looked like it had seen better days, our unexpected human tagalong was on his knees in the back of the wagon with a prayer for mercy on his lips.  
 
    “Keep quiet, and maybe you’ll get your wish,” I said.  
 
    Just because the elves didn’t care if warring gangs of humans killed each other didn’t mean they would also be okay with an interrogation right in the middle of one of their streets. Still, as I glanced up at the buildings on either side of the street that Dar had chosen, I realized that I couldn’t see any of the watchtowers over the high roofs, so unless some asshole appeared at the end of this deserted alley, we’d be in the clear to ask all the questions we wanted to.  
 
    As soon as Dar pulled the horse completely to a stop, I had Dar go check the end of the street to make sure none of this bastard’s friends had followed him, and I asked Penny to jump down and crawl underneath the wagon to see if its owner had any extra rope stashed away in case of emergencies. The owner didn’t have much, but it was enough for me to tie the human’s hands behind his back so he didn’t try anything while we questioned him.  
 
    “Everything clear?” I asked Dar when the halfling came back from the end of the alley.  
 
    “All good,” Dar responded.  
 
    “Okay, great,” Penny growled. “So my first question is, what the fuck was all of that back there?”  
 
    “We might have to be a little more specific,” my halfling friend chuckled.  
 
    “Who were you fighting?” I asked the man. “And can you tell us why?”  
 
    “Boss said to,” the man replied in a thick country accent. “They stole from us, so they had to know an attack was a-comin’.”  
 
    “Who stole from you?” I asked.  
 
    “And what did they steal?” Dar added.  
 
    “And who exactly are you people?” Penny demanded.  
 
    The man squinted past the swelling of his broken nose to look at each of us in turn before he finally decided to answer Dar’s question first.  
 
    “Stole our weapons,” he grunted. “Some of ‘em, anyway.”  
 
    “So are your people the ones who had all the hammers?” I asked.  
 
    “Some of ‘em,” the man said again, “but some of us still had our weapons.”  
 
    “How helpful,” Dar said with a roll of his eyes.  
 
    “And who exactly stole them?” I asked again.  
 
    “Our enemies,” the man said. “Them ones in Dryson’s gang.”  
 
    “Which is not your gang?” I guessed.  
 
    This interrogation was like pulling teeth, but I very much didn’t want to have to pull actual teeth if I could help it.  
 
    “Not hardly,” the man said and spat blood on the floor of the wagon.  
 
    “Because your gang is…?” I prompted.  
 
    “You’re not from around here, are you?” the human chuckled. “I guess me and the boys thought you were some of Dryson’s newbies, on account of how we ain’t ever seen you around our people before.”  
 
    “Well, I think you can clearly see we do not belong to Dryson,” Penny said with her nose in the air.  
 
    “Who you belong to, then?” the man asked.  
 
    “We don’t belong to anybody,” I growled, “but I guess you do, so how about you go ahead and tell me who that is.”  
 
    “Or at least why the elves didn’t stop any of you,” Dar said.  
 
    “Oh, them elves don’t give two fucks about what we do,” the human said. “I’ve heard some of them guards even place bets on us, about who’s gonna win and who’s gonna die first.”  
 
    “Well, that’s horrible,” Penny muttered. “So hold on, are you saying that the elves down here just let you all do whatever you want? I mean, they just let you kill each other in the streets like packs of stray dogs?”  
 
    “As long as no elves get hurt,” the human grunted. “And we pick up our own bodies. But yeah, to be real honest with you, they do.”  
 
    “What about after dark?” I asked. “Do they let you do whatever you want, then, too?”  
 
    The man shook his head, and a vein in his temple throbbed.  
 
    “We’re gonna need a little more than just a shake of your head,” Dar said. “Details, human.”  
 
    “He’s human,” the man said with a nod toward me, “and maybe the girl is, too, so you don’t have to say it like it’s an insult.”  
 
    “Did he just call me the girl?” Penny growled. “I have a name, you asshole!”  
 
    “Nobody needs to exchange names,” I said. “Look, we won’t ask you who you are, and we won’t tell you our names either. But if we’re going to let you go, the halfling is right. We need you to give us answers when we ask for them.”  
 
    I walked across the wagon to stand right in front of our human prisoner, and I bent down so our faces were level with each other. At first, I thought the bastard was going to spit in my face, but I just stared at him with nothing but coldness in my eyes until finally, he broke away from my gaze and looked down at the ground.  
 
    “So, does that mean you understand?” I asked.  
 
    “I do,” the man murmured.  
 
    “So at night,” I reminded him, “what happens?”  
 
    “We can still fight and run whatever business we need to,” the man said, “but we gotta be a lot more careful about it. The elves will still let us all kill each other after dark, but they also like to use us for target practice.”  
 
    “Then why do you go out at night in the first place?” Dar asked.  
 
    “Boss says it’s better for business,” the human replied. “Easier to sneak around Dryson’s gang in the dark.”  
 
    “Even if that means you’re target practice?” Penny scoffed.  
 
    “Colter knows what he’s doin’,” the man defended.  
 
    “I guess that’s the name of your boss,” Dar said dryly.  
 
    “I didn’t-- ah, shit,” the man swore. “Don’t tell him I said who I work for, will you?”  
 
    “I have a better idea,” I said, “but we’re still not quite done here.”  
 
    “We’re not?” the man sniffed.  
 
    “Not quite,” I said again. “Is Dryson’s gang your worst enemy? Or are there others?”  
 
    “There're others, but them’s the worst,” the human admitted. “They run all the territory in the south of this here district--”  
 
    “You mean the human district,” Penny clarified.  
 
    “That’s what I said,” the man muttered. “Anyway, Colter runs the north, and that Dryson bastard keeps trying to push north, and well, you know how it goes.”  
 
    “So that’s what today was about,” I said. “It wasn’t about the stolen weapons at all.”  
 
    “Apparently not,” Dar said. “It sounds like it was a turf war between the two biggest factions in the human district.”  
 
    “Good to know,” I said. “Now, I’m going to let you go--”  
 
    The human let out a little breath of relief.  
 
    “On one condition,” I warned. “I need you to take a message to your boss, to this Colter.”  
 
    “What kind of message?” the man asked.  
 
    “I’ll make it real simple,” I said. “Just tell him that Wade would like to meet for talks, and the next time I pop down here to your little district, I’ll be in touch.”  
 
    “I don’t think he--” the man started.  
 
    “Just tell him,” Penny hissed.  
 
    “Yeah, alright, okay,” the human said quickly.  
 
    I nodded at Dar, and the halfling walked up behind the human to cut the rope that bound his hands. As soon as the man was free, he staggered to his feet, half-fell out the back of the wagon, and then stumbled back down the alley to return to whatever hole he had crawled out of.  
 
    “Do you think he’ll deliver the message?” Dar asked.  
 
    “Some version of it, yes,” I said. “I tried to keep it simple, but I don’t know how much he’ll even remember. I’m pretty sure he definitely thought we were going to kill him.”  
 
    “He fucking deserved it,” Penny swore as she rubbed at her throat.  
 
    “You okay?” I touched the redhead’s shoulder.  
 
    “Oh, I’m fine,” she said with a smile. “Just a little pissed off.”  
 
    “What else is new?” Dar smirked.  
 
    “See, that right there is why we locked you out of the room,” Penny groaned.  
 
    “We better move it before our messenger brings back all his friends,” I warned. “We’ll leave the wagon. We don’t need to add a stolen wagon onto our list of illegal activities.”  
 
    We drove the horse back to the end of the alley and spurred it back in the direction we had come from. When it disappeared, we turned and hurried through the streets back toward the forest. It was still a bit of a trek, but we covered ground more quickly than we would have if we were still inside the sewers.  
 
    “Why’d you say you want to meet with Colter?” Penny asked once we made it back inside Falrion Forest.  
 
    “Well, for one thing, that’s the opportunity that presented itself first,” I answered. “If we’d caught one of Dryson’s men, I would have asked to meet with Dryson instead.”  
 
    “But why meet with either one of them?” Dar asked. “Sure, they got in the way today, but we can avoid them in the future, right?”  
 
    “I’m sure we could,” I said, “but I want to think about all of this long-term, so if Colter’s territory is in the north of the human district--”  
 
    “That’s the same area where all the sewer entrances are that we’d use to get into the catacombs,” Penny finished for me.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “So if it turns out we can trust him, we could work with him while we build up our own territory. We might be able to use Colter to bring in new customers in this district, and who knows? Maybe even one day, we’ll work directly with him to help bring our whiskey in through the sewers down here, not just the sewers in the Entertainment District.”  
 
    “And what if it turns out we can’t trust him?” Dar asked when we reached our horse and wagon.  
 
    “Then we’ll deal with that when we get there,” I said with a shrug. “Either way, it’s worth a conversation. We don’t know anyone in the human district, so we’ve gotta start somewhere.”  
 
    “Works for me,” Penny said and vaulted herself into the front seat of the wagon.  
 
    I climbed up beside her, and as soon as Dar was safely tucked in the back, we headed back on the long forest path that led to the rest of the city. Since I wanted to check in with Cimarra at the theatre, we wouldn’t have to drive all the way back to the halfling district just yet, so it would be a bit of a shorter trip back than it had been that morning.  
 
    It was still afternoon when we reached the theatre, but it was firmly late afternoon, and that meant there were only a few hours before the next theatre performance. That, of course, meant Count Kieran had worked himself into a complete tizzy by the time we entered through the back of the theatre.  
 
    “You’d think this was his first performance,” Penny said with a roll of her eyes as the Count bustled toward us.  
 
    “Oh, Wade, thank the Ancients you’re here,” Count Kieran huffed. “Do you know what your damned madame has done now?”  
 
    “Cimarra has made me aware of the situation, yes,” I said. “I understand that she made it possible for some of the dancers to serve the whiskey since Rindell’s girls wouldn’t?”  
 
    “Oh, her girls still served the whiskey,” the Count said. “Not all of them, but enough of them that I only had to spare two dancers.”  
 
    “Which of Rindell’s girls disobeyed her orders?” Dar asked.  
 
    “You know I can’t remember their damned foolish names,” Count Kieran spluttered.  
 
    “How about just their real names?” I demanded.  
 
    The Count swallowed, and I bit my tongue. This man ran one hell of a show, but I was convinced that he was never really happy unless he had a problem to fret about in his off-hours.  
 
    “I don’t know those either,” Count Kieran said, “but I know there were three of them.”  
 
    “I guess we’ll have to ask Cimarra,” Penny said, “since you apparently can’t learn the names of five women who’ve been with you for weeks now.”  
 
    “It’s not my fault,” the red-faced Count defended himself.  
 
    “I’m sure nothing ever is,” I sighed. “Did anything actually go wrong with the show?”  
 
    “N-no,” the man stuttered, “but that’s not the point when Rindell--”  
 
    “Then if nothing went wrong and the show carried on without a hitch, why don’t you just let me worry about Rindell?” I interrupted. “You just keep doing the job that I’m paying you for, understand?”  
 
    “Y-y-yes, I just--” Count Kieran blubbered.  
 
    “I know,” I said and clapped him on the shoulder. “I’m sure no one understands how hard it is to be you.”  
 
    “Speaking of,” Dar said with a wicked little smile, “don’t you have a performance you should be preparing for? After all, you only have several hours until curtains go up, right?”  
 
    “Of course, you’re absolutely right,” the Count gasped. “Please excuse me. I’d better see to my fire-breathers since last time, they--”  
 
    “Go ahead,” I cut him off before he told us every possible issue with every possible performer in tonight’s show.  
 
    As soon as the pear-shaped man bustled back down the hallway toward the theatre itself, I let out a little sigh of relief and led my friends toward the back office, where I guessed we would find Cimarra.  
 
    We passed a few dancers and other performers on our way, and each of them smiled at me a little longer than they needed to. Dar just grinned every time one of them said hello to me, and Penny just punched the halfling in the arm every time he started to make a joke about all the beautiful women backstage.  
 
    We turned onto the last hallway that led back to the office, and I saw Tea come around the corner toward us. The blonde halfie smiled and slowed down her walk as she approached us, and she carefully tucked her bright hair behind one of her pointed ears.  
 
    “Hi, Wade,” the woman who used to be called Miss Teacakes said. “We haven’t seen much of you lately.”  
 
    “I’ll do my best to correct that,” I smirked. “Nice to see you, Tea.”  
 
    “Come see a show some time,” the blonde said.  
 
    She trailed her fingers across my chest, gave a little wave, and then strolled down the hallway toward wherever she’d been headed.  
 
    “Oh, hiii, Wade,” Dar imitated the blonde woman with a hand on his hip.  
 
    This time, he ducked out of Penny’s reach before the redhead could punch him in the arm.  
 
    When we reached the office, the door was already open, so as soon as I rapped on the doorframe, Cimarra just looked up at me with her clear blue eyes.  
 
    “Wade!” The dancer smiled. “I’m so glad to see you, and you two as well.”  
 
    “I hear you’ve been keeping things under control with Count Can’t-Find-His-Own-Dick,” Penny smirked.  
 
    “He has not made it easy,” Cimarra said as she stood up to greet us, “but yes, everything is under control.”  
 
    The graceful dancer kissed me, and then to my surprise, she stepped over to give Penny a quick kiss on the cheek, but before the redheaded pixie could react, Cimarra turned to Dar and smoothed the hair back from the bloody scab he’d received in the human district.  
 
    “What happened?” Cimarra asked as she turned back toward me. “Dar, are you okay?”  
 
    “Just a little headache,” the halfling said with a shrug. “You don’t happen to have any more of that magical healing elf juice, do you?”  
 
    “I’m afraid not,” the dancer said. “My usual supplier no longer has access to it.”  
 
    “Well, that’s alright,” Dar said. “We just ran into a little fighting in the human district, but it wasn’t anything we couldn’t handle.”  
 
    I quickly caught Cimarra up on what had happened between Dryson and Colter’s warring factions of humans, and I also told her about how we moved all the valuables to the portal room from the apartment above the bakery.  
 
    “I’m glad you were able to think of a solution so quickly,” the raven-haired dancer said.  
 
    “I’m just glad your solution to Rindell’s threat worked so well,” I said. “Which of her girls still agreed to serve the drinks?”  
 
    “And how did Rindell take that news?” Penny asked.  
 
    “Tea, Briaxa, and Ruby all went against Rindell,” Cimarra replied. “I think Jane and Tara-- that’s Miss Sugarpop and Miss Coco-- would have, too, but they’re both too terrified of Rindell.”  
 
    “To be fair, Jane can’t speak at all,” Penny said, “so I don’t blame her for being scared of Madame Rindell.”  
 
    “I thought the same thing,” Cimarra said, “but Wade, you should know that Tea led the charge. As soon as Rindell’s back was turned, she told the other girls that they should all still serve whiskey because they ought to be more concerned with pleasing you than with pleasing Rindell.”  
 
    Tea had once been known as Miss Teacakes when Madame Rindell still had her dancehall, but after the madame’s girls came to the theatre, Cimarra and I had insisted that we all call them by their proper names, not by the ridiculous names that Rindell called them.  
 
    Of course, Tea was a halfie whose human and elf parents had abandoned her the moment she’d been born, and that meant she had never been given a real name. Somehow, she’d survived long enough to be taken into Madame Rindell’s service, and that was when she’d been given the name of Miss Teacakes, so since she’d never gone by anything different, she’d taken the name of Tea when she came to work in the theatre.  
 
    I suddenly wondered how Ava had been given her name. Even though the assassin never talked about her parents or where she came from, you could tell just from looking at her that she was a halfie, too, but she’d managed to find herself a name somewhere along the way.  
 
    “I always had a good feeling about Tea,” I said, “so I’m glad she’s showing where her real loyalties are.”  
 
    “Of course she is loyal to you,” Cimarra said with a smile. “How could she not be? Rindell is cruel and selfish, and you are good and kind, and you care about all of us.”  
 
    “Plus, it can’t hurt that they all find you oh so very handsome,” Dar smirked.  
 
    I laughed, but I wondered about Tea. It was good that she had encouraged the other women to go against Rindell’s orders because for one thing, that had been one less problem for Cimarra to worry about with the theatre, but I was also glad to hear that she’d defied Rindell because that made me think I could trust the halfie woman.  
 
    And I very much needed somebody in Rindell’s camp that I could trust.  
 
    “Cimarra, while we’re on the subject of our favorite madame,” Dar began, “did Ashlin tell you what happened the other night?”  
 
    “No,” the graceful dancer said as she narrowed her blue eyes. “What happened?”  
 
    “The other night when Rindell threatened to keep her girls from serving the whiskey, she sent Ashlin out to get caramels just as the sun was setting,” Dar said.  
 
    “Caramels?” Cimarra repeated.  
 
    “Apparently, Rindell said if her girls had caramels, they might be persuaded to still serve that night,” the halfling said with a roll of his eyes. “So Ashlin ran out to try to find some, but the madame sent her to a dangerous street by herself, where there were definitely not any caramels to be found. I think Rindell was just trying to fuck with her.”  
 
    “That fucking bitch,” Penny swore.  
 
    “But Ashlin’s okay?” I demanded.  
 
    “She is,” Dar said quickly. “I found her just before-- well, I found her just in time.”  
 
    “Why would she-- how could she do that?” Cimarra growled, and I had never seen the dancer so angry before. “I didn’t think even Rindell could be so cruel.”  
 
    “I hope she knows better than to listen to anything Rindell tells her to do from now on,” Dar said. “You can’t send somebody out like that by themselves at night in the Entertainment District. It’s like sending a lamb to the wolves.”  
 
    “I’ll make sure I talk to Rindell about it,” I said. “As soon as we’re able to do what I have planned with Golierian, the madame will either have to get on board, or she’ll find herself face-down in a ditch.”  
 
    “She should pay for putting Ashlin in danger like that,” Cimarra said as she squeezed my arm.  
 
    “Don’t worry, she will,” I whispered. “We just have to be patient a little while longer, and then everything will fall into place.”  
 
    “I trust you, Wade,” the beautiful dancer murmured. “I just cannot stand that woman.”  
 
    “You and me both, Cim,” Penny sighed.  
 
    I raised my eyebrows in surprise that Penny had just used my nickname for the raven-haired woman, but I didn’t say anything. I was just happy that each of them had gotten over any awkwardness about the fact that they were both my women, and more than that, that now they were even friends.  
 
    Someone suddenly pounded on the door to the office, so Dar walked over to open it. Almost before he had even finished turning the handle, the halfling stumbled back when Madame Rindell pushed herself into the room with a dramatic huff.  
 
    “I’d be very careful about the first thing you say to me,” I warned. “If this is about your girls or your dancehall, then save it for another day.”  
 
    “It’s not about any of that,” Madame Rindell sniffed as she patted the two great white puffs of hair on the top of her head. “I just saw you come into the theatre a while ago, Wade, and I thought you all might like to know that you’ve just had some company arrive.”  
 
    “Who do you--” Penny started.  
 
    But she didn’t get to finish her thought. Instead, Tevian himself suddenly appeared in the doorway right behind the madame, and the expression on his face was a mix of rage and terror.  
 
    “Now you’ve fucking done it,” the night elf swore. “I tried to warn you that you’d be sorry, but obviously you ignored me. Obviously, you didn’t believe me, and now you’ve brought this down on both our heads.”  
 
    “Brought what down on our heads?” I demanded as I took a protective step in front of Cimarra. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “The guildmaster is here,” Tevian said. “The guildmaster has finally come to the city.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 - Cimarra 
 
    As soon as Tevian announced that the guildmaster of the Thief’s Guild had come to the city, I felt the night elf’s panic, and I knew that if the guildmaster made Tevian afraid, then she must be truly terrifying. My first thought was for Wade, but my handsome thief seemed as calm as ever, and he simply waited until Tevian had finished telling Wade how the arrival of the guildmaster was all his fault.  
 
    “I’m not sure what you think I’ve done to bring the guildmaster to town,” Wade finally said, “but believe me when I say that I am just as sorry for her arrival as you are.”  
 
    “I doubt that,” Tevian sneered, “since you don’t even know what she’s capable of.”  
 
    Everyone in this office knew what the elves were capable of, even before the arrival of this dreaded guildmaster, but none of us said anything. Tevian might not be the biggest threat to us at the moment now that the elven guildmaster had come to town, but he could still have any or all of us arrested and executed if we gave him a good reason.  
 
    “We haven’t done anything,” Dar said. “We’re just trying to run our bakery and our catering company, and we’re hoping to earn enough money to live a comfortable life.”  
 
    “Oh, is that all?” Tevian smirked. “Then do you mind telling me what you’re all doing here at the theatre? Which is where you always seem to be when you’re not at the bakery?”  
 
    “Oh, I’m here for the excellent showmanship,” Dar said with a smile. “The Count puts on quite a performance, you know.”  
 
    My heart pounded inside my chest. We’d never had to use the alarm system during a performance before, but even though I knew it would work if Tevian decided to watch the show, I still felt my mouth go dry at the thought that the night elf might enter the theatre where we served whiskey at every performance.  
 
    “And what about you?” Tevian asked Wade.  
 
    I felt my muscles relax a little at the fact that Tevian hadn’t asked anything else about tonight’s performance.  
 
    “I’m here for Cim,” Wade said and put a protective arm around my shoulder. “I just came to see her. Is that alright with you?”  
 
    Wade managed to make his question sound both innocent and a little bit like a threat, and he wrapped his arm around me tighter.  
 
    Tevian glanced from Wade to Penny, and then he folded his arms over his chest.  
 
    “What are you going to tell me next?” the captain of the elven guard demanded. “Are you going to try to tell me that this pixie is here to see the dancer, too?”  
 
    The night elf stepped forward and bent down to leer in the pixie thief’s face. He was close enough that he could have snapped her neck, and I felt Wade stiffen with anger beside me, but I rested my hand gently on his back and he stayed where he was.  
 
    The redhead could handle herself, and I also knew that since Tevian was looking for any reason to arrest Wade, he couldn’t attack or even threaten the elven guard outright. Any kind of attack by a human on an elven guard would be the only excuse Tevian needed to throw Wade in jail, and now that the guildmaster was in town, we certainly couldn’t afford to be without his leadership.  
 
    “Actually,” Penny said as she raised her defiant gaze to meet Tevian’s, “yes.”  
 
    “Yes, what?” Tevian growled.  
 
    The captain of the guard glared at the redhead with such hatred that I thought he might rip her throat out with his bare hands, but Penny didn’t even blink.  
 
    “Yes, I’m here to see Cimarra,” the redhead finished. “That’s not a crime, is it?”  
 
    “What do you mean you’re here to see the dancer?” Tevian demanded. “I thought you and-- but that doesn’t make any--”  
 
    “Can you blame me?” Penny interrupted. “After all, she’s very beautiful.”  
 
    I felt a deep blush burn into my cheeks at the other woman’s compliment, and Wade slipped his arm from my shoulder to wrap it around my waist instead. Penny’s answer was clever because if she told the elf that she was really Wade’s woman, then it would give him more leverage over my lover. I kind of wished I could go back in time and answer for Wade before he could connect us, but I also supposed that, if Wade’s plan was successful, we wouldn’t have to worry about the captain for much longer.  
 
    “Well, isn’t this an interesting development?” Madame Rindell smirked from the corner. “Now, Tevian, with the guildmaster in town, I’m sure you have all sorts of arrangements and duties you need to take care of. Isn’t that right?”  
 
    The blue skin of Tevian’s face was nearly purple with rage, but when Madame Rindell linked her arm through his, the night elf finally exhaled before he took a step back away from Penny. I felt the tension evaporate from Wade’s muscles, but I was glad that he didn’t take his arm away from my waist just yet.  
 
    “I hope you’re happy,” Tevian snarled at all of us, “and I hope that whatever you’re doing is worth it when she strings you all up by your ankles.”  
 
    “Thanks for the warning,” Wade said.  
 
    “And may your own ankles stay underneath you at all times,” Dar muttered.  
 
    But Madame Rindell swept the night elf out the door, and for once, I was grateful for Rindell’s relationship with the captain of the elven guard. As soon as they were both gone, Dar shut the door and whirled around to face us.  
 
    “What the fuck do we do?” the halfling asked.  
 
    “We make sure all our shit’s squared away,” Wade responded, “and we lie low until we know what the guildmaster is up to.”  
 
    “Why is she here?” I asked. “We haven’t done anything new that would have drawn her attention.”  
 
    “Tevian just said that because he was hoping to make us slip up and admit something,” Wade said.  
 
    “I think if the guildmaster is here now, then that means she was always going to come,” Dar added. “I mean, no one ever did solve Hagan’s murder, remember? So I guess the guildmaster finally decided that she needed to come to the city for answers.”  
 
    “Plus, the elves still haven’t tried to re-establish the Thief’s Guild in the halfling district,” Penny said. “So my guess is that she might have come to try to do that, too.”  
 
    “I’d like to see her try,” Wade growled. “None of us will ever go back to the guild, and I’ll swear that on my own life.”  
 
    “But if she does re-establish the Thief’s Guild, what are we supposed to do?” Dar asked. “I know we have our own businesses now, and the bakery is legitimate and everything, but if the elves say jump--”  
 
    “We’ll deal with that, just like we’ve dealt with everything else,” Wade said. “But we can’t do anything until we know who she is and what her first move is going to be.”  
 
    “I’ll stay here,” I said. “It doesn’t make sense for me to be anywhere else, and I don’t want to raise any questions if we don’t need to. I’ll just carry on and supervise the show like I usually do.”  
 
    “I think that’s a good plan, Cim,” Wade said. “Osman should be alright at the bakery as long as he carries on like normal, but Dar and I will need to go to the warehouse to make sure they know about the guildmaster there, and we’ll make sure everything is locked down tightly so no one has anything to be suspicious about.”  
 
    “Just as long as you make sure you’re not followed,” I murmured.  
 
    “Of course,” Wade said with a smile. “And Penny?”  
 
    “I think I should stay here,” the redhead announced.  
 
    A look of relief swept over Wade’s face.  
 
    “I was just about to ask if you would,” he said. “You and Cim can work together to make sure all the whiskey here is hidden away, and if any elves show up and the Count acts like he might crack under the pressure, then make sure he knows that our consequences will be much worse than whatever the elves can do to him.”  
 
    “You got it,” Penny said. “Besides, if anything does go wrong-- not that it will, but just in case it does-- it’ll be better if none of us are alone, so I should stay with Cimarra.”  
 
    “I would like that,” I murmured. “Thank you, Penny.”  
 
    The redheaded pixie looked like she might want to say something else, but she just shrugged and gave a little smile.  
 
    “That’s perfect,” Wade said. “You two make sure you take care of each other until I can get back here, and try not to go anywhere if you don’t have to.”  
 
    “We will,” I promised. “I already feel safer knowing that Penny will be here.”  
 
    “I have been known to be pretty handy with a blade,” the pixie chuckled. “We’ll be fine, Wade. Don’t worry about us.”  
 
    “I can’t help it,” he sighed. “Ready, Dar?”  
 
    “Always,” the halfling said cheerfully.  
 
    Before they left, Wade kissed both me and Penny quickly, and then he and Dar were out the door and headed back to the warehouse distillery in the dwarven district. I knew the late afternoon was about to turn into evening, and I hoped they would be safe as they traveled through the darkening streets.  
 
    I also hoped they would be able to warn the others before it was too late. Skam and Selius should both still be at the warehouse, so as long as they reached them soon, they should be able to make sure that the dwarf and the halfling kid knew about the threat. Ava could be anywhere, but I knew that the assassin had spent her whole life being unseen, so she should be able to keep herself out of any danger now.  
 
    “Thank you for offering to stay with me,” I told Penny once Wade and Dar were gone.  
 
    “Don’t ya worry about it,” the redhead answered. “Alright, so what first? Make sure all the whiskey’s hidden? Or threatening the Count to within an inch of his life?”  
 
    “The whiskey,” I said. “If this guildmaster is as terrifying as Tevian makes her sound, I’m not sure we should even serve any at tonight’s performance.”  
 
    “You’re probably right,” Penny agreed. “How upset will the audience be if they show up and there’s nothing to drink?”  
 
    “I’ll talk to the Count and make sure he knows what to say,” I said, “but I think if we promise a discount at the next performance, the audience might not be too upset.”  
 
    “I mean, if we get caught serving whiskey, the people with drinks in their hands will look as guilty to the elves as we will,” Penny said.  
 
    “That’s true,” I said, “so if they understand the danger, they’ll understand that we can’t always serve them, for our own protection as much as for theirs.”  
 
    “Exactly,” the pixie thief said.  
 
    “Then we should go make sure all signs of the whiskey are hidden in the theatre,” I said, “and then we’ll take care of Count Kieran.”  
 
    The redhead opened the door cautiously, as if she expected that the guildmaster would be just outside, but Penny didn’t seem afraid. She just looked ready for a fight.  
 
    “The whiskey’s under the stage, right?” Penny turned back around to ask me. “That’s where you store the barrels here, if I remember right.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “Then you lead the way,” the red-haired thief offered.  
 
    I stepped into the hallway beside her, but nothing seemed out of place. Madame Rindell must have hurried Tevian away somewhere before he could spread his bad news to everyone else at the theatre, and I was glad for that, even if I still wanted Rindell’s blood for the fact that she had put Ashlin in danger.  
 
    The fewer people who knew about the arrival of the guildmaster, the better. If she was anything like what I imagined, she would be the kind of person who liked to spread panic everywhere she went, but since you could only spread panic if people knew about you, I hoped we could keep things as quiet as possible. Otherwise, we might end up with a riot in the theatre on our hands.  
 
    I smiled as we passed Ruby and Jane, and both women smiled back in greeting. I hoped that Rindell would be busy enough with Tevian that she wouldn’t have time to say anything to any of her girls, but more importantly, I hoped the madame had gotten Tevian the hell out of here.  
 
    “This way,” I told the redhead as I turned to take a shortcut to backstage. “But we’ll need to hide the whiskey we were going to use tonight first.”  
 
    “Do you want to just take it under the stage with the rest of the whiskey?” the pixie asked. “I can’t think of anywhere else to hide it all.”  
 
    “That’s what we do whenever the elves hold their weekly services here,” I replied, “so if that’s good enough for weekly elven rituals, I guess it should be good enough for the elven guildmaster.”  
 
    “I sure hope so,” Penny murmured.  
 
    As soon as we entered the backstage area, I was glad to see that the fire-breathers were on stage right now in the middle of their rehearsal. Their practices always pulled in a crowd from the other performers, so everyone’s eyes were on the fire-breathers. That meant no one’s eyes were on the trays of whiskey we had prepared for tonight, and it also meant that no one was watching the back entrance to the hidden room underneath the stage.  
 
    I led Penny over to the trays of whiskey, and we both quietly started stacking glasses without a word. As soon as one tray of glasses was stacked, we started on another one until we were surrounded by countless trays of neatly stacked glasses. Each one had its own small glass bottle of whiskey that came with it, and there was no good way to hide the bottles except for us to take them all one by one underneath the stage.  
 
    I placed one tray with its glasses and whiskey bottle on top of my head, and once it was balanced, I lifted another tray with one hand. Then after a quick look around to make sure that no one was watching us, I opened the trap door in the floor and started down the wooden stairs. I paused halfway down to glance back up at Penny.  
 
    “Coming?” I asked.  
 
    The redhead eyed the tray that I had balanced on my head, and she just gave a little smile.  
 
    “Just as long as I don’t have to do that,” she muttered.  
 
    The pixie picked up two trays and carried them in her hands toward me, and then we descended into the darkness together. After we set the trays down on the cold floor, we carried the rest of them down into the dark room in groups of twos and threes until finally, we had removed all traces of the whiskey and the glasses from the backstage area. On our final trip down into the room, I shut the door on top of us as soon as we were both inside.  
 
    “It’s dark as fuck,” the redhead swore. “I don’t guess there are any lights under here, are there?”  
 
    “No, but just give it a second,” I said. “There’s enough light from the stage above us that your eyes will adjust soon.”  
 
    As soon as my own eyes grew used to the dim light, I glanced around the large chamber underneath the stage. This room was used with magic tricks where someone needed to disappear from the stage in a puff of smoke. They would drop down through another trap door in the floor of the stage itself, and then they’d run out through the other door and appear suddenly and triumphantly somewhere out in the audience.  
 
    Of course, it wasn’t only used for magic acts. Sometimes, we had mermaids in the show, and they needed a much bigger tank than the small one we kept for them on stage, so it only made sense for us to keep it down here so they could have quick access to it any time they needed it. The gargoyles in the show also came down here to nap whenever they’d had enough of the stage lights and just needed a few minutes to recharge in the darkness.  
 
    “Can you see now?” I asked Penny.  
 
    “Yeah,” she replied. “Good enough, anyway.”  
 
    The light from the stage filtered down through the cracks in the floorboards above us, and even though it wasn’t bright, it was enough to check on the whiskey barrels all around us. Each one of them was exactly where they should be, but there was still plenty of room to hide the trays and glasses behind the barrels.  
 
    If anyone came looking underneath the stage, we might still be fucked, but we could at least try to lie about the barrels and convince the elves they were part of the performance. But if they found the whiskey bottles and glasses, we would definitely be fucked.  
 
    “Do you have anything that we could cover this stuff up with?” Penny asked as she tucked one tray away behind a barrel.  
 
    “Just some old props,” I answered. “There are some blankets by the stairs that we used to use when people needed to fall through the stage, so they wouldn’t break their ankles when they landed.”  
 
    “That’ll work,” the pixie said. “Do you think anyone here would talk? I mean, if the elves or the guildmaster or whoever comes asking questions, do you think any of the performers would talk? After all, they all know about this room, right?”  
 
    “They do know about it,” I said as I carried over another blanket to help hide the whiskey bottles and glasses. “But I don’t think anyone will talk.”  
 
    “But you’re not sure?” Penny asked.  
 
    “I know the performers won’t talk,” I said. “They understand what a good set-up they have here, so they won’t want to ruin it. Rindell’s girls won’t talk either, and I think if the madame was going to betray us, she already would have.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” the redhead responded. “Besides, she can’t betray us while she’s still living under this roof. That would make her look as guilty as the rest of us. What about the Count?”  
 
    “We should go take care of him right now,” I said, “just in case he’s thinking about losing his nerve.”  
 
    “Do you think this is good enough?” Penny asked as she gestured to the blankets piled up behind the whiskey barrels.  
 
    “Let’s hope so,” I sighed. “Who knows? The guildmaster might not even come to the theatre, and even if she does, she’ll know that we host weekly services for the elves, so she can’t be too suspicious of us, right?”  
 
    “Right,” the redhead answered. “Or I guess that’s the idea, anyway. I think it depends on how much Tevian tells her to save his own ass.”  
 
    “Then let’s hope he’s too scared of her to even have a conversation with her,” I said. “Otherwise, we’re going to need to get rid of him even sooner than we thought.”  
 
    “It can’t come a moment too soon for me,” Penny growled.  
 
    “He really doesn’t like you, does he?” I asked as we headed back toward the stairs.  
 
    “Does Tevian like anybody?” the pixie thief laughed.  
 
    “No, I mean I understand that he doesn’t like any of us,” I tried to explain, “and I know he really hates Wade, but I think he might hate you almost as much as he does Wade.”  
 
    “Maybe,” Penny said with a shrug, and she reached up to push open the trap door above us.  
 
    “But why?” I insisted as I followed her out and lowered the door back into place behind us.  
 
    “Does he need a reason?” The redhead raised one eyebrow. “He’s an elf, and if we know one thing, it’s that elves are good at hating.”  
 
    I stepped up beside her as we watched the fire-breathers finish their performance. As soon as they took a break, we could talk to the Count, but I didn’t want to interrupt them in the middle of their rehearsal since they were, after all, breathing fire.  
 
    “Maybe he thinks I really am a pixie,” Penny said after a pause, “instead of just a human who looks like a pixie.”  
 
    “What difference would that make?” I asked.  
 
    “Pixies are pretty closely related to elves, only a hell of a lot smaller,” the redhead explained, “but the elves can’t stand them because pixies like chaos where elves like everything to be neat and orderly. Or so I’ve heard.”  
 
    “So Tevian hates you because the elves hate their pixie cousins?” I asked. “I don’t know. It seems more personal.”  
 
    “Maybe he’s just another bastard who hates what he hates and what he can’t have.” Penny shrugged again. “That’s the feeling I get from him, anyway.”  
 
    “Did he ever try anything?” I asked.  
 
    I wouldn’t have been surprised. The elves all liked to pretend they were above basic needs like sex, and they certainly liked to pretend that they weren’t interested in sex with other races, but I’d lived in the Entertainment District long enough that I’d seen all sorts of elves come down here to sleep with all sorts of people, so I knew better.  
 
    “No, but I’m pretty sure that’s only because he hasn’t had the opportunity,” Penny said.  
 
    I looked at her sharply.  
 
    “Oh, it’s fine,” she said. “I’d gut him faster than he’d be able to blink.”  
 
    “I hope you never have to,” I said, “but I’m glad you carry that knife on you.”  
 
    “You and me both,” Penny chuckled. “I’ll just be glad when he’s out of our lives for good.”  
 
    “He will be soon,” I assured her and rested my hand gently on her back.  
 
    The redhead jumped like I’d scared her, but then she just smiled and turned her attention back to the stage.  
 
    The fire-breathers had just finished their set, so they all took bows to an imaginary audience and then sat in a semi-circle on the stage to wait for Count Kieran’s feedback on their performance. As soon as the Count waddled into view from his seat in the front row, Penny took a step forward.  
 
    “Oh, Count Kieran!” Penny called from behind the curtains. “Won’t you please come here for just a minute?”  
 
    The pear-shaped man turned to look in our direction, and I gestured for him to join us. He gave a dramatic sigh, told the fire-breathers he’d be back in a few minutes, and climbed the stairs to come over to Penny and me.  
 
    “What is it now?” he demanded. “In case you can’t tell, I’m in the middle of rehearsals here.”  
 
    “Just two quick things,” I said, “and I need you not to panic about either of them.”  
 
    I swore the man instantly started sweating from his temples.  
 
    “The first thing is that you can’t serve any whiskey at tonight’s performance,” Penny said, “and we’ll need to be a little extra careful at future shows. Make sure everyone understands the alarm system and how to dump their whiskey if the bell goes off.”  
 
    “But no whiskey tonight,” I repeated.  
 
    “How am I supposed to explain that to the audience?” Count Kieran spluttered. “Don’t you know that’s why they come here in the first place? I can’t just--”  
 
    “No, they come to see your show,” I said. “The whiskey is just a bonus.”  
 
    I thought I might as well try to stroke his ego since that would be an easier way to get him on board. We would use threats or force if we needed to, but I hoped I could just persuade him to go along with what we needed from him.  
 
    “I don’t know about that,” the Count said. “Do you really think--”  
 
    “Oh, absolutely,” I said quickly.  
 
    “Why, you’re the talk of the whole city,” Penny joined in after she gave me a quick wink that the Count didn’t see. “I even heard that some people were coming in from other cities just to see your show.”  
 
    “I’m sure they’re probably just coming for the whiskey,” the Count said, but I could tell that he was pleased with our compliments.  
 
    “Like I said, the drinks are just another way for them to enjoy the show,” I said, “but the show is what they’re here to enjoy.”  
 
    “Alright,” Count Kieran sighed, “no whiskey tonight. I’ll just have to put on one hell of a show to make up for it.”  
 
    “I’m sure you’re more than capable,” Penny soothed him.  
 
    “So that’s the first thing,” I said. “The other thing is--”  
 
    “You like it here, right?” the redhead interrupted. “You like your arrangement with Wade? You like all the coin you’re earning? You wouldn’t want anything to change that, right?”  
 
    “Of course not,” the Count said. “I haven’t complained, so if somebody said--”  
 
    “At some point in the next few days, someone may ask you questions,” I said, “and we just want you to remember where your loyalties lie.”  
 
    “And what will happen if you forget them,” Penny added.  
 
    “I remember,” Count Kieran muttered. His hand rose up to clutch at the ribs that had finally healed from the last time Wade had to remind him to keep his silence.  
 
    “So can we depend on you, Kieran?” I asked.  
 
    “I can keep my mouth shut,” the Count replied. “Just don’t--”  
 
    “Don’t what?” Penny asked when he didn’t finish his thought.  
 
    “Just please don’t take away my show,” he pleaded.  
 
    “As long as you do your part, I promise we’ll do our part,” I said. “Now go ahead with--”  
 
    A piercing shriek sounded from outside the theatre, and all the performers suddenly fell silent as we turned toward the theatre doors. A few seconds later, there was another scream, and it was followed by several more.  
 
    “What’s that?” the Count gasped.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said, “but you might not have to worry about the whiskey tonight after all. I think tonight’s performance might be canceled.”  
 
    “But we can’t--”  
 
    The Count didn’t get to finish his thought because just then, the theatre doors banged open from the lobby, and a halfling woman shoved her way into the theatre.  
 
    “Fire!” she panted. “Elves! Fire!”  
 
    I didn’t wait around long enough to ask for details. Instead, I grabbed Penny by the hand and raced toward the stage exit.  
 
    “No performance tonight, Count!” I called over my shoulder. “I’ll catch up with you soon!”  
 
    The moment we were in the hallway, I turned the corner and led us back to the Count’s office. I wasn’t sure what was happening outside, but the screams continued to sound all around us every few seconds, and I didn’t want to take any chances.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Penny demanded as we hurried down the hall.  
 
    “Just to get a few papers,” I said, “in case anything goes wrong.”  
 
    “That sounds bad,” the red-haired pixie said. “Do you think it’s bad?”  
 
    “Well, it’s definitely not good,” I said.  
 
    Inside the Count’s office, I started to sort through papers to find the most important ones. Once I had found the account books for the theatre and for our whiskey business, I tucked them under my arm and searched the rest of the papers to make sure there was nothing else I needed to take. If the elves were about to search the theatre, I wanted all of the numbers for our businesses safely in my own possession.  
 
    When I had taken what I needed, I looked up at Penny in the doorway and realized I hadn’t thought about what we should do next.  
 
    “Where should we go?” I murmured.  
 
    “Let’s go to your room,” she answered. “We’ll have a good view of the street from there, so we can see what’s going on but also stay out of sight in case… well, in case it’s bad.”  
 
    As we made our way back toward the front of the theatre, we passed a number of performers who were all headed back to their own rooms as well, while others who didn’t live at the theatre said they were going to try their luck on the streets as they made their way back to their own homes.  
 
    There was no sign of Rindell, and that meant there was also no sign of Tevian, but just before we climbed the stairs up to my room, we ran into Tea.  
 
    “Cimarra, there you are,” the blonde said with a little sigh of relief. “I can’t find Rindell anywhere. What do you want me to tell the girls to do?”  
 
    “For now, just stay put and lie low,” I told her. “Until we have a better idea of what’s going on, that’s all I can say.”  
 
    “Tell the girls to all go to their rooms,” Penny added, “and lock the door behind you all.”  
 
    “Penny’s right,” I said. “When things go wrong in the Entertainment District, they have a tendency to go really wrong, so tell the girls to all stay inside.”  
 
    “Got it,” Tea said, “and good luck.”  
 
    The blonde halfie hurried toward the back of the theatre, while Penny and I headed upstairs to my room. Once I locked the door behind us, I placed my papers and account books on the bed and then joined the redhead at the balcony that looked down onto the main street through the Entertainment District.  
 
    I only had to look out for a second before I dropped down to my knees behind the balcony railing, and I tugged Penny down beside me.  
 
    “Maybe don’t let anybody see you,” I whispered.  
 
    The sun had gone down, so it should have been completely dark outside now except for the street lamps all across the city and the occasional spotlight from an elven watchtower. But as I looked toward the north of the city and the northern border of the Entertainment District, I could see multiple fires in the distance, and in the light from the fires, I saw smoke that billowed up into the sky like an elven temple offering.  
 
    The screams continued from the north, and I felt myself move a little closer to Penny for comfort.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” I said softly and laid my hand on top of hers. “I wouldn’t want to be here alone.”  
 
    The redhead glanced at me like I had suddenly grown a third head, but as another shriek pierced the night, she shuddered and then gripped my fingers with her own.  
 
    “Me, too,” Penny murmured. “I only wish Wade was here with us, too.”  
 
    “I feel the same way,” I said, “but I’m glad you don’t mind being stuck here with me.”  
 
    “Like I told Tevian, you really are very beautiful,” Penny said with a little smile. “So if I have to be stuck somewhere, I’d rather it be with someone who’s nice to look at.”  
 
    “Oh, stop,” I said. “You’re the one who’s beautiful, and-- well, I don’t know if anyone’s ever told you this, but you’re very intimidating.”  
 
    “Little old me?” Penny grinned. “That’s ridiculous. You’re the one with legs almost as long as I am tall, with that gorgeous dark hair, plus you’re so graceful that it’s just not fair.”  
 
    “I didn’t know you thought that,” I said as I felt a blush creep across my cheeks again.  
 
    “Well, yeah,” the redhead sighed. “After all, Wade has good taste.”  
 
    “He does,” I agreed, “and that’s why he can love both of us.”  
 
    “Aye. He’s good at that. He’s good at everything.” Penny smiled and tucked a wave of her red hair behind her ear, and I felt my whole body relax. We’d never talked about the fact that we both loved Wade and that he felt the same way about both of us, but I was so relieved that we were able to talk about it openly, and that Penny seemed to have accepted it so well, that I almost forgot about the fires burning in the distance.  
 
    The screams from outside suddenly sounded closer, so we turned our attention back to the street as several figures went running down the main road. At first, I didn’t see what they were running from, but then Penny squeezed my hand a little tighter and pointed to the north.  
 
    Four columns of elven guards came marching down the street, and each one held a long spear in one hand and a torch in the other. Each column of guards had five elves in it, so there were twenty torches altogether as the elven guards marched down the road.  
 
    Behind the twenty guards, a tall and slender elven woman walked as calmly as if she was just out on an afternoon stroll. She was even dressed that way in long ceremonial elven robes instead of the armor of the guards that came before her. I couldn’t see the details of the elf’s face from the balcony, but I saw that she was a night elf with pale blue skin and a long braid down her back of purple-black hair.  
 
    The elven woman was followed by twenty more guards who carried twenty more torches, and every few dozen paces, the woman would call a halt and then gesture to a business nearby. Immediately, one of the guards would run over to the building, break a window, throw his torch inside, and then step back as the building burst into flames.  
 
    Sometimes, the elven woman gestured to people on the street instead of toward businesses, and every time she did, two of her guards would run ahead to the unlucky soul who hadn’t found a hiding place fast enough, and while one guard held them steady, the other would set him on fire.  
 
    They would hold the person just long enough to make sure their clothes were completely engulfed, and then when they released their captive, the figure ran through the streets or fell to their knees to try to put out the flames, and I realized with a shiver that those were the screams that we had heard from our place inside the theatre.  
 
    And every time one of the guards used their torch, they ran back to the elven woman for another one. Each time she reached into her robes, she pulled out a long stake, waved her hand over the wood, and used her magic to make the wood erupt into flames, so the guards were never without a torch.  
 
    “This is horrible,” Penny whispered. “How can we just watch this? Can’t we do something?”  
 
    “All we can do is keep ourselves safe,” I murmured. “Look at the pattern of their attacks.”  
 
    “What pattern?” the redhead demanded.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “There isn’t one. She’s just picking random businesses and random people, and she’s letting other ones pass without any trouble.”  
 
    “But why?” Penny asked.  
 
    “To create panic,” I said. “Oh, by the Ancients-- Penny, do you think it’s her? Do you think that’s the guildmaster?”  
 
    The red-haired pixie looked back at the tall elven woman as she directed her torch-bearers toward a vendor’s street cart this time, and her green eyes darkened with rage.  
 
    “It has to be,” Penny said. “Who else could come to the city and just start bossing around the elven guard like they were her own personal army?”  
 
    “At least we know that if she’s here, Wade is safe,” I whispered.  
 
    “That’s true,” the pixie replied, “and that should mean our distillery is safe, too. I just wish Tevian could have given us a little more of a fucking warning, even though I guess I ought to be grateful that he gave us any kind of heads-up at all.”  
 
    “Only because he was so panicked himself,” I said with a shrug. “I wonder where he’s hiding now.”  
 
    “Probably up Rindell’s skirts,” Penny smirked, and I couldn’t help but laugh.  
 
    “But still, why would the guildmaster want to create panic here?” I wondered out loud. “Why not in the halfling district? Your Thief’s Guild was there, so wouldn’t she want to start her investigations there?”  
 
    “Does it look like she’s interested in investigating right now?” Penny grimaced. “It’s like you said-- she wants to create panic, because what’s the best way to get people to talk?”  
 
    “You make them afraid first,” I murmured.  
 
    “So, if she strikes out in the Entertainment District, that means she’s attacking people where they’re the most relaxed, and where there’s hardly ever any elven guard presence,” Penny said. “And if you strike where they least expect it, people will be more afraid of you.”  
 
    The night elf was closer now, and I prayed she would pass by the theatre and take no notice of us. If she set fire to the theatre, I didn’t know what we would do, and I could only hope that her attention here meant Wade would still be safe.  
 
    Penny and I gripped each other’s hands so tightly that our knuckles turned white, and even though part of me knew we should probably go back inside my room and hide out of sight, I couldn’t tear myself away from the sight of the elven woman and her small army of torch-bearers. I just hoped we were hidden enough behind the balcony railing that she wouldn’t see us when she went past.  
 
    The elven guildmaster glanced at the theatre as she strolled past it, but she turned her attention instead to a small brothel just ahead, and her goons hurried to set fire to it.  
 
    I was just about to breathe a sigh of relief that the theatre had been spared when the night elf paused and looked directly up at us. She was close enough now that I could see her face more clearly, and I could have sworn that her lips curved up into a small cruel smile as she met my gaze through the railing.  
 
    She murmured something to one of her guards, and I braced myself for the elf to throw his torch up onto the balcony beside us. Instead, one of the guards behind us raised his torch high, ran back around the side of the theatre, and disappeared from sight.  
 
    The elven woman smiled at me with coldness in her eyes, and as she turned to continue forward with her column, I suddenly felt like I could move again.  
 
    Then as screams erupted from inside the theatre building itself, I realized what she must have done.  
 
    “The stables,” I gasped. “I think she set fire to our stables.”  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    I raced back toward the Entertainment District, and with every step I took, I worried that I might already be too late.  
 
    As soon as I had reached the warehouse distillery with Dar, Skam and Selius had hurried us inside and told us what they knew. They hadn’t been aware that the guildmaster had come to the city, but Selius had seen the columns of torch-wielding elven guards as they marched through the dwarven district toward the Entertainment District, and he’d seen the terrifying night elf woman in the middle of all the armed men.  
 
    The halfling kid might never have completed his training in the Thief’s Guild, but he had learned enough to know that with that many elven guards, something had to be going on, so he followed them from a safe distance until they crossed into the Entertainment District.  
 
    As soon as they crossed over the border between districts, the elven woman started to direct her guards to set fires at random.  
 
    Selius had followed her just long enough to see her guards set fire to a person, and then he had fled back toward the warehouse to tell Skam. The moment Dar and I showed up, the halfling kid hadn’t been able to warn us fast enough, and my first thought had been for Cimarra and Penny.  
 
    I told Dar to stay at the warehouse with Skam and Selius in case the guildmaster or any of her goons tried something in the dwarven district, too, and then in spite of Dar’s protests, I took off back toward the theatre. I didn’t know what the guildmaster had planned, but the fact that she’d already started setting fires to both places and people meant that my two women were in danger.  
 
    I used my thief’s instincts to stay unseen as I raced through the Entertainment District, and even when I started to pass buildings whose flames now reached high up into the night sky, I forced myself to ignore them and continue forward.  
 
    When I spotted the front of the theatre up ahead, the guildmaster and her goons were nowhere in sight, and at first, I thought the theatre had been spared. Cimarra’s balcony was still intact over the main entrance of the theatre, and I wanted to jump up and climb my way inside to make sure both women were unhurt.  
 
    As I came closer to the theatre, I saw the smoke before I saw the flames, and I realized that I had been wrong.  
 
    The elephant stables were on fire.  
 
    My heart pounded in my chest as I looked at the scene before me. The fire must have instantly swept through the stables thanks to all the old straw inside, and the flames had grown powerful enough that they had jumped across the gap between the stables and the back of the theatre, so now the back half of the theatre was on fire, too.  
 
    Cimarra’s room was at the front of the theatre and so was the main stage, but most of the performers’ living quarters were closer to the back, just like the Count’s office was. I had no idea where the dancer or Penny had been when the fire first broke out, and that meant I had no idea where they were now.  
 
    I watched as people fled through the front entrance of the theatre, and some even forced their way through the smoke and started to emerge from the back, but when another huge flame jumped from the stables to the theatre, I knew the back entrance was about to be impossible to get through.  
 
    I took a deep breath, braced myself, and ran toward the front door.  
 
    “Wade!” a woman’s voice cried out.  
 
    I stopped mid-stride, but in the middle of the crowd of people who were fleeing from the theatre, I couldn’t see who had called me.  
 
    “Wade!” another woman’s voice called.  
 
    The voice came from further down the main road, and I pivoted to see both Cimarra and Penny surrounded by theatre performers. The two women leaned on each other in the middle of the billowing smoke, but they didn’t look like they had been burned by the fire, and I sprinted toward them.  
 
    “Are you hurt?” I demanded as I embraced both women.  
 
    “We’re fine,” Penny said quickly. “We were able to get out in time, but I don’t know--”  
 
    The redhead glanced around and bit her lip.  
 
    I could guess what she meant. The theatre itself might still be saved if the fire didn’t spread any further, but there had already been so much damage. As I glanced around now, I saw many faces I recognized in all the people who had made it outside, but I also realized that I didn’t see everyone I should have.  
 
    “Was anyone still inside?” I asked. “Do you know if anyone’s still in there?”  
 
    Cimarra stood on her tiptoes and looked around now, and her lips moved silently as she tried to count dancers and performers.  
 
    “Where’s the fucking fire brigade?” Penny demanded as Cimarra continued to scan the crowd. “Shouldn’t they be here by now?”  
 
    “I think they’ve got more fires than they can handle right now,” I said. “If there was a way to use those vats of water in the stables, we might be able to get it under control, but… the flames are too high now. There’s no way anyone could get in.”  
 
    “Wade,” Cimarra said as she clutched my arm. “Wade, I don’t see Ashlin.”  
 
    “Ashlin!” I yelled. “Ashlin?”  
 
    Count Kieran bustled over to us now, and he wrung his hands the whole time he waddled over to us.  
 
    “Oh, it’s horrible, horrible,” the Count wailed. “I can’t believe--”  
 
    “Have you seen Ashlin?” Penny demanded.  
 
    The Count didn’t even hear her question, so the redhead growled and pivoted herself around to find someone else. Cimarra and I continued to call for Ashlin, but Penny shoved her way through the crowd of bodies until she disappeared. She was only gone for a second, and when she reappeared, she had Tea in tow.  
 
    “Tell Wade what you told me,” the pixie said.  
 
    “I think Ashlin’s still inside,” the blonde halfie said. “She and Miss Sugarpop-- sorry, she and Jane-- were getting something out of the Count’s office, and I don’t think-- I don’t think they made it out.”  
 
    Cimarra tightened her grip on my arm.  
 
    “Stay here,” I warned. “I’ll be right back.”  
 
    “You can’t go in there,” the beautiful dancer said. “It’s too dangerous.”  
 
    “I can’t leave them,” I said. “I’ll be fine. You all try to find a fire brigade, or at least make sure you can keep an eye out for if the guildmaster comes back this way.”  
 
    “I think I heard fire bells from the north,” Tea said. “I’ll make them come here.”  
 
    Before I could thank her, the blonde had taken off through the crowd, so I turned back to Cimarra and Penny.  
 
    “Stay safe,” I whispered.  
 
    And then I was off.  
 
    As soon as I burst through the front doors of the theatre, I raised my shirt to cover my nose and mouth. There wasn’t any real smoke yet, but I knew whenever I found it, there would be almost too much of it to even see through, let alone move through.  
 
    I bounded up onto the stage, took a deep breath, and forced open the door to the back hallways. A cloud of smoke poured toward me from the back of the theatre building, but I half-closed my eyes and pushed forward through the smoke.  
 
    I had only made it a few steps forward before I heard the screams from further along down the hallway. I blinked against the thickness of the smoke, but since I couldn’t see anything, I just kept moving forward toward the sound of the screams.  
 
    “Ashlin?” I called, but my voice was muffled through my shirt. “Jane?”  
 
    The screams came from the end of the hall, and I realized they must be coming from the Count’s office. With each step forward I took, the smoke grew thicker until up ahead, I saw flames that licked at the walls on both sides. If they were trapped behind those flames, I wasn’t sure I could get them out, and for half a second, I wondered if I had made a mistake to come inside and try to save them.  
 
    Almost as soon as I had the thought, I felt the amulet’s gemstone burn against my chest, only this time it burned cold in the middle of the heat all around me. I took another step forward, and suddenly I realized that I no longer had to struggle to breathe. I dropped my shirt from my face and glanced around the hallway.  
 
    Everything around me had frozen in time. The flames at the end of the hall were completely still, and even the smoke had stopped all movement, so it looked like I had stepped into a painting. As I stepped forward again, I was able to duck under one plume of smoke and sidestep around another, and I was even able to step over a giant strip of fire that had been frozen mid-leap.  
 
    When I made it to the Count’s office, I saw why Ashlin and Jane hadn’t been able to make it out. Since the back of the theatre was closest to the stables, the fire was worse at the end of the hall, and it had damaged one of the beams in the ceiling enough that it had fallen diagonally across the entrance to the office. The beam itself was on fire, and it had already spread to the door frame, so the moment it happened, there would have been no way for the two girls to get out of the room.  
 
    I stood in front of the door and tried to figure out the best way in. I could see Ashlin just on the other side of the beam, where the young dancer had been frozen mid-scream, while I guessed the figure huddled under the desk behind her must be Jane.  
 
    I carefully reached forward and held my hand close to the flames on the fallen beam, but even though the fire wasn’t active, I could tell it was still hot enough to burn through my skin if I tried to grab the beam and move it out of the way.  
 
    That meant I would just have to hope that the magic of the amulet lasted long enough for me to get in and out before the flames roared back to life. I ducked down beside the beam and half-crawled underneath it into the Count’s office, and as soon as I was on the other side, I realized just how desperate the two girls must have been to get out.  
 
    Not only were they trapped behind a doorway of fire, but the room itself was already half engulfed in flames. All of Count Kieran’s books were on fire on their shelves, and flames had started to make their way across the ceiling of the room as well, so the center of the room was just about the only thing that wasn’t on fire.  
 
    Even frozen, the smoke was still thick enough that I had to brush it away with my hands as I took a step toward Ashlin. Every time I moved my hand through another cloud of smoke, it shattered like it was made of glass and then fell in tiny droplets of smoke toward the floor.  
 
    Both girls were light enough that I could have carried them out of the fire at the same time, but there was no way I could carry them both through the burning doorframe, and since I didn’t want to test how long the flames would stay frozen, I figured I should try to get them both out at once.  
 
    At least I’d had some practice lately in the portal room with Penny and Dar.  
 
    When I reached Ashlin, I placed both my hands on the young dancer’s shoulders and tried to focus all my attention on getting her to wake up again. Her body was completely rigid to my touch, but as I gently squeezed her shoulders, she slowly started to twitch.  
 
    The rest of her scream ripped from her throat as soon as she woke up, but I shook her by the shoulders.  
 
    “Ashlin!” I said.  
 
    The young dancer blinked, and she looked like she couldn’t decide if she was more surprised by the fact that I stood right in front of her or by the fact that all the flames and smoke had frozen mid-burn all around us.   
 
    “Wade?” she murmured. “What--”  
 
    “We don’t have much time,” I said. “I’m going to carry Jane out of here, but I need you to follow right behind me. Do you think you can do that?”  
 
    The dancer might have been surprised by my appearance out of nowhere, but she quickly shook it off and nodded.  
 
    “I can do that,” she said.  
 
    “Good,” I said. “Do you know if there’s anyone else trapped inside?”  
 
    “Other than me and Jane?” Ashlin asked. “No, I don’t think so. At least, I haven’t heard anybody else.”  
 
    “Okay, then let’s try to make this fast,” I said, “and stay close to me.”  
 
    I stepped around the young dancer and bent down beside the desk. Jane had her face buried between her knees under the desk, so her long white hair glittered all around her like a cloud. I had trusted Ashlin not to lose her shit when I undid the magic of the Opalstone amulet on her, but I didn’t know how Jane would react, so instead, I just scooped her up into my arms and hoped she would stay frozen long enough for me to get us all out of there.  
 
    Jane didn’t move after I swept her up into my arms, so I just carried her back toward the door, shifted her into one arm, and held out my other hand for Ashlin.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked.  
 
    As soon as the dancer nodded, I led her to the door and then dropped her hand long enough for me to crawl out under the beam with the white-haired pixie girl in my arms. I held my breath as Ashlin crawled out after me, but the flames didn’t burst back to life just yet, so we made it out with our skin still intact.  
 
    The moment we were out of the office, I swore that I could feel the magic starting to fade, so I grasped Ashlin’s hand again, and this time, we ran down the hall back toward the main stage of the theatre. Every time I jumped over a stray flame, Ashlin jumped over it right behind me, and I didn’t even bother to brush away the clouds of smoke, so instead, we just ran right through them.  
 
    We were halfway down the hall before the magic of the Opalstone necklace wore off. I heard the fire roar behind us as it came back to life, and a second later, I felt Jane’s heartbeat thud against my chest as she stirred in my arms. She lifted her head just long enough to look up at me with her wide violet eyes, and then she buried her head against my chest as I raced forward through the smoke.  
 
    The fire still hadn’t reached the theatre itself, so we flew down the stairs from the stage and ran past all the seats, through the lobby, and out the front doors into the crowd-filled street.  
 
    “Wade!” Cimarra cried as soon as she saw us.  
 
    The beautiful dancer hurried over and threw her hands around my neck before she turned to embrace Ashlin.  
 
    “I thought for sure you were--” Cimarra stopped herself and just hugged the other dancer again.  
 
    “I thought so, too,” Ashlin gulped, “and we would have been if Wade hadn’t-- well, I’m not sure exactly how you-- but I guess it doesn’t really matter. You saved our lives.”  
 
    “I’m just glad you’re okay,” I told her and then glanced at the white-haired pixie still in my arms. “Jane? How about you? You alright?”  
 
    Jane still clung to me with her arms around my neck, but when I tried to lower her to the ground, she just tightened her grip on me, so I shrugged and turned to look back at the theatre. The girl had just almost died, so I figured the least I could do was give her a second before I put her back on her feet.  
 
    The flames at the back of the theatre looked like they were starting to go down, and the fire in the stables was already starting to be more smoke than flame. There was a fire brigade wagon in front of the stables, and I saw Tea as she stood beside it with her hands on her hips. I didn’t know how she’d managed to bring the fire brigade here when there were other fires all over the Entertainment District, but I had to admit that I was impressed.  
 
    As we all stood there and watched, the fire brigade emptied huge tubs of water and dirt onto the flames to keep them from growing any higher, but that wasn’t enough to explain how quickly the fire had gone down in the stables.  
 
    “Where’s Penny?” I suddenly demanded.  
 
    “She said she was going to help Tea with the fire brigade,” Cimarra said. “She took off almost as soon as you went inside the theatre.”  
 
    My heart thudded inside my chest at the thought that the redhead might be in danger. She was stubborn enough that she might have followed me inside and then gotten trapped somewhere, and even though I knew the pixie thief could take care of herself, I couldn’t help but feel a stab of fear as I scanned the crowd and didn’t see her.  
 
    “Alright, Jane, time to get down,” I said firmly.  
 
    Ashlin stepped up beside me as I lowered Jane’s legs to the ground, and after I loosened her grip around my neck, the white-haired girl slowly released me and stood trembling on her own.  
 
    “It’s alright,” Ashlin soothed her as she rubbed the other girl’s back. “You’re safe now.”  
 
    “You two, stay here,” I ordered. “Cim, come with me. We’ve got to find Penny.”  
 
    I grabbed the beautiful dancer’s arm so I wouldn’t lose her as we pushed our way through the crowd, but everywhere we looked, there was no sign of the pixie thief’s bright red hair. Even as the flames in the back of the theatre started to die down, there was no trace of her, and when we checked in with Tea, the blonde halfie hadn’t seen her.  
 
    The fire in the elephant stables was almost completely out now, and I suddenly had a powerful suspicion that I knew exactly where the red-haired woman had gone.  
 
    “The fucking water vats,” I muttered.  
 
    “Wade, what is it?” Cimarra asked.  
 
    “I should never have mentioned the vats of water that we left in the stables when we moved our operations,” I said. “If Penny--”  
 
    “If Penny what?” the pixie thief laughed as she strolled up to us from out of the crowd. “You two weren’t worried about me, were you?”  
 
    “And just where do you think you’ve been?” I grinned.  
 
    “Oh, you know,” the redhead sighed, “just putting out fires wherever I see them.”  
 
    “You didn’t--” I stopped myself and studied the smudges of soot on her face. “You didn’t try to put out the fire single-handedly, did you?”  
 
    Penny blew a stray red hair out of her eyes and then glanced over her shoulder at the smoking stables.  
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t exactly say single-handed,” the pixie thief said with a smile. “After all, the fire brigade’s here, so really, what could little old me do?”  
 
    “Oh, I think you could do plenty,” Cimarra teased. “But Penny, surely you didn’t go into the stables by yourself, did you?”  
 
    “Did you know that we left all of those vats full of water?” Penny demanded. “Just loads of perfectly good water that were too heavy for us to transport, so all someone had to do was just open up the spouts and let the water pour out like rain.”  
 
    “But the stables are on fire!” Cimarra said.  
 
    “I think you mean,” Penny said and then paused as she glanced over her shoulder again, “the stables were on fire. But just look at them now.”  
 
    “By the Ancients, Penny,” I swore, “you could have been killed in there, do you know that?”  
 
    “But I wasn’t,” the pixie said with a grin.  
 
    “How did you get inside?” Cimarra demanded.  
 
    “I’m a thief,” the redhead sighed, “so it’s kind of my thing to get inside places where I’m not supposed to be.”  
 
    “Not if that place is on fire,” I said. “Don’t get me wrong-- I’m glad the fire’s under control now, and I know that’s thanks to you, not just the fire brigade, but that was-- that was just too dangerous.”  
 
    “Maybe I’m just too brave,” Penny scoffed.  
 
    “You’re too brave for your own good,” I said and kissed the top of her hair.  
 
    It had been a completely reckless move, but I couldn’t help that I felt proud of the pixie thief all the same. If she hadn’t drained the water vats inside the stables, the fire would still be raging, and it probably would have swept through the whole theatre by now instead of just the back.  
 
    Besides, I had dashed inside without a second’s thought to save Ashlin and Jane, so I couldn’t blame Penny for her brave actions, even if they had been dangerous. And thanks to the gallons of water that she had dumped inside the stables, it now looked like the fire brigade had the fire in the theatre under control, and I guessed that once the smoke cleared out, the Count’s office and a handful of the performers’ bedrooms would be the only rooms that had been completely destroyed.  
 
    “So I guess this just goes to show that the guildmaster sure knows how to make an entrance,” Penny huffed. “What are we going to do about her?”  
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I said, “but somehow, I don’t think we’re going to have the rosiest relationship with her.”  
 
    “You think?” the redhead laughed.  
 
    “Maybe you and Penny should hide,” Cimarra said, “and maybe Dar and Selius should, too. She’ll be looking for anyone left from your guild, won’t she? And I don’t want her to find any of you. If this is what she’s willing to do just to create panic in the hopes that people will talk--”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I interrupted. “I don’t want you to worry about us, Cim.”  
 
    “Um, but can I worry about us?” Penny asked. “I’d rather not be tortured by some night elf bitch if I can help it.”  
 
    “Speaking of bitches,” Cimarra muttered.  
 
    Penny and I turned to follow the dancer’s gaze and saw Madame Rindell as she made her way toward us through the crowd, and the redhead blurted out a laugh at Cimarra’s comment.  
 
    “Nice one, Cim,” the pixie smirked.  
 
    “No one’s getting tortured if I can help it,” I said, “and if I’ve learned anything about the elves, it’s that she won’t torture us right away. She might ask us a bunch of questions and see if we all have our stories straight, but she’ll just ask things first to see if we all fall apart.”  
 
    “Right, but then she might move on to the torturing bit,” Penny said.  
 
    “It won’t come to that,” I assured her. “I won’t let it.”  
 
    “But still,” Cimarra murmured quietly, “maybe you should think about hiding, even just for a bit? I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to either of you.”  
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I said, “but first, we’ll need to make sure that everyone back at the warehouse is still okay.”  
 
    “And Ava and Osman,” Penny added.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said.  
 
    Madame Rindell had almost reached us, so before she arrived with a list of her concerns and demands, I turned toward both my women.  
 
    “Listen,” I said, “the guildmaster might have done all this to make people afraid and to make them panic, but there’s something else that she probably didn’t count on.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Cimarra asked.  
 
    “She’s also going to have made everybody very, very mad,” I whispered, “and if there’s one group of people I wouldn’t want to piss off--”  
 
    “It’s the people in the Entertainment District,” Penny finished.  
 
    I wanted to talk to my friends about how we might be able to use everyone’s anger to our advantage, but just then, Madame Rindell reached us and forced her way into the conversation.  
 
    “Wade, darling, I’m so glad you’re alright,” she groaned.  
 
    “I see you made it out of the fire just fine,” Penny grumbled.  
 
    “A few flames aren’t enough to hurt me, pixie,” Rindell chuckled.  
 
    “As if we should be so lucky,” the redhead muttered. “Where’s your best friend?”  
 
    “My who?” Rindell asked innocently, even though she knew damn well who Penny meant.  
 
    “Tevian,” I said. “Where’s Tevian?”  
 
    “Oh, I couldn’t say,” the madame replied. “I got him away from you all, and you’re welcome very much for that, but then he took off before I could even give him a good distraction by--”  
 
    “Don’t finish that sentence,” I said. “I don’t think any of us need to hear about how you planned to distract him.”  
 
    “No need to be jealous,” Madame Rindell chuckled. “But Wade, darling, what are we going to do? Where are we going to live? First, my dancehall explodes, and now the theatre? I feel positively cursed, I’ll tell you that much right now.”  
 
    “Maybe you are,” Penny growled.  
 
    “The theatre did not explode,” I exhaled. “There’ll obviously be some fire damage, but I don’t think-- Tea!”  
 
    The blonde halfie was just walking by close enough for her to hear me yell, but before she could even pivot toward us, the madame added her voice to the fray.  
 
    “Miss Teacakes!” Rindell bellowed.  
 
    Tea jumped and hurried over to us like she’d been slapped.  
 
    “We didn’t mean to scare you,” I said as I glared at the madame, “but since you were the one who got the fire brigade here, I was hoping you might have some information from them on the status of the building?”  
 
    “Got the fire brigade here?” Madame Rindell laughed before the blonde could answer. “And just how do you think she did that? I doubt she had time to give every member of the brigade a hand--”  
 
    “I asked her a question, Rindell,” I cut her off.  
 
    Tea shot me a grateful look and then tucked her blonde hair behind her ears.  
 
    “The fire’s basically out now,” she said, “and I already asked about damage, so they said the building’s still intact, and once the smoke clears out, it should be fully functional again.”  
 
    “How many rooms were damaged?” Cimarra asked.  
 
    “Six rooms were completely lost, and I think that probably includes the Count’s office,” Tea replied.  
 
    “I’m sure,” I said.  
 
    “The poor Count,” Penny said.  
 
    “Oh, he’ll be fine,” Cimarra said. “It’s not like he uses it much anyway.”  
 
    “No, I meant the poor Count’s books,” the redhead laughed. “Think of all his lovely books that he was so proud of--”  
 
    “But only pretended to read,” the dancer said with a grin.  
 
    “And all now burnt to a crisp,” Penny smirked.  
 
    “He’ll just have to find a way forward,” I said with a straight face. “Go ahead, Tea. You were saying there were six rooms that are completely lost?”  
 
    “Yes, six lost,” the blonde halfie said, “plus two with pretty bad fire damage, and one more with just a little damage.”  
 
    “That’s not bad, all things considered,” I said. “But the stage itself is fine? The fire didn’t reach the actual theatre, did it?”  
 
    “No, that’s all safe,” Tea said. “They were able to put it out in time.”  
 
    “That’s largely thanks to you,” I told the halfie and then winked at Penny. “And you, too, obviously.”  
 
    “No need to thank me,” Penny said. “You just remember this the next time Dar tries to fight me for the bed.”  
 
    “I was happy to help,” Tea said. “Can I do anything else for you, Wade?”  
 
    The blonde was looking at me hungrily enough that I could guess what she wanted to do for me, but I shook my head.  
 
    “Thanks for your help, but I think you’ve done enough,” I said. “Unless you want to--”  
 
    “But where are we going to stay, Wade?” Madame Rindell demanded. “With so many rooms lost, I just-- I can’t have my little doves cooped up with the rest of this… riffraff.”  
 
    The madame sniffed as she glanced around at all the theatre’s performers.  
 
    “And why is that?” Cimarra raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Well, you know,” the madame whispered. “They might become… tainted.”  
 
    “It’s sweet that you’re so concerned with their purity,” Penny smirked.  
 
    “They’re pure unless they’re paid not to be,” Madame Rindell said.  
 
    “You know,” Cimarra said, “they could always bunk with you, if you’re so concerned with keeping a close eye on them.”  
 
    “Well, I just--” the madame stammered. “It’s just--”  
 
    “Relax, Rindell,” I sighed. “I’ll make sure you all have somewhere to sleep.”  
 
    “Oh, thank y--”  
 
    “Tea, could you do me a favor?” I interrupted the madame.  
 
    “Of course,” the blonde halfie answered. “What do you need?”  
 
    “I need you to round up the other girls,” I said. “I’m not sure where they are, but I know Jane is with Ashlin, so bring her back with you, too.”  
 
    Tea nodded and disappeared back into the crowd, while I turned to Cimarra and Penny.  
 
    “Cim, could you gather up the rest of the performers?” I asked. “Try to organize them as much as possible so we can get a head count.”  
 
    “I will,” the beautiful dancer promised.  
 
    “Madame Rindell?” I sighed as I tried to think of some task I could send the madame on to get her out of my way.  
 
    “Yes, darling?” Rindell replied.  
 
    “Would you go find the Count for me?” I asked. “It’s a small task, but I would really appreciate it.”  
 
    “Anything for you,” the madame said, and then after a quick pat to make sure her giant puffs of white hair were still intact, she bustled off back in the direction she had come from.  
 
    “Don’t tell me you actually want to see the Count,” Penny groaned. “Exactly how much smoke did you breathe in while you were being the knight in shining armor in there?”  
 
    “How much smoke did you breathe in while you were being the hero with the water vats?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Fair enough,” the redhead smirked.  
 
    “I just wanted to send Rindell away for a second,” I said, “since I don’t exactly want her to overhear what I’m going to ask you to do.”  
 
    “That sounds promising,” the pixie thief said.  
 
    “I think we’ll be able to cram all the performers into the rooms that weren’t damaged,” I said, “so I don’t think space will be an issue, but the smoke will need to clear out at least for a few hours, so no one will be sleeping there tonight.”  
 
    “So you need me to find somewhere else that everyone can crash for the night?” Penny guessed.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “I thought that you could try Mistress Davies first, as long as the guildmaster didn’t pick her brothel as a target, too. She’s got the most rooms.”  
 
    “Sure thing,” the redheaded pixie replied. “What if she says no?”  
 
    “Then you can improvise,” I said with a grin, “but I think she’ll be open to it. It’s just for the night, and I’ll even knock five gold off of her next order if she agrees to it.”  
 
    “Well then, I’m sure she’ll be more than happy to accommodate you,” Penny said, “and if she doesn’t have enough rooms, I’ll try Madame Bernard’s too, since she and Dar apparently hit it off so well.”  
 
    “That sounds perfect,” I said.  
 
    After Penny took off, I headed over to the stables to get a closer look at the damage there and at the back of the theatre, and once I had inspected it for myself, I joined Tea where she had gathered the madame’s little doves together with Ashlin.  
 
    “Everybody okay?” I asked.  
 
    Ruby, formerly known as Miss Daffodil, gave a loud whistle and ran her fingers through her tangled purple hair.  
 
    “We’re alright,” she said with her country twang, “but we sure are glad to see you, Wade. Madame Rindell’s not really--”  
 
    “Shh, she might hear you!” one of the other girls hissed.  
 
    “Oh, cool it, Tara,” Ruby said. “She’s not anywhere near us right now.”  
 
    “I think what Ruby is trying to say,” Tea laughed, “is that we’re all very grateful to you for saving Jane’s life.”  
 
    “I thought Jane couldn’t talk,” I said with a glance at the blushing white-haired pixie.  
 
    “She can’t,” Ashlin said. “I told them what you did for us.”  
 
    “And since we’re pretty fond of Ashlin here, too, we owe you double,” Tea said.  
 
    “If it had been up to Rindell, she would have let them both burn to death before she even thought about risking her own neck,” Ruby said.  
 
    “You don’t owe me a debt,” I said, “and you certainly don’t owe me double.”  
 
    “Maybe I shouldn’t say we owe you,” Tea purred in my ear, “but you should know that you’ve certainly won our loyalty.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “No matter what,” the blonde halfie purred again, “know that you have five of the best whores in the city as your allies… for whatever you need.”  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.  
 
    I was glad Madame Rindell hadn’t been around to hear her say that, but I smiled to myself at the idea that all of the madame’s precious little doves would have ratted her out in a heartbeat. It was good to know that Tea and the others were on my side, and I had a feeling that might come in handy sooner rather than later.  
 
    Penny hurried back to us a few minutes later, and she said the performers could be split between the whorehouses of Davies and Bernard, just as long as I knocked two gold off both their next shipments. The pixie thief drove a hard bargain, but I was glad she had negotiated the terms so we would only lose four gold between both their next shipments instead of ten.  
 
    While Penny went to get a drink of water from the fire brigade, I rejoined Cimarra where she had just finished her head count of all the performers.   
 
    “I’m so glad I have you,” I told the beautiful dancer. “I can’t imagine trying to do any of this without you.”  
 
    “You’ll never have to,” Cimarra said with a smile.  
 
    “The guildmaster won’t be back through here tonight, so you should be safe,” I said. “I’m going to leave you in charge of all the performers and Rindell, and obviously you’ll have to boss the Count around, too, if he starts putting up any kind of a fight.”  
 
    “I will,” the raven-haired woman replied.  
 
    “Rindell will not like the fact that she has to stay at another brothel,” I said, “but tell her it’s either that, or she’ll have to sleep on the streets tonight.”  
 
    “I understand,” Cimarra said, “and I’ll ask Tea to keep an eye on her and report back to me if she sees Rindell do or say anything that she shouldn’t.”  
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” I agreed.  
 
    “Don’t worry about us, Wade,” the dancer said. “I know you need to check on the warehouse and the bakery.”  
 
    “Thanks, Cim,” I said. “I’ll come back to check in on you as soon as I can, but I need to make sure the guildmaster didn’t do this to any of the other districts.”  
 
    “Of course,” she said. “But could you-- would you at least take Penny with you? Like you said, I should be safe here right now, but I would like her with you so she can watch your back.”  
 
    “Would that make you feel better?” I smiled.  
 
    “It would,” Cimarra answered. “She is a good friend, and she’s very brave.”  
 
    “I’m glad you think so, too,” I said. “Alright, I’ll take Penny with me.”  
 
    “Thank you,” the graceful dancer sighed.  
 
    After I kissed her goodbye, I looked around until I saw the redhead’s bright hair, made my way over to her, and then we hurried through the streets back toward the dwarven district.  
 
    I didn’t think the guildmaster would strike two districts in one night, but I kept picking up the pace as we moved, and from the way that Penny hurried beside me, I knew she was worried, too. With every step that I took, all I could think about was one thing.  
 
    How the fuck were we going to get rid of the elven thief guildmaster? 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    After Penny and I stopped by the warehouse to check in on our friends, we decided to bring Dar and Selius with us to check on Osman at the bakery. The halfling kid had become damn near inseparable from Skam, but the tattooed dwarf thought that after all the fires put everyone on high alert, too many people might take notice of a young halfling in the dwarf district, and the same went for Dar, too.  
 
    So at least for a few days, the two halflings would lie low in their own district, where their presence might go a little more unnoticed. As a human, I was noticed everywhere, so it didn’t really matter what district I went to, so I figured I might as well try to keep my visibility in the halfling district, too.  
 
    When I asked Skam if he wanted Penny to stay and help him with the next round of whiskey, he said she was more than welcome to, but it wasn’t necessary, so the redhead insisted on coming with us. Besides, Skam would draw the least amount of attention to himself in the dwarven district until things settled down a bit, so it made the most sense for him to stay at the warehouse for now.  
 
    When the four of us entered the street that the bakery stood at the end of, I sensed something was wrong. It was still pitch black except for the street lamps, so I couldn’t see if anything was out of place, but even though the keys were silent inside my pocket, I felt like there were eyes on us from out of the darkness.  
 
    “Ava?” I murmured.  
 
    We were only a few dozen steps away from the relative safety of the bakery, but the assassin didn’t drop down beside us, and the feeling that we were being watched continued until I knew for sure that it wasn’t the blonde assassin who was watching us. It felt like there were multiple sets of eyes on us, and they were all filled with cold hatred.  
 
    None of us spoke as we hurried along the street, and I guessed that they could all sense it, too. After all, we’d all belonged to the Thief’s Guild before we destroyed it, so since we were good at watching other people without them knowing we were there, we also had a pretty good idea when someone was doing the same thing to us.  
 
    When only a few paces remained between us and the bakery entrance, someone quietly clicked their tongue from the rooftop above us.  
 
    It was quiet enough that anyone else might have thought it was one of our boots coming down a little too hard on the cobblestones, but I knew it was Ava’s way of trying to warn us. I pulled Penny a little closer to me, Dar took a step in front of Selius, and then there was a flash of spears and cold laughter from the darkness as a whole patrol of night elves stepped forward to surround us.  
 
    Even as my instincts screamed for me to draw my dagger, I stopped myself and laid my hand on Dar’s arm when I sensed that he was about to do the same thing. The night elves took another step closer, and when I heard Ava click her tongue again from the rooftop, I knew she wanted to take them all out, but I just held my hand in a fist at my side to tell her to hold her position.  
 
    As much as I wanted these night elves dead, I knew there were too many of them, and one of us would end up dead, too, before we were able to take them all out.  
 
    The night elves took another step toward us until they stood shoulder to shoulder in a ring around us. Each of them leered at us like we were a bunch of escaped circus acts, but they were completely silent, and none of us were about to start the conversation with the elven guards who’d just appeared to surround us out of nowhere.  
 
    I was just beginning to think that they might skewer us all on the ends of their spears and never say a word, when someone suddenly started to clap just beyond the ring of night elf guards. It was a very soft show of applause, and it was followed by a laugh that sounded like someone who had never found anything funny in her life.  
 
    “Move,” a woman’s voice commanded.  
 
    Two night elves from the ring of guards around us stepped aside to admit the night elf woman who had spoken, and immediately, I knew she was the guildmaster who had set the fires all over the Entertainment District, and she was the same guildmaster who had somehow managed to terrify Tevian himself.  
 
    “Hello, Wade,” the elven woman said with a half smile. “It’s so nice of you to drop in so I didn’t have to hunt you down.”  
 
    “Happy to help out,” I growled, “but I’m not sure why you’ve been looking for us.”  
 
    “Oh, I think we both know that’s not true,” she laughed.  
 
    I sensed Penny tighten her fists at my sides, and I knew she would have launched herself at the night elf woman’s throat if she didn’t know the rest of us would have been killed before she finished choking the guildmaster.  
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Dar said with a forced smile, “although come to think of it, I’m not sure you actually introduced yourself.”  
 
    “Oh, surely by now, you all must have guessed who I am,” the elven woman smirked.  “You especially, Dar. And you, too, Penny. After all, you two have been in the Thief’s Guild for the longest amount of time.”  
 
    “Yeah, we might have a guess who you are,” Penny muttered, “but that doesn’t mean you’ve told us your name, which doesn’t exactly seem fair since you seem to know all of ours.”  
 
    “How rude of me,” the night elf said. “I am Clodia, guildmaster to the Thief’s Guild, and I am very eager to speak with you.”  
 
    “You could have just asked,” Penny said. “You didn’t have to--”  
 
    “I do not have to do anything,” Clodia snarled, “but I have the authority to do absolutely everything that I wish to. Guards, take Wade to the jails. I want to have a private conversation with him.”  
 
    “You don’t want all of them?” one of the guards asked.  
 
    “Did I say I wanted all of them?” Clodia growled.  
 
    “Well, no, but--”  
 
    “Then perhaps you should simply do what I say instead of questioning your superior,” the guildmaster snapped.  
 
    The guildmaster stepped back so that the ring of guards could form around me, but as soon as I saw my friends ready to fight for me, I shook my head.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I whispered.  
 
    All three of them reluctantly took a step back, and as soon as they were out of the way, the guards marched me in the direction of the elven jail. I tried to glance past them to see Clodia, but it was too dark to tell where the guildmaster had gone. If I had to guess, it was that she had hurried on to the jails to make everything ready for her newest prisoner.  
 
    I could have used the magic of the amulet to escape at any time on our way to the jail, but I decided not to. If things suddenly went from bad to worse, I could always fall back on my magic, but I was willing to play along with the elven guildmaster right now.  
 
    Since I wanted to find out what exactly she knew and what exactly she was looking for, I figured the easiest way to do that was just to go along with her interrogation and see how much information I could get from her. Besides, I didn’t want to reveal the fact that I could use magic just yet, so if I could make this interrogation work to my advantage, I would.  
 
    As soon as the guards pushed me into the courtyard of the jail, I took a deep breath and reminded myself of our cover stories. I glanced over to see that the platforms with the public stocks were all empty at the moment, but I doubted that was the route that the guildmaster would want to take with me tonight.  
 
    Since Clodia would want to hear what I had to say for myself before anything else, tonight shouldn’t really be a confrontation. Instead, it would be more like two wild animals who wanted to circle each other and sense out the weaknesses in each other before they actually attacked.  
 
    I was just glad that she hadn’t tried to arrest my friends, or I would have risked the wrath of Clodia and every other elf in the city before I let them all be locked up with me. I could get myself out of here if I needed to, but I wouldn’t just stand by and let her take them, too.  
 
    I still couldn’t see the guildmaster, but the patrol of guards ushered me inside the jail building itself, forced me down the hallway, and then pushed me into a cell. As soon as I was inside, the guards locked the door and left me in silence and darkness.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. I was sure that the guildmaster thought this would make me start to sweat before she actually began her interrogations, but all it made me feel was a sense of irritation at the waste of time.  
 
    At least I knew that my friends were safe, and I knew that Osman and Ava must be, too. Ava had tried to warn us as much as she could from the rooftop of the bakery, and I knew if she was there, that meant the djinn inside Eloy’s was safe, too. I trusted both of them to keep their heads down and to avoid any trouble, and I knew that Penny, Dar, and Selius would probably all be waiting for me at the bakery just as soon as I got out of here.  
 
    I walked over to the wall of the cell that looked out onto the courtyard, and I jumped up so I could grasp the bars and look outside. As I held myself up, I saw the guards in the courtyard switch places, but nothing else stirred anywhere around them. Even the wind was completely still, so the tree on the far side of the courtyard stood motionless in the quiet night air.  
 
    I dropped back to the floor of the cell and began to pace back and forth.  
 
    After I estimated that an hour had probably passed, I started making notes to myself about how much time had gone by since the fire at the Entertainment District. So far, it didn’t seem like the day elves were faring too well in their nightly temple duel, but I wondered if that meant there would just be a delay to the sunrise, or if we would have a whole day-- or longer-- where the sun didn’t rise, and everything just remained dark.  
 
    It had happened before that we’d been in darkness for a whole month before the day elf priests managed to pull it together and get their sacrifices to work. It had been a great month for us thieves, but I had to admit that even I’d felt a little gratitude to the day elf priests when the sun rose to warm my skin again. It had also played havoc with the crops, and the price of food went up five times for the next two months.  
 
    Only after another hour went by did the key rattle in the lock again, and the moment the door was open, the guards nodded at me.  
 
    “She’s ready for you now, human,” one of the guards sneered.  
 
    I followed them outside into the hallway, and they walked me down toward Commander Vardreth’s office. I had been here before, and I’d even been in this office before when the commander himself had wanted to ask me some questions, but as soon as I entered the office, I knew that this was going to be a very different kind of interrogation.  
 
    Commander Vardreth was nowhere to be seen, and instead, the guildmaster herself was seated behind his desk as calmly as if she had just invited me over for tea. The night elf tucked a stray black hair back into her long braid, switched the cross of her long legs so she could lean forward a little more, and then smiled at me.  
 
    As a night elf, her skin was pale blue, but her lips themselves were almost purple. I was glad that she had at least lit the lamp inside the office so I could see her expression, even though I knew that Clodia wouldn’t have needed fire to see me in the darkness.  
 
    “Good of you to join me, Wade,” Clodia sighed.  
 
    “What can I do for you?” I asked.  
 
    I wasn’t about to play her little game of small talk before she asked me what she actually wanted to know. The more direct I could be with her, the better I thought this interaction would go, or at least, I sure as shit hoped so.  
 
    “You’re direct,” the guildmaster said. “I thought you might be.”  
 
    I remained silent and waited for her question.  
 
    “This will be hard for you to comprehend,” Clodia sighed, “but can you guess how old I am, human?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said.  
 
    “I look young, I know,” the guildmaster said as she flipped her long braid around to fall down the front of her shoulder, “and I suppose it’s not polite to reveal one’s age, but I simply want you to understand that I am not young, that I have been around for a very long time, that I have seen many of your kind come and go, and that I always know when someone is lying to me.”  
 
    “That’s gotta be helpful,” I said. “You know, since you work with a bunch of thieves.”  
 
    It was the closest to an insult I could manage and still keep my head on top of my shoulders. The night elf tilted her head to the side and started to play with her long braid again before she straightened her posture and nodded to the two guards by the door.  
 
    “Leave us,” she ordered.  
 
    “Ma’am, I don’t think--” one of them started.  
 
    “You are not paid to think,” she sighed. “You are paid to do what I say, or I will murder you. Now, shall I repeat my order, or...”  
 
    “No, mistress.” The guards both saluted and left us alone in the office. 
 
    Then the night-elf stared at me for a solid ten seconds. 
 
    I met her gaze and didn’t speak.  
 
    “Now, Wade,” Clodia finally said. “I hope you do not intend to be difficult with me.”  
 
    “Just tell me how I can help you,” I said.  
 
    It was a smart tactic to dismiss the two guards. The guildmaster wanted to show me that she could protect herself, and that meant she wanted me to know that she had magic. She probably also wanted me to worry about whatever torture she might have planned for me, but I knew she wouldn’t have had to dismiss the guards to torture me. For right now, at least, Clodia only wanted me to think that she would.  
 
    “Tell me,” Clodia began, “what have you been up to since Hagan’s murder and the massacre of your guild? You, Dar, Penny, and Selius were all in the Thief’s Guild together, and it seems you’re all still quite close.”  
 
    “Well, I’ll be honest with you,” I said, “it hasn’t been easy. Ever since the guild ended, we’ve all had to make a living somehow, but Dar was lucky and had some family connections.”  
 
    “A catering company, from what I hear,” the guildmaster snickered.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “So he took over Adi’s Catering after Adi died, so the catering company could stay in the family and everything, and once he got it to really take off the ground, he needed help, so he was able to hire me, Penny, and Selius to work for him.”  
 
    “Go on,” Clodia said.  
 
    “So then once Adi’s really started doing well, Dar decided to expand,” I said, “so when Eloy put his bakery up for sale, Dar bought that, too.”  
 
    “And what exactly do three thieves do for Dar and these two businesses?” Clodia demanded.  
 
    “Whatever he needs us to,” I said. “The catering business always needs people to deliver its goods all around the city, and the bakery needs that kind of thing, too, plus workers to clean up, serve customers, and all those kinds of things.”  
 
    “And Dar is able to pay you all enough to live on?” Clodia wrapped the end of her braid around one finger.  
 
    “It’s about the same,” I replied, “but I have a second job, too, just to help myself out a little more.”  
 
    “Oh? Do tell,” she commanded.  
 
    “I deliver food and baked goods to a theatre in the Entertainment District sometimes,” I said. “It’s Count Kieran’s theatre, if you’ve ever heard of it--”  
 
    “I have,” Clodia said with a cold smile.  
 
    “Anyway, the Count sometimes has odd jobs for me around the theatre,” I continued, “and sometimes, he sends me on errands around the city, too, but he pays well.”  
 
    “How lucky for you,” the guildmaster said.  
 
    “We’ve been very fortunate,” I said. “Ask any of my friends, and they’ll tell you the same thing.”  
 
    “I do not plan to waste my time by questioning your friends,” Clodia sighed. “No doubt you all rehearsed your stories quite well, so you would all say the same thing.”  
 
    “No rehearsal is required for the truth,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “No doubt,” she repeated. “I suppose what I ought to say is how lucky for all four of you that Dar has such family connections, and that he wanted to employ you all after the massacre.”  
 
    “Well, we were all in the guild together,” I said, “and as the guildmaster, you must understand that your guild family becomes your family. So when Dar found that he was able to help out those of us who survived the massacre, he was more than happy to.”  
 
    “I am glad that you still consider the guild your family, especially since you have no other family to speak of, as I understand it,” Clodia said as she began to play with her braid again.  
 
    “No,” I said flatly.  
 
    “They’re all dead, I hear?” The corners of the guildmaster’s lips twitched like she suddenly found something very funny.  
 
    “Yes,” I said.  
 
    “Such an unfortunate incident,” Clodia sighed.  
 
    I wanted to tell her that I knew damn well that the orc rampage through my family’s village wasn’t an accident, especially now that I knew my father had been a person of interest to the elves due to his ‘revolutionary tendencies’-- whatever that meant.  
 
    “Very,” I said.  
 
    “No doubt you find it difficult to think of,” the elven guildmaster smirked, “let alone speak of.”  
 
    I didn’t respond to that. The night elf obviously wanted some kind of reaction from me, but I didn’t plan to give her the satisfaction. Besides, the more she pressed and prompted, the more she revealed about herself and her own knowledge.  
 
    Clodia didn’t seem bothered by my silence. Instead, the guildmaster stood up from behind the desk, walked noiselessly around to the front of it, and then seated herself on the desk right in front of me. She wore traditional long elven robes, but they were turquoise and silver instead of the usual turquoise and gold, and her robe itself was embroidered with dozens of tiny crescent moons.  
 
    The night elf crossed her legs in front of me so her foot was only inches away from my stomach.  
 
    “Tell me, Wade,” she continued as if we had never paused the conversation, “how have you dealt with the fact that after your real family was massacred-- accidentally and very unfortunately, no doubt-- that your new guild family was then also massacred? It must have been especially hard for you to see almost all of your new family wiped out not too many years after the trauma of your real family’s deaths.”  
 
    “No doubt,” I echoed the guildmaster’s phrase. “I’m just grateful to still be alive.”  
 
    “Mmmmm,” Clodia purred.  
 
    The night elf began to swish her foot back and forth as she sat on the desk in front of me, and I got the sense that she was debating whether to kick me across the face, or maybe she was just debating where she should kick me instead or if she even should.  
 
    “Lucky thing the four of you were spared,” the guildmaster said finally. “Out of a whole guild of thieves, only four of you survived, is that right?”  
 
    “As far as I know,” I said.  
 
    “And do you have any idea why the Thief’s Guild was targeted by the dwarven mafia?” Clodia asked. “Do you have any idea what Hagan did to Hebal that the dwarf called out a hit on the entire Thief’s Guild?”  
 
    “I’m not really sure,” I said. “To be honest, Hagan wasn’t always the most pleasant person to be around, so maybe he just did something one day to really piss him off.”  
 
    “No doubt,” Clodia said again, “although that doesn’t exactly explain the manner of Hagan’s own death, does it?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, Hagan wasn’t killed by the dwarven mafia, was he?” she asked. “His own death was quite different, according to all reports, and no one seems to be able to tell me why, or who might have done him in.”  
 
    “Like I said,” I exhaled, “Hagan wasn’t known for being a nice guy. He must have pissed off somebody else, too.”  
 
    “Someone like you?” Clodia asked sharply.  
 
    The night elf suddenly pressed her foot against my chest and dug the toe of her shoe into my sternum. She pushed with enough force that it should have taken my breath away, but I just exhaled as her foot sank more deeply into my chest, and when I couldn’t deflate my lungs anymore, I waited until she let up just a little on the pressure so I could breathe in again.  
 
    “It’s no secret that Hagan and I weren’t the best of friends,” I said as I forced my fists to relax at my sides. “Everybody knew that, but that doesn’t mean I killed him.”  
 
    “Mm,” was all the elven guildmaster said.  
 
    Clodia studied her foot against my chest, but she finally pressed her lips together and released her hold against me so she could resume swishing her foot back and forth.  
 
    “Do you know why I’m here, Wade?” she sighed.  
 
    “Um, because somebody killed Hagan, and you need to find out who killed the leader of one of your guilds?” I asked.  
 
    To my surprise, the night elf suddenly laughed.  
 
    “Should I guess again?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Do you really think I’d come all this way just for Hagan?” Clodia chuckled. “He’s an idiot, or I suppose I should say he was an idiot.”  
 
    “Well, you’re right about that,” I said.  
 
    “Of all the cities in the realm, this one is the least impressive,” Clodia continued. “Compared to my own home city and the cities where I have all my other guilds, this one seems like nothing more than an anthill, and yet here I am, and I can assure you, it is not for the sake of poor stupid Hagan alone.”  
 
    “Then why are you here?” I asked.  
 
    “Something was stolen from the elven temple here,” the guildmaster replied, “and since there were no witnesses, I think only a real thief could have done it, so I suspect there may be some connection to the Thief’s Guild-- or to what remains of it, anyway.”  
 
    This conversation was taking a turn I hadn’t expected. I had wondered when the elves would appoint someone to investigate the chest we had stolen from the temple with the poisonous nightshade flower inside, but I hadn’t thought the guildmaster herself would have come to look into that.  
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to have heard anything about that, would you?” Clodia sighed. “About a chest stolen from the elven temple?”  
 
    “I can’t say that I have,” I replied. “What was inside?”  
 
    “That does not concern you,” she said as she waved her hand. “You know, I came here with an open mind, but General Tevian seems to think you know more than you say. He seems to think you’re some sort of mastermind, although he can’t tell me what you’re the mastermind of.”  
 
    “The captain of the guard and I got off on the wrong foot,” I said, “but then again, it’s hard out there for a thief without a guild.”  
 
    “And why is that?” the guildmaster demanded with a little smile on her purple-blue lips.  
 
    “No protection,” I said. “Without the guild, everything we do looks illegal.”  
 
    “Then how lucky you must feel now that I’ve come to town.” Clodia smirked.  
 
    I had a feeling that I already knew what she was going to say, and if I was right, I needed to concentrate all my efforts on not accidentally triggering the magic of the Opalstone necklace. I might not have mastered the amulet’s magic just yet, but I had at least noticed that it tended to activate whenever my emotions were high, and I wasn’t done getting information from her just yet.  
 
    “I hope that I may put your mind at ease,” the guildmaster continued, without telling me why I was supposed to feel so lucky. “I’ll find out who murdered Hagan and why, and I’ll also find out who conveniently murdered Hebal before he could be questioned about any of this.”  
 
    “I’m sure that’ll be good to know,” I said, “if for no other reason than to make sure we steer clear of whoever killed Hagan in the future, but what about the items stolen from the temp--” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry yourself about that,” she sighed. “That’s our business.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I lowered my head. “I’m sure you’ll get to the bottom of everything.”  
 
    “No doubt,” Clodia said. “And no doubt, my investigations will also lead me to discover what happened to the Assassin’s Guild in this district, since no one has seen heads nor tails of Fallor since the Eclipse Festival.”  
 
    “Fallor?” I pretended not to know the name.  
 
    “Wade,” the guildmaster warned with an edge in her voice, “I hope you know that I am not a fool.”  
 
    “Of course not,” I said.  
 
    “And because I am not a fool, I recognize when someone else is not a fool,” the night elf continued, “and that means I know you must be aware that Fallor was the head of the Assassin’s Guild in the halfling district.”  
 
    I figured it was safer to stay quiet than admit that I knew anything.  
 
    “And I’m also guessing that you must be aware of what happened to this district’s Assassin’s Guild,” Clodia said.  
 
    “I heard they got into some kind of turf war,” I said, “but I’m really not sure with who.”  
 
    “Mmmm,” the guildmaster said as she held her foot perfectly still in front of my chest again. “They’re all dead, you know. The assassins in this district.”  
 
    “I had heard something like that,” I said.  
 
    “Well, they’re all missing, anyway,” Clodia exhaled. “I can’t actually say for certain if they’re dead because… well, just between you and me, Wade, no one can find any of their bodies.”  
 
    I didn’t think she’d appreciate the fact that I knew exactly where all the assassins’ bodies were, particularly not since they were all just a heap of ashes now that we had scattered all around the garden outside Adi’s cottage.  
 
    “You said I should feel lucky that you’ve come to town,” I said, in an effort to redirect the conversation away from the destruction of two guilds in the halfling district.  
 
    “Well, of course,” Clodia said with a cold smile. “After all, once I’m through with all my investigations, you’ll be able to go back to the protection of the Thief’s Guild.”  
 
    My heart started to hammer inside my chest, and I wondered if the elven guildmaster could hear it. If she pressed her foot into my sternum again, she’d be able to feel it, so I tried to keep my breathing as normal as I could while I waited for her to finish.  
 
    “I’ll have to appoint a new guild leader, clearly,” Clodia said. “But once I re-form the Thief’s Guild and restore it back to its former glory, the four of you will be expected to return to your legal occupation.”  
 
    “What about Dar’s businesses?” I couldn’t help but ask. “He has worked hard for both of them, and it seems a shame that he should have to sell them just because the guild is re-established.”  
 
    “But think of all the coin he could bring into the guild by selling them,” the night elf smirked. “Wouldn’t he love to do that for his guild family?”  
 
    “You mean the four of us,” I said.  
 
    “And whoever else I decide should be in the guild, yes,” Clodia said. “You do not sound as enthusiastic as I thought you might, human.”  
 
    “It’s only unexpected,” I said, “so you took me a little bit by surprise here.”  
 
    “Mmmm,” she purred. “I do love a good surprise. You do understand, however, that when you were accepted into the Thief’s Guild, it was for a lifetime position. Is that not so?”  
 
    We’d all taken the oath, of course, but since I hadn’t had any other options at the time, I hadn’t thought very much about the words. As much as I hated to admit it, Clodia was right about the oath. We had sworn lifelong service to the guild, and so technically, if the Thief’s Guild was re-established, we were supposed to go back into its service.  
 
    I just hadn’t counted on anybody trying to re-establish the damned thing once we ended it.  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said finally. “I wish you the best of luck in your investigations, then.”  
 
    “I hope you also understand that this is a friendly conversation,” Clodia said as she began to play with her long braid again, “but the next time we speak, I may not be so charming.”  
 
    “I understand,” I said. “You have a job to do.”  
 
    “I do,” the guildmaster sighed, “and believe me when I say that I’d like us to be friends, Wade, but--”  
 
    I raised my eyebrows when she stopped herself. This elven woman was completely deranged. That was the only explanation for how she could have set fire to people and businesses all throughout the Entertainment District just hours ago, and now she was sitting here in front of me and telling me that she wanted us to be friends.  
 
    “But I will need you to be honest with me,” she said with a final heavy sigh. “I just want you to think about it, that’s all.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said. “If I can be of any help, I’ll be glad to.”  
 
    “No doubt,” the elven woman said as she twisted the end of her braid around her little finger. “In the meantime, I’ll be speaking with Tevian at some length, once he comes out of hiding.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrows again.  
 
    “I think he might be a bit scared of me,” Clodia laughed, “but I will need to speak with him all the same to see what exactly he thinks about the four of you.”  
 
    “He may say--”  
 
    “I did not ask you a question,” the guildmaster hissed.  
 
    The pointed toe of her shoe dug into my sternum again, and this time, I was sure that she could feel my rapid heartbeat inside my chest. I only hoped that she would think it was from fear and not from anger. The Opalstone amulet was still tucked inside my shirt, but it had fallen slightly off center down along the side of my ribs, so she couldn’t feel it as she jammed her foot into my chest.  
 
    “My apologies,” I said tightly as I kept my gaze lowered on the floor.  
 
    “Is that--” Clodia paused and sniffed the air. “No, but it can’t be.”  
 
    I wanted to grab her by the ankle and twist her foot until it broke, but I remained perfectly still as the night elf sniffed the air again.  
 
    “That’s not magic I smell, is it?” she demanded.  
 
    “Magic?” I repeated.  
 
    Suddenly, Clodia was on her feet in front of me with her face only inches from my own. I forced myself to remain still as she thrust her hands inside my pockets, and I felt her long fingers as they dug into the pockets of my cloak.  
 
    I didn’t even breathe as she searched for the source of the magic that she smelled. It had to be the Rainbow Keys, but I knew that they only appeared in my pocket when I reached for them, and all other times, they seemed to disappear completely.  
 
    Of course, I’d never had an elf reach inside my pocket to try to find them before, but I hoped that didn’t matter.  
 
    Clodia sniffed again and then released me just as suddenly as she had grabbed me.  
 
    “I can see why Tevian is suspicious of you,” the guildmaster snarled. “You are unusually perplexing, for a human.”  
 
    The night elf traced one long finger down the side of my cheek and then tapped my chin with her sharp nail.  
 
    “And unusually handsome,” she said, “for a human, anyway.” 
 
    “Uhhh, thank you,” I whispered, since her face was just inches from mine.  
 
    “I hope I don’t have to kill you, Wade,” she muttered as her eyes searched mine. “That would be unfortunate. After all, you’ve made it this far.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but Clodia just pushed a long finger against my lips, straightened her posture, and then returned to her seat on the opposite side of the desk.  
 
    “You may go now,” she said as she waved her fingers at me. “The guards will escort you out.”  
 
    The guards came back into the room at her command, and they walked me back out through the jails, the courtyard, and then left me at the entrance. The sun still hadn’t risen, as best I could tell, so I wasn’t sure how long I had been inside with the guildmaster, but it felt like an eternity as I started to make my way back through the streets of the halfling district toward the bakery.  
 
    I knew that I would need to tell my friends about what the guildmaster had said, but I didn’t want to risk that when we were so close to the jails. She had said she wasn’t interested in interrogating my friends, but I didn’t want to take a chance on that just yet. I had a feeling that I was probably being followed, and besides, I wanted the four of us to lie low until we came up with a plan, and the best place I could think of to do that was in the human district.  
 
    I was glad that I hadn’t had to use any magic tonight. I would have used it if I’d needed to, but I certainly hadn’t wanted to take on the whole elven empire if they learned that I was able to use magic. We were doing well for ourselves, but it wasn’t like we had an army with which to fight back against them.  
 
    Not yet, the keys suddenly said softly.  
 
    I jumped, but I didn’t have time to worry about what the Rainbow Keys meant. As soon as I reached the bakery, I hurried inside, greeted my worried friends, and told them we needed to get a move on. Osman and Ava were fine, just like I thought they would be, so I asked them to stay there while the four thieves split up to head down to the human district.  
 
    Selius and Penny would take the wagon into Falrion Forest like they were headed for Adi’s, and when they were sure that no one had tailed them, they would enter the human district through the sewers. Dar would head down to the human district on foot, and I said that I would go to the Entertainment District to check in at the theatre.  
 
    I could tell that someone was following me, but I planned to lose them before I reached the Entertainment District. It would look like I was just showing up to my second job at the theatre, but I didn’t want the guildmaster to have eyes on me for that long, so I would need to lose my tail before I saw Cimarra. Once I had seen the beautiful dancer, and then seen for myself how the clean-up after the fire was going, I would sneak my way into the sewers and try to find a route to the sewers of the human district from there.  
 
    We needed a new route to avoid Lobrem’s men anyway, and if I found a good way to deliver the whiskey to the Entertainment District in secret, that was one more thing that we wouldn’t have to worry about with the guildmaster.  
 
    As I passed by a window, I checked my reflection and sure enough, a tall figure followed along only about a dozen paces behind me. Since the elves weren’t really known for their stealth, it was an obvious tail, but I would still be careful so he didn’t know that I was onto him, and then before he even realized it, I would vanish right in front of him.  
 
    I put my head down and picked up the pace through the dark streets, and after I walked for another ten minutes, I decided it was time to lose my elven follower. He stayed roughly ten paces behind me at all times, and even though I knew that was way too close to be effective, he seemed satisfied with his efforts. Of course, I made sure to stop every now and then, look around, and pretend not to notice his tall shadow behind a street lamp, so he probably felt pretty good about himself right now.  
 
    When I was almost at the border between districts, I kept my pace the same but then suddenly pivoted down a side street that I knew had a number of alleys that all branched off of it. I only had a few seconds before the elf turned the corner after me, so I picked the second alley and hurried down it before the elf saw which narrow street I took.  
 
    As soon as I was in the tight alley, I grasped the gutters of the building beside me, hauled myself up to the rooftop, and crawled along the beams until I reached the middle of the roof. I knew the elf would never think to look up on the rooftops since humans were supposed to be so weak, but I still waited for a few minutes until I felt sure that the elf had given up his search for me.  
 
    When I didn’t hear anything from the streets below me, I crawled forward again, dropped down into another alley, and continued on my way to the theatre. I looked behind me every so often just to make sure that the elf hadn’t gotten the better of me, but there was no trace of him, so I figured he was off somewhere trying to plan his excuses to the guildmaster.  
 
    “Better luck next time, Clodia,” I smirked as the theatre came into sight up ahead. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    After I had checked in with Cimarra at the theatre, I headed down into the sewers behind the ruined elephant stables. From there, I found a quick route to the back of Mistress Davies’ whorehouse, and that sewer passage led easily to Madame Bernard’s brothel just down the street.  
 
    I found a sewerway from the Entertainment District down into the human district quickly enough, but it was far from the best one since the sewers between the two districts were separated by a small iron grate that I couldn’t squeeze my broad shoulders through, and that meant I sure as shit wouldn’t be able to carry any whiskey barrels through the hole.  
 
    Instead, I doubled back the way I had come and started again, only this time I took a right instead of a left at the first fork, and I kept to the right again at the next branch. It took a little bit longer, but it was worth it when I sloshed my way around a corner and saw a man-sized grate up ahead.  
 
    This grate had damn near rusted completely shut, but after a few minutes of trial and error, I was able to pick the lock and swing open the grate as it gave an ear-splitting shriek. I stepped through and glanced back at it from the other side.  
 
    The sewers had been designed to keep any problems contained inside the same district that the issue originated in, so whenever there was a grate like this between the sewers of two districts, that meant there was a heavy iron plate suspended above it. If the sewers ever flooded and needed to be shut off from other parts of the city, some poor bastard would have to climb down here and drop the plate over the grate.  
 
    Of course, he’d probably be drowned before he was able to make it back out, but since he would more than likely be a slave anyway, the elves wouldn’t give a fuck about that.  
 
    I closed the grate behind me, but I didn’t lock it again. I had a feeling we’d be using this route sooner rather than later, and on the off chance that anyone came down here to inspect the sewers in the meantime, they wouldn’t think much about an unlocked grate. After all, who would want to break into a different district’s sewer?  
 
    I grinned to myself and headed down to the first fork in the human district’s sewer. If we were able to use the sewers for our whiskey, it would be easy enough to distribute to all the brothels on our customer list, and Lobrem would never have to know who our customers actually were. I had no doubt that he had already posted some of his men to watch our movements in the Entertainment District, all so he could make sure that we weren’t cheating him out of any money. Of course, with the arrival of the guildmaster and all the fires she had set, there was a chance that Lobrem had been at least temporarily distracted, but I didn’t want to place any bets on that.  
 
    After all, we couldn’t always take a wagon into Falrion Forest every time we needed to go somewhere, and now that the pressure was tightening, I didn’t want to risk taking a wagon every time we needed to make a delivery either. The last thing we needed was for some elven bastard to stop our wagon when we had a barrel of whiskey in the back.  
 
    I didn’t think even Dar would be able to talk his way out of that kind of mess.  
 
    I poked my head up through the first grate I found just to get an idea of where exactly I was in the human district. It was still dark on the street above me, but I had picked a grate on an empty road, so I was able to pull myself up a little bit to get a better look around me.  
 
    The human district wasn’t known for being the best-smelling one in the city, but after the stale air of the sewers, I took a grateful breath as I glanced around. I saw the light of one of the elven watchtowers in the distance to my left, but there was nothing else around me that I recognized.  
 
    Of course, that wasn’t surprising. Even though I was a human, I had spent the least amount of time in the human district since even the humans didn’t want to be here. The elves technically allowed any of the races to live in whichever district they chose, as long as only elves lived in the Capital district, so there were plenty of humans who lived and worked in the other districts.  
 
    But for the humans who hadn’t been able to find work or lodging in the rest of the city, the human district was their home, and everywhere you looked, there were reminders that out of all the other races, the elves hated humans the most.  
 
    Even on this street, all the signs were there. There were storefronts, but they were missing doors or windows, and even the street lamps were mostly dark despite the fact that the sun hadn’t risen yet. It wouldn’t rise later either, at least not until the day elf priests pulled their shit together and won their temple ritual.  
 
    And the most obvious reminder of elven hatred was the fact that there was simply no one around. When we had interrogated the human we’d caught earlier, he had said that the elves didn’t really care what they did as long as it didn’t interfere with elven business. But he’d also said that the elves sometimes used people as target practice from their fancy watchtowers, so if any humans were out after dark, they made sure they stayed as hidden as possible.  
 
    I dropped back down into the sewers and let the grate fall back into place above me. I might not know exactly where I was, but I knew there were three elven watchtowers altogether in the human district, and I was pretty positive that the one I’d seen in the distance was the one I wanted.  
 
    As I pressed on, the Opalstone amulet glowed softly to light my way forward through the dark sewers, and I wondered if my friends had made it to the catacombs entrance yet. Dar might have, since he could move quickly through the streets above me, but Penny and Selius would probably still be on their way through the forest. I took a left up ahead to try to steer my path back in the direction of the watchtower, but when I ran into a collapsed sewer, I headed back the other direction to avoid the pile of rubble.  
 
    In the end, I estimated that it took me almost two hours until I reached a sewer tunnel that looked familiar. That included the time that I’d lost in a few false starts and a couple detours, so when we finally used this route to deliver whiskey, it should take much less time. I had the route in my head now, at least, and that was the most important part.  
 
    When I reached the door to the catacombs, Dar, Penny, and Selius were all already there, and I let out a sigh of relief that they had all made it without any trouble.  
 
    “Everybody okay?” I asked.  
 
    “Always,” Dar chuckled. “Glad to see you made it through the sewers.”  
 
    “Glad you all made it, too,” I said. “You didn’t run into any trouble in the forest?”  
 
    “No, but we did run the horse pretty hard,” Penny said. “He’ll need to rest for a while before we use him again. I just wanted to get through the woods as fast as we could.”  
 
    “But you weren’t followed?” I asked.  
 
    “We’re not amateurs, Wade,” the redhead sighed with a toss of her bright hair.  
 
    “Well, technically, I am,” Selius said with a little smile.  
 
    “If we’re going to be technical about it, that means you’ll always be an amateur,” Dar laughed. “You know, since only the guild can grant you the title of professional thief.”  
 
    “I’d rather be an amateur forever than go back to the guild,” Selius said.  
 
    “You and me both, kid,” I said.  
 
    “Do you think the guildmaster--” the halfling kid started.  
 
    “Hold that thought,” I interrupted. “We’ll deal with the guildmaster in a minute, but first off, how are Osman and Ava? Did you see them both at the bakery?”  
 
    “They’re fine,” Dar replied. “Ava wanted to come with me, of course, so I had to talk her out of that. After I talked her out of going after the guildmaster, that is.”  
 
    “I wish it was that simple,” I exhaled. “But if we assassinate the guildmaster outright, the elves will just send someone else, and the retaliation would be too much.”  
 
    “That’s what I told her,” my halfling friend said. “I told her she should stay in the halfling district so she can keep an eye on the guildmaster from there and try to keep an ear out for anything unusual that’s going on, plus then she’ll be able to keep an eye on the bakery, too.”  
 
    “That’s perfect,” I said. “I’m sure Osman can take care of himself, but I like having an extra set of eyes on him and on Eloy’s. And since Clodia seems to have set up camp in Commander Vardreth’s office, It’ll be good for Ava to be around so she can watch for anything that we need to know about.”  
 
    “How’s Cim?” Penny asked. “Were you able to stop by the theatre and check in with her?”  
 
    “And how’s the theatre?” Selius asked. “Is it any… well, I guess you probably couldn’t tell how bad the damage was since it’s still dark outside.”  
 
    “Cim is good,” I said as I smiled at the redhead’s use of my nickname for the beautiful dancer. “She said the theatre is mostly aired out from the smoke damage at this point, but they want to try to wait until the sun’s up to start moving people back into the theatre.”  
 
    “How’s the Count holding up?” Dar smirked.  
 
    “About as good as Madame Rindell,” I laughed, “so not very good at all. The only thing that was really lost was the elephant stables, but no one has used them in ages.”  
 
    “Except for us,” Selius said.  
 
    “Exactly, so it’s a good thing we moved to the warehouse distillery when we did,” I said.  
 
    “But the guildmaster hasn’t been back?” Penny asked. “I mean, clearly Clodia was busy enough with you, but she hasn’t sent any of her henchmen back to cause any more damage?”  
 
    “No, Cim and everyone else are safe for now,” I assured her. “As soon as they’re able to move all the performers back into the theatre, we’ll figure out how to get patrons back in the seats at the next show.”  
 
    “It’ll take a minute for people to come out of hiding, anyway,” Dar said, “so we’ll have time.”  
 
    “Probably not as much as you might think,” I said. “If there’s one thing we know about the Entertainment District, it’s that it knows how to bounce back after something goes wrong.”  
 
    “Rindell’s doves might come in extra handy to help the theatre bounce back,” Penny said, “so I guess it’s good that she doesn’t have her own dancehall just yet.”  
 
    “We’ll get the customers back to the theatre even without Rindell,” I said. “I don’t want to rely on her to fill the Count’s seats.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” the pixie thief replied. “So I guess the biggest question for right now is how the fuck we deal with the guildmaster.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said, “and that means we need to figure out any weakness she might have.”  
 
    “I doubt she’s the type of person who has a lot of weaknesses,” Selius said.  
 
    “That may be true,” Dar said, “but everybody’s gotta have at least one, even the almighty elven guildmaster.”  
 
    “Well, she certainly doesn’t seem to think much of Tevian,” I said.   
 
    “I think that might just be good taste,” Penny said, “even though that means our favorite captain of the guard is going to try extra hard to score himself some points in her eyes.”  
 
    “We all better be extra careful, then,” Selius said.  
 
    “Well, I’ve got one thing we won’t have to worry about,” I said. “I’ve found a route all the way from here to the sewer entrance behind the theatre, so we can make our whiskey runs right under the elves’ noses.”  
 
    “Or right under their feet, in this case,” Dar chuckled. “That’s brilliant, my friend.”  
 
    “Now all we have to do is pick which unlucky asshole has to carry the barrels,” Penny groaned.  
 
    “A minor detail,” I said with a grin. “I’m hoping that Ava will discover some information we could use to our advantage against the guildmaster soon, but otherwise, we’ll have to figure out a way to get rid of her before she re-establishes the guild.”  
 
    “And ruins everything we’ve worked so hard for,” Dar huffed. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t exactly want to go back to picking pockets for loose change.”  
 
    “Trust me, we won’t,” I said. “We just have to think smarter and faster than Clodia.”  
 
    “She couldn’t smell your magic, could she?” Penny asked suddenly.  
 
    “I think she could,” I said, “but she couldn’t find anything on me, so she was mostly just confused by it.”  
 
    “Lucky thing, too,” Dar said, “since they’d have your head on a pike outside the city gates if they caught you with any magic items in tow.”  
 
    “Don’t remind me,” I sighed. “At least we know she’s not going to re-establish the Thief’s Guild before she solves the murders of Hagan and Hebal, plus the massacre of the guild itself.”  
 
    “Do you think she knows it was some sort of set-up?” Selius asked.   
 
    “I’m sure that’s what she suspects,” I said, “just like I’m sure she’s very interested to know why the four of us survived when nobody else did.”  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think she’s gonna believe that we all just got lucky,” the pixie thief smirked.  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “The good news is that right now, she doesn’t have any proof about anything. She might have some hunches, just like Tevian does, but she doesn’t have anything solid, and that means we have time to create something solid to give her.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Dar asked.  
 
    “We’re going to set somebody up to take the fall,” I said, “for Hagan, and maybe even for Hebal, too, depending on how things go. And if we play our cards right, we’ll be able to pass that information along to Golierian.”  
 
    “So then he can take it to Vardreth or Clodia, and he’ll get himself a promotion,” Penny said.  
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed, “and at the same time we’ll have taken the blame off ourselves for the deaths of Hagan, Hebal, and maybe even the Thief’s Guild itself.”  
 
    “But what about the guild?” Selius asked. “If we solve the murders for her, then there won’t be anything stopping her from re-establishing the guild and making us go back to work for it.”  
 
    “I haven’t gotten to that problem just yet,” I said, “but one thing at a time, right?”  
 
    “Like how the hell we’re going to carry barrels of whiskey from here to the theatre,” Penny said.  
 
    “Well, we should be able to carry them just from the warehouse to the theatre,” I said, “but this route will be a good back-up, plus it would be a good escape route if we ever need to get to the catacombs in a hurry.”  
 
    “Or if we need to get to the portal room in a hurry,” the redhead said as she gave me a little wink that the two halflings couldn’t see.  
 
    “I’ll be honest with you, my friend,” Dar sighed. “I’d really love to have a different route into the catacombs other than these sewers.”  
 
    “What, you don’t enjoy sloshing around in this gunk?” the pixie thief laughed as she kicked a spray of sewer water at the halfling.  
 
    Dar groaned, but when he tried to kick water back at her, the redhead just danced out of his reach.  
 
    “Well, it’s funny you should mention that,” I said with a grin, “because I was thinking that while we lie low here, we might as well look around to see what we’re working with.”  
 
    “Don’t tell me,” Penny groaned. “This has something to do with Colter’s gang, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “Absolutely,” I laughed. “I told his minion to pass along a message to Colter for me, and since we’re already down here, we might as well take advantage of it and see if we can’t set up a meeting with him.”  
 
    “You want to work with him to get customers down here, right?” Selius asked.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said, “and maybe even to help with distribution, if his men are looking for work.”  
 
    “I wonder what kind of work they do right now,” Dar said, “other than try to sell weapons around the district.”  
 
    “Probably the basics,” I said with a shrug. “Weapons, protection, maybe even women for people who can’t afford the prices of the Entertainment District.”  
 
    “Ugh,” Penny said.  
 
    “I know,” I said, “but if it turns out that we can trust him, we could shift the focus of his men toward whiskey distribution.”  
 
    “What if we can’t trust him?” Dar asked.  
 
    “Then we still need easy access to and from the sewers inside the human district,” I said. “Sometimes, we can take the forest route, just like sometimes we can take the sewer route from the Entertainment District, but I wouldn’t mind having an easier way in so it doesn’t always have to be so sneaky.”  
 
    “What are you thinking?” the redhead asked. “Some kind of cover, I assume.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I replied. “If we were able to get a legitimate business down here, then we’d have a legitimate reason for being in the human district.”  
 
    “From what I’ve seen, there’re not a lot of legitimate businesses that operate around here,” Dar said, “but I like what you’re thinking.”  
 
    “There has to be something, or Colter wouldn’t have any businesses to collect protection money from,” I said, “and I feel pretty positive that has to be part of how he makes his coin.”  
 
    “That is pretty standard,” Dar agreed. “So the plan is that we look for a cheap business we could buy?”  
 
    “Yes, while we also keep an eye out for Colter’s men so we can set up a meeting with their boss,” I said.  
 
    “How do we know who works for Colter?” Selius asked.  
 
    “Well, the man we talked to said that Colter controls the territory in the north of the district,” I said, “and his rival Dryson controls the south, so I’d say we keep an eye out for any kind of marks on the walls or in the alleyways that Colter’s gang might have left to mark their claims.”  
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?” Penny demanded. “Let’s go buy ourselves a business.”  
 
    She charged down the sewers so we wouldn’t come out right beneath the elven watchtower, and when she had gone about two blocks, she climbed her way up a ladder and out the grate above her head. When she didn’t drop back down immediately, I figured that everything must be safe, so we followed her up to the street one at a time.  
 
    The sky was still pitch black above us except for a few faint stars, and as soon as we all stood on the street, I gestured for us to jump back into the shadows to avoid the sweep of the spotlight from the elven watchtower. After it passed, I looked up and down the street for any businesses that looked operational, and I was just about to move on to the next road when Selius tapped my arm.  
 
    “What is it?” I whispered.  
 
    The halfling kid just pointed down the street behind us, so we all turned to follow his gaze. Right at the end of the street, at the intersection of three roads, a small Y-shaped building stood alone in the center of the three-way crossroads. There was a small hole in the glass of the front window, but the door was still on its hinges, and the sign in the window even said Open.  
 
    “Yarber’s Pawn Shop,” Penny read the sign above the door.  
 
    “Well, isn’t that fucking perfect?” Dar whistled. “I’ve always wanted a pawnshop.”  
 
    “This one might need to be in someone else’s name,” I laughed. “Tevian and Clodia are already suspicious that both the bakery and Adi’s Catering are in Dar’s name, so I might put this one under my own name.”  
 
    “Assuming the owner wants to sell, of course,” the redhead added.  
 
    “I can’t imagine that anyone would refuse an offer to buy anything in this dump,” Dar said. “I guess it would make sense for it to be in your name, Wade. We are in the human district, after all.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “Should we go see if this Yarber is home?”  
 
    “Lead the way, Mr. Wade,” Selius said.  
 
    We moved quickly and quietly down the street in case any elves or trouble-making humans were around, but just before I swung open the door, the keys grew suddenly warm in my pocket.  
 
    Up, they whispered.  
 
    I looked up, and just above the door of the pawnshop, someone had painted a giant C in red paint.  
 
    “What do you think the chances are that that stands for Colter?” I smirked.  
 
    “I guess we could give him points for simplicity,” Penny said, “but the originality is a little lacking.”  
 
    “Hold on,” Selius said, “so does that mean this is Colter’s building?”  
 
    “This Yarber might be paying him for protection,” Dar said. “Either that, or Colter’s just trying to mark his territory in general.”  
 
    “Only one way to find out,” I said.  
 
    I pushed the door open, and a little bell chimed above me to let the owner know that he had customers. After I let the door close behind us, I glanced around the shop to take a look at what Yarber had to sell.  
 
    All in all, it wasn’t very much at all. I wondered how he could even stay in business when he had so few items stocked on his shelves, but I figured that his prices might be high enough for him to actually turn a profit.  
 
    For the most part, the shelves were full of jewelry, even though only a few items actually looked like they might be worth some real coin. The rest of the shelves were occupied by a few small weapons, mostly small knives that could be used in cooking, and there were also musical instruments and even a few items of clothing.  
 
    “If yer here for the fookin’ coin, I--”  
 
    A dark-haired dwarf stopped himself mid-sentence as he emerged from the back of the shop. He had clearly been expecting someone else, so at first, he just licked his dry lips, tugged at his long beard, and then rubbed his hands together.  
 
    “I do apologize,” the dwarf said. “I wasn’t expecting any folk out in this dark. What can I do for ya?”  
 
    “Are you Yarber?” I guessed.  
 
    “Aye, who wants to know?” the dark-bearded dwarf demanded.  
 
    “Just someone who might be interested in buying… well, anything and everything you’ve got to sell,” Dar said.  
 
    “Keep talkin’,” Yarber grunted. “It’s not every day that someone comes in looking to buy rather than sell, not in these parts anyway.”  
 
    “I take it that means business hasn’t been great for you lately,” I said.  
 
    “What do ya think, human?” Yarber snorted. “Take a look around.”  
 
    “But you don’t have a sign that your business is for sale,” I pointed out, “so you must be doing alright.”  
 
    “Only because you’d have to be daft to want to buy a place like this,” Yarber laughed. “Unless-- you’re not thinking of buying it for yourselves, are ya?”  
 
    “We might be,” Dar said, “for the right price.”  
 
    Yarber suddenly seemed to notice Penny and Selius, and my fists tightened at my sides as the dark-bearded dwarf slid his gaze over the redheaded pixie. He licked his dry lips again and looked back at Dar.  
 
    “What are you offering?” Yarber asked. “I run a pawnshop, so I’m open to exchanges, not just coin.”  
 
    Again, the dwarf took a long slimy glance at Penny, and I had to resist my deep need to rip his eyeballs out of their sockets.  
 
    “We can pay coin,” I growled. “What’s your asking price?”  
 
    “Two hundred gold,” Yarber grunted.  
 
    Dar and I both burst into laughter.  
 
    “No offense, my friend,” Dar said, “but you have to know that’s almost four times what this shop is probably worth.”  
 
    “Aye, I know that,” Yarber said. “I’m not fookin’ stupid, you know.”  
 
    “Then why charge so much?” Penny challenged.  
 
    The dwarf was as surprised that the redhead had spoken as I was, but I had a feeling she was going to trick him into selling this place to us for cheaper than he intended to. Penny was a master thief and a brilliant lockpick, but she was just as good at tricking people into handing over their goods outright.  
 
    “I don’t know if someone like yerself can tell,” Yarber answered, “but I’ve taken a bit of a hit lately. Some bastards broke in not too long ago and stole some of mah more expensive items.”  
 
    Penny ignored the dwarf’s insult about her intelligence, and from the way her green eyes sparked, I knew she planned to take Yarber for everything he was worth.  
 
    “So you don’t pay anyone for protection around here?” I asked.  
 
    “Ya mean other than my fookin’ taxes, which don’t seem to do any good from what I can tell,” Yarber grunted. “Nah, there’s not enough coin coming into the shop for me to pay for protection.”  
 
    “Then what’s the giant ‘C’ that’s been painted above your door?” Selius finally spoke up.  
 
    “That’s just the bastards that broke in, tryin’ to mark their fookin’ territory,” the dark-bearded dwarf sighed. “Colter told them to take whatever they wanted if I didn’t hand over any coin for protection, and they took just about everything mah little shop is worth.”  
 
    I knew he was looking for a little sympathy, but it was hard to feel anything but hatred for someone who had just looked at Penny like she was a piece of meat, or like she was just another piece of jewelry that he might be able to sell off.  
 
    “Look, I’d be happy to sell to ya and say good riddance to dis fookin’ dump,” the dwarf swore. “It’s been nothin’ but trouble since the gangs moved in, and when they stole from me, that was just the latest stunt that bastard Colter has pulled, but it wasn’t the fookin’ first.”  
 
    “The elves won’t do anything about the gangs?” Selius asked.  
 
    “Nah, the elves don’t fookin’ care,” Yarber said.  
 
    “I don’t mean any disrespect,” Penny said as she batted her eyelashes sweetly, “but why did you set up a pawn shop here anyway? I’m sure a dwarf like you could do much better in your own district.”  
 
    “Aye, that may be true,” the dwarf gulped, “but humans here are fookin’ desperate, so they’ll sell anything at all, and they don’t tend to haggle ya over a price.”  
 
    “How clever,” the redhead said, but I could tell that she was seething.  
 
    One day, none of the races would be able to profit off each other, and one day, people would think twice before they tried to take advantage of other people’s desperation.  
 
    One day, the Rainbow Keys echoed softly.  
 
    “We won’t pay you two hundred gold,” I said. “You know it’s not worth nearly that much.”  
 
    “Maybe so, but I also know I can’t afford to take a loss,” Yarber said. “They stole all my pricier jewelry, and that included my most prized possession.”  
 
    “Which is what?” Dar prompted. “Or I guess I mean, which was what?”  
 
    “A ring,” the dwarf replied, “but not just any ring.”  
 
    “It’s not magic, is it?” Dar joked.  
 
    “Do you really think I’d be running a fookin’ pawnshop in the human district if I had a magical ring?” Yarber groaned. “No, it’s not fookin’ magical. It’s just fookin’ expensive.”  
 
    “How expensive?” Penny asked as she narrowed her eyes.  
 
    “Worth at least a hundred gold,” the dwarf said.  
 
    “Why the fuck did you keep something like that in your shop?” Dar demanded.  
 
    “I’d heard there was someone looking for an expensive item, so I’d brought it in from home,” Yarber said with a shrug. “Bastards had luck on their side with the timing of their break-in, that’s all.”  
 
    I wasn’t about to tell Yarber this, but I had a feeling that luck had nothing to do with it. It was far more likely that Colter had started that rumor himself, so Yarber would have his best and most expensive items on display whenever Colter’s goons broke in.  
 
    “Did they say anything when they took it?” I asked.  
 
    “Just that their boss had been looking for somethin’ pretty,” Yarber replied. “He’s got some girlfriend he wanted to impress, I think.”  
 
    “Then here’s my offer,” I said. “I understand you don’t want to take a loss when you sell this place, but there’s no way in hell anyone’s going to pay you two hundred gold for this dump.”  
 
    “No offense, of course,” Dar said quickly.  
 
    “But,” I continued, “we will pay you fifty gold for the shop--”  
 
    “Now I can’t--” the dark-bearded dwarf started.  
 
    “I wasn’t finished,” I interrupted. “We will pay you fifty gold, and we will also return your ring to you.”  
 
    “And just how the hell do you expect to do that?” Yarber demanded.  
 
    “You let us worry about that,” Penny said. “What’s the ring look like?”  
 
    “It’s a solid gold band,” Yarber replied, “but it’s got alternating rubies and sapphires, and there’s a cluster of blue diamonds set in the center.”  
 
    “And you’re sure it was Colter’s men who took it?” the redhead asked. “And they said their boss wanted it?”  
 
    “That’s what I said, woman,” the dwarf growled.  
 
    “There’s no need to take that tone with me,” Penny said with a pleasant smile. “After all, I’m going to get your ring back for you.”  
 
    “A little thing like you?” the dwarf sneered. “You know, it’d be much easier if you just took me up on my offer to pay me in something other than coin, like--”  
 
    “We all know what you mean,” I growled. “You don’t need to finish that sentence.”  
 
    “And I wouldn’t if I were you,” Dar added. “Assuming you want to actually be around long to enjoy the profits of selling your shop.”  
 
    “Is that a fookin’ threat?” the dwarf asked.  
 
    “Just a fucking promise,” I answered. “We’ll get you the ring, and we’ll get you the fifty gold. Just be ready with the paperwork when we come back.”  
 
    “Why do ya want this place anyway?” Yarber demanded.  
 
    “Just be ready with the paperwork,” I said again. “Unless you don’t actually want to sell before this place drains you of all your savings, of course.”  
 
    “No, no, I want to sell,” the dark-bearded dwarf said quickly. “I’ll have the papers drawn up.”  
 
    “Good,” I said. “We’ll be back soon.”  
 
    The door chimed above us again as we left the pawnshop, and I nodded toward a side street where we could go and talk until Yarber lost interest in looking outside. I didn’t want the dwarf to watch us go back down into the sewers, so I figured we had better stay above ground, at least for a few minutes.  
 
    We made it halfway down the alley before I felt the Opalstone amulet pulse just once in warning. Before I could reach my hand inside my cloak to pull out my dagger, I looked around to see that we had been surrounded by humans who were all armed with long knives.  
 
    “Colter wants to speak with you,” one of the humans grunted. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    My first thought was for the safety of my friends, but I knew Dar and Penny could handle themselves just fine, and even though Selius was still a kid, he probably had more training with a knife thanks to the Thief’s Guild than any of these assholes around us.  
 
    “Well, isn’t that convenient?” I growled.  
 
    “Huh?” the man closest to me grunted again.  
 
    I glanced at my friends and gave them the smallest of nods. If these men and their boss thought they could just order us around, then they needed to be taught a little lesson-- not enough that any of them would end up dead, but just enough that they would know they couldn’t mess with my friends or with me.  
 
    “I just so happen to want to speak to your boss, too,” I said, “but let me just be honest with you and tell you that next time, I’d appreciate a little more fucking respect.”  
 
    As soon as I said the last word, I reached back, grabbed the man by his wrist, and jerked his hand away with such a sharp force that he dropped his knife to the ground. From the corner of my eye, I saw Dar swing an upper-cut at the human closest to him, and I watched as Penny dropped to the ground just before she kicked out the knees of two humans beside each other so they collapsed into each other and then tumbled to the ground in a heap.  
 
    I still had a tight grip on my own attacker’s wrist, so I just twisted it a little more until I had completely turned myself around and could see my friends more clearly. My opponent tried to stomp on the back of my knee to make me lose my balance, but I saw it coming, so I slammed my open palm up into the man’s jaw.  
 
    His bones gave a terrific crack as his jaw slammed into the rest of his skull, and for a second, he staggered so heavily that I thought he might take us both down with him. Instead, I just pushed back on his wrist until it was twisted backwards, and I used the angle to force him to the ground.  
 
    I whirled back toward my friends, and I realized that Selius was having a little more trouble than Dar or Penny. Colter had sent five of his men after us, and two of them had decided to go after Selius, so they now had the halfling kid pinned up against the side of the alley as he tried to fend off the knives of both his attackers with his own short thief’s blade.  
 
    After I gave a quick glance at my other two friends and saw that they were holding their own, I kicked away the long knife that had fallen to the ground, pulled my own dagger out from under my cloak, and leaped toward the halfling kid.  
 
    Selius had just elbowed one attacker in the throat, but he had left his left shoulder exposed, so his other opponent now swung his knife down at the halfling’s vulnerable shoulder blade. I grabbed the man’s arm just before the knife ran Selius through the heart, and I yanked his arm back so hard that I heard his shoulder give a little pop.  
 
    The man yelped, but since I didn’t want to attract any attention from the elves, I just slammed him into the wall. When he tried to wriggle out of my grasp, I grabbed his injured shoulder and rammed the hilt of my knife into it before I shoved him against the wall again.  
 
    I released him once his skull collided with the wall for the second time. The man staggered backward and then sideways, and I guessed he would be doing good to remember his own name, let alone where the fuck he was.  
 
    When I turned back toward Selius, I saw that the halfling kid had managed to break his other opponent’s nose, but the human had grabbed Selius by the hair and was now pulling him up into the air.  
 
    “Didn’t your mother ever teach you fucking manners?” I growled.  
 
    I lunged toward him with my knife like I was going for his throat, so when the human pivoted toward me with Selius still in hand, I simply sidestepped around him, grabbed the man’s own hair, and jerked back so hard that he automatically released his grip on the kid.  
 
    I had thrown the man off balance, but I needed him to understand that a bloody and broken nose would be the least of his problems if he didn’t give up now, so I yanked back on the man’s hair again and then brought my knee up straight into the human’s stomach. The man wheezed as I knocked the air from his lungs, and he sunk to his knees on the rough stones.  
 
    “You good?” I asked Selius.  
 
    The halfling kid nodded, still breathless. We had injured three of the men badly enough that they were on their knees and showed no signs of going anywhere, so I turned my attention back toward the two remaining humans that I had left in the middle of fighting Penny and Dar.  
 
    The redheaded pixie stood triumphantly over the motionless body of one human with a clump of his hair and scalp in her hand, while Dar had taken his opponent to the ground and now stood with his boot on his attacker’s throat. When they saw us, Penny gave a little wave with her bloody knife, and Dar sheathed his knife at his belt again.  
 
    The first man that I’d disarmed was still on his knees beside my two friends, and since he seemed to be the most intact out of the group of five who had attacked us, I walked back over to him first.  
 
    “Keep an eye on the others, will you?” I asked my friends.  
 
    “Happy to,” Penny said as she spun the hilt of her blade around on one finger.  
 
    I stepped up to the man on his knees and cleared my throat so that he had to look up at me.  
 
    “Now listen up, and listen good,” I growled. “I’m happy to meet with your boss, but I do not respond well to threats, understand?”  
 
    The man nodded and swallowed thickly.  
 
    “So you go back and tell Colter that we’ll meet with him,” I continued, “but on our own damn terms, not his. Got it?”  
 
    “Got it,” the man gulped. “Where do you want me to tell him you’ll meet him? And when? If I don’t come back with an answer, the boss will--”  
 
    “I can imagine,” I cut him off. “Tell him I’ll meet him right now, if he has the balls to come out of hiding and meet me himself instead of sending his lackeys to do his dirty work.”  
 
    “I know a place we could meet,” Penny whispered.  
 
    I turned toward her so we could speak quietly enough that Colter’s men wouldn’t overhear us.  
 
    “Where?” I asked.  
 
    “There’s a park a few blocks away from the central watchtower,” the redhead replied.  
 
    “A park?” Dar laughed. “How the hell is there a park in the human district?”  
 
    “Well, it’s not really a park,” Penny said. “It’s more like a clump of trees that the elves didn’t feel like cutting down when they made this district.”  
 
    “They didn’t think humans might use it as a secret meeting place?” I raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “It’s not that secret,” the pixie thief said, “but it’s private enough that we should be able to talk to this asshole without anyone getting in our business. But still public enough that we won’t have to be completely on his turf.”  
 
    “Works for me,” I said. “Do you remember the name of it?”  
 
    “I doubt there’s more than one,” Dar chuckled.  
 
    “Tell Colter to meet us at the park south of the watchtower,” Penny told the human on his knees.  
 
    “Dead Man’s Grove?” the man whispered.  
 
    “That’s a charming name,” Dar muttered.  
 
    “Yep, that should be the one,” the redhead replied. “We’ll be waiting for him there.”  
 
    “And tell him we’d like to talk to him on friendly terms,” I said, “so if he tries to bring all his goons with him, we won’t stick around long enough for him to even know we were there.”  
 
    The man nodded nervously.  
 
    “That’s your cue to go,” Dar said when the man didn’t move.  
 
    “Oh, right,” the human muttered.  
 
    He staggered to his feet and helped his companions all regain their footing. The man who had attacked Penny was still motionless, so I prodded him with my foot.  
 
    “You didn’t kill him, did you?” I groaned.  
 
    “No, I didn’t kill him,” Penny defended herself. “He’s just being dramatic.”  
 
    “Is that what we’re calling it now when you knock somebody unconscious?” Dar laughed.  
 
    “Come on, wake up,” the redhead said as she bent down to tap furiously on the man’s shoulder.  
 
    The human slowly raised his head, and as he did, I saw the clump of bloody matted hair along his temple where Penny had ripped a chunk out of the man’s skull.  
 
    “See to your friend,” I told the other humans.  
 
    Two of the humans hauled the half-unconscious man up to his feet, and then all five of them stumbled down the alley away from us. As soon as they were out of sight, I tucked my blade back into my belt and nodded at my friends.  
 
    “That was good work,” I said, “even if it was a little unexpected.”  
 
    “Do you really think Colter will show up at the park?” Selius asked.  
 
    “Dead Man’s Grove,” Dar corrected him with a little laugh. “I don’t think Colter has any choice about the matter now.”  
 
    “We just handed his men their asses on a plate,” Penny said, “so unless he totally wants to lose face, he’ll have to meet with us to try to work out a deal that doesn’t make him look weak.”  
 
    “Won’t he just try to ambush us?” the halfling kid asked. “You know, so he won’t look weak and all?”  
 
    “That’s why we need to get to that park as soon as possible,” I said, “so we can get set up before Colter gets there. If he does try anything, we’ll be able to see him coming and get out of there before it’s too late.”  
 
    “Too bad Ava’s not with us,” Penny said. “I’d feel better knowing she could watch our backs from the shadows.”  
 
    “Me, too,” I said, “but we’ll have to make do without her for tonight. Will you lead the way, Penny?”  
 
    “You bet,” the redhead responded.  
 
    Now that we knew Colter had his men out in force, we moved even more cautiously through the streets than we had before. The elven watchtowers continued to circle their spotlights all around the district, but once we had the timing down, it wasn’t hard to avoid them. It was just a matter of also avoiding any humans or elven patrols who might be on the streets themselves.  
 
    As we crept through the shadows while we made our way toward Dead Man’s Grove, I found that I was glad it was still dark outside. For one thing, it was easier to sneak around in the dark. We might not have the vision of night elves, but we were all thieves, so we were at least used to operating at night.  
 
    And for another thing, it meant that Colter wouldn’t have an advantage when he met with us at the park. He might know the district better than we did, but we would at least be on pretty even footing in the dark.  
 
    At least, that was the plan.  
 
    The streets started to get more narrow as we moved further along, so when we finally reached the park, it seemed to come out of nowhere. We simply turned around a corner, and there it was, right in front of us.  
 
    Even in the darkness, I could see why the human had called it Dead Man’s Grove. The trees at the entrance of the grove might have been recognizable as trees once, but they were so decayed that now they stood like rotted sentries to mark the entrance to the little cluster of trees in the middle of the human district.  
 
    The park itself was probably only a hundred paces long and a little less than that in width, and the whole thing was dotted with trees in different states of decay. Some of them still had leaves, but their branches were filled with cobwebs, others were just short stumps, and others were just slender bare trunks that looked like they had never figured out if they were supposed to be trees or lamp posts.  
 
    We moved along the edges of Dead Man’s Grove as we searched for the best position to meet Colter. I had no doubt that he would show up, so I wanted us to be ready for him whenever he did. When we found a stone bench about two dozen paces inside the park entrance, I figured it would be our best shot.  
 
    “So they’ll already know that there are four of us,” I said, “and that means there’s no point in any of us trying to hide to surprise them.”  
 
    “I could stay back just to watch for any signs of an ambush,” the pixie thief volunteered.  
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. “I think Dar and I should wait here on the bench for them to show up, and Penny, you could stand behind those trunks over there until you see exactly how many men Colter brings with him.”  
 
    “Do you want me to join you once they’re all here?” the redhead asked.  
 
    “Just come up from behind them,” I said. “They’ll notice you, but I want you to be at their backs.”  
 
    “What would you like me to do, Mr. Wade?” Selius asked.  
 
    “You stay by the park entrance,” I said. “You can give us a little whistle when they get here, and then if Colter tries to sneak any men inside once we’ve started talking, you give us another signal so we know what’s coming.”  
 
    “You got it,” the halfling kid responded.  
 
    Once Selius and Penny were both in position, I joined Dar on the bench and exhaled as I glanced around Dead Man’s Grove. The bench itself was right in front of something that looked like it had been a fountain once, only now it was a dried-up ring of stones that had started to crumble away at the edges.  
 
    Thick vines twisted their way across the bottom of the wide stone basin, and they even wrapped around the pillar that stood in the middle of the fountain. I thought there must have been a statue in the middle at some point, but it had been torn down so all that was left of it now was one half-intact foot made of stone.  
 
    The rest of the park was in much the same state. There was technically a path that led through Dead Man’s Grove, but the only reason you could tell it existed at all was because the underbrush had been crushed in different places by human feet as they ran through the park.  
 
    I could hear a few voices further back in the park, and I could see the appeal of this spot as a meeting place. It was open enough that you could see other people coming, but there was enough privacy to find your own corner for whatever you needed that bit of private space for.  
 
    Selius gave a low whistle from the entrance to the grove, and I nodded at Dar. It was showtime.  
 
    Not even half a minute later, a group of humans strode toward us from the park entrance, and I let out a little exhale when I saw that while they might have all been armed, none of them held any weapons in their hands.  
 
    We might be able to have a civil conversation after all.  
 
    I stood up as they approached, and I held my hands open to show that I didn’t intend any harm. There were eight men in total, plus the man in the lead, and while the odds of nine to four in a fight certainly didn’t fill me with confidence, I hoped it was just Colter’s way of stroking his own ego.  
 
    Three of the eight lackeys were from the group that had attacked us in the alley, so at least we already knew they were half-injured. Of course, that also meant that five of them were fresh, but we’d just have to deal with that if and when we had to.  
 
    “You must be Colter,” I said as I held out my hand to the leader.  
 
    “I reckon that means you must be Wade,” the man in the lead said.  
 
    Colter hesitated before he shook my hand, and that told me just about everything I needed to know about the man. He was scared to lose face in front of his men by shaking my hand, but he also didn’t immediately want to piss me off, and that meant he hadn’t expected my friends and me to put up quite such a fight back in the alley.  
 
    The human leader was a little taller than a halfling, and he wore a bowler hat that I guessed was supposed to make him look taller. It was the same dark red color as the man’s vest, and over the top of the vest, Colter wore a long black coat that almost reached his knees.  
 
    Finally, the man shook my hand just long enough that he wouldn’t outright insult me.  
 
    “So nice of you to meet us here on such short notice,” I said. “This here is Dar, and you might have seen my other associates on your way in.”  
 
    “Reckon we might have,” Colter said, and I had to suppress an eye roll at how sulky the man sounded.  
 
    “I apologize for the injuries to your men,” I said, “but I’m glad to meet you face-to-face, even if this isn’t exactly how I hoped our first meeting would start off.”  
 
    “That’s twice you’ve beat my men up,” Colter said as he adjusted the round hat on top of his head.  
 
    “That’s twice they’ve attacked us first,” Dar pointed out.  
 
    “You’re not one of Dryson’s, are you?” the human leader asked.  
 
    “Do you think I’d be talking to you like this if I was?” I asked. “I don’t work for anybody, and that’s why I wanted to come talk to you.”  
 
    “If you’re looking to move into my territory--” the man started.  
 
    “I don’t care about your territory,” I cut him off, “and I don’t care about your business enterprises. What I plan to do in this district has nothing at all to do with you or Dryson, so I’ve come to ask you very politely to stay out of my way and to please stop attacking my friends and me every time we come down here.”  
 
    “And if we don’t stay out of your way?” Colter challenged.  
 
    I glanced at Penny as she stepped out from her hiding place behind them, and she gave me a little nod to say that there didn’t seem to be any more humans headed this way.  
 
    “Then you’ll be forced to,” I sighed. “But believe me, that’s the hard way, and I think you and I would both prefer to do this the easy way.”  
 
    “I can’t just let you operate in my territory for nothing,” Colter said. “Now if you paid me some protection money--”  
 
    “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Dar interrupted, “but from what we’ve heard, your protection mostly just protects people from… well, from you.”  
 
    “I don’t know where you’ve heard that load of nonsense from,” Colter protested, “but that’s just not true.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrows, but at first, I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t believe that this was the man who controlled the northern half of the human district, and I could only assume that meant the humans down here were really hard up for a leader, when this was the best that they could produce.  
 
    From what I’d seen so far, Colter imagined himself to be quite the kingpin, when in reality, he was just a greedy bastard who ruled by force and intimidation. Still, if there was a chance that I could work with him, I would. After all, we had enough other enemies that I didn’t want to make new ones in the human district if we didn’t have to. I just wanted to be able to operate in this district just the same as I did in the others, and I hoped Colter didn’t plan to stand in my way.  
 
    Otherwise, things were going to get messy.  
 
    “I’m sure my friend didn’t mean any offense,” I said with a glance at Dar.  
 
    “Not at all,” the halfling said, even though I knew from the twitch at the corner of his lips that he very much had meant to be at least a little offensive.  
 
    “Listen,” I said, “I don’t want to get in the way of your operations, just like I don’t want you to get in the way of mine. I have some plans in this district, and I’ve come to you because I’d like to work with you, if you’d be open to it.”  
 
    “What do you mean by plans?” Colter asked.  
 
    “Oh, just some investments that I plan to make,” I said vaguely. “As a human myself, I hate to see this district doing so-- well, it’s not anyone’s favorite place to live, I imagine, and I’d like to change that.”  
 
    “And just how do you plan to do that?” Colter demanded. “What are you, some kind of charity worker?”  
 
    I just laughed.  
 
    “Well, you’re being awful vague about what your work is,” the human tried to defend himself, “so I don’t know what I’m supposed to think.”  
 
    “Do I look like one of the elven housewives who spends her days in the gutter?” I laughed again. “Who comes down to the other districts, so she has a story to tell her friends back in the Capital about how much good she’s doing for the betterment of us poor lesser races?”  
 
    “Well, no,” Colter said. “I just meant that if you have a business proposition, you could at least come right out and say it.”  
 
    “I don’t say anything until I can trust a person,” I said, “and believe me, I’d like to trust you. It’d make my job a hell of a lot easier if you were of a cooperative frame of mind.”  
 
    “I reckon you can tell that I don’t work for nobody,” Colter said with another little adjustment to his round hat, “so I don’t know what you think I can do for you if you don’t pay us no protection money.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t pay you protection money,” I said, “but I would pay you to do some work. You wouldn’t be working for me, but your men would be working with me.”  
 
    “But you’d pay?” Colter’s eyes lit up at the mention of coin.  
 
    “Well, yes,” I said. “After all, I don’t expect anyone to work for free.”  
 
    “What kind of work would you need us to do?” the man asked.  
 
    So far, Colter was a complete pain in my ass, but he seemed eager enough to get paid that he just might be alright. At the very least, it sounded like his gang was desperate for money, and if they helped me get new clients in this district or maybe even helped deliver whiskey through the sewers, it could be worth the investment.  
 
    “I’d like to know more about this district,” I said. “I’m not from around here, so I’d like to learn a little more about who’s in charge and how things work here.”  
 
    “Well, in that case, you came to the right man,” Colter said as he puffed out his narrow chest.  
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I replied. “I want to know about elven patrols in the district, and I want to know the easiest routes to take to avoid anybody who might take an interest in what an outsider is doing.”  
 
    “What do you need the routes for?” Colter asked. “You wouldn’t be coming in here trying to sell weapons right under my nose, would you?”  
 
    “Like I said,” I growled, “I don’t have any interest in your operations, so no, it’s not weapons.”  
 
    “Then what is it?” the human leader grunted.  
 
    “Why don’t we save the specifics until you decide if you’re willing to work with us or not?” Dar suggested.  
 
    “Dar is right,” I said. “Look, I don’t care what you pay your men to do, but I’m willing to pay them-- and you, of course-- good coin for this information, and if everything goes well, then I’d pay you more to help me move some product through the streets.”  
 
    “But nothing that would compete with your own, ahem, impressive operations,” Dar said and nearly choked on his own joke.  
 
    “How much coin are we talking about?” Colter demanded.  
 
    I glanced at Dar, and the halfling nodded. We had talked about a possible price on the way to the park, but I wanted to make sure that my friend still thought it was a good idea.  
 
    “Fifty silver a month for information,” I said, “and if you start to help me move product, then there’ll be more coin.”  
 
    As soon as Colter started to adjust his round hat again, I knew he would take it. Fifty silver was more coin than this man had probably ever seen, and from the way that his men shifted excitedly behind him, I knew they would be eager for their leader to take the deal.  
 
    “Alright,” Colter said. “You give me fifty silver, and I’ll give you whatever information you want to know.”  
 
    “Almost,” I said, “but I’ll take that information from you first, and then you’ll get your coin.”  
 
    “Sure, sure,” the man said. “I understand. Have you got the money on you?”  
 
    “Do you really think we’d be stupid enough to walk into the middle of the human district with a bag full of silver?” I laughed. “We’ll set up a meeting to exchange information and coin, but first, let me just ask you for a sign of good faith, since we’re all friends now and all.”  
 
    “Maybe I should ask you for a sign of good faith,” Colter said.  
 
    “Well, since I’m the one who’s going to be handing over the coin, I hardly think that’s fair,” I responded. “It’s a small token, all things considered.”  
 
    “Alright, I’m listening,” Colter said.  
 
    “I believe you have an item in your possession that doesn’t belong to you,” I said, “and I’d like it back.”  
 
    “We ain’t fucking thieves,” the human grunted.  
 
    “There are worse accusations than being a thief,” Dar smirked.  
 
    “You took a ring from the dwarf who runs the pawnshop,” I said before Dar could say anything else.  
 
    “You mean Yarber?” Colter laughed. “Yeah, I guess I did.”  
 
    “Well, I’d like it back,” I said. “He and I have an understanding, but it means that I need that ring.”  
 
    “In your dreams,” Colter spat. “I earned that ring fair and square. It’s my prize piece of jewelry now.”  
 
    I glanced at the man’s hands, but they were as bare as I expected them to be, so that meant he had to have the ring locked up somewhere safe in his own home. I needed that ring, and if Colter didn’t hand it over, he was about to make things very difficult for himself.  
 
    Of course, I could have found a different business to set up shop in, since it wasn’t like I owed Yarber anything. But his pawnshop was in a good location, and it was a bargain price as long as we threw the ring into the detail. Besides, it was a small thing to ask for to prove that Colter was willing to work with us.  
 
    “You do understand that I’m offering you a lot more coin than that ring is worth, don’t you?” I made an effort to sigh. It was a bit of a lie, since the ring was worth a hundred gold, or so the dwarf said.  
 
    “We’re offering you an investment, Colter,” Dar said. “You and your men could all be rich.”  
 
    “We don’t need your fucking charity coin,” Colter said.  
 
    “It’s business, not charity,” I explained. “Now it won’t happen overnight, so you’ll have to be patient, but all we’re asking is for you to give us some information and help us move some things around the district, and if you do that and keep your mouths shut, there’s more coin in it than you can even imagine.”  
 
    I noticed some of Colter’s men glance at each other behind their leader’s back, but no one was brave enough to actually say anything. Colter seemed good at making his men afraid of him, but he certainly didn’t seem to inspire a lot of loyalty. In fact, he acted like his men weren’t right behind him, since he hadn’t consulted with them or even looked at them during any part of our conversation.  
 
    “You ain’t getting the fucking ring,” Colter said.  
 
    “Oh, Colter,” I exhaled. “It sounds to me like you’ve decided to choose the hard way out of this.”  
 
    “And what are you going to do about it?” the human leader sneered. “In case you don’t see too good, we’ve got you all outnumbered.”  
 
    “Oh, we’re not going to do anything about it,” I said. “Not yet, anyway.”  
 
    “And what makes you think you’re actually gonna live long enough to do something about it?” Colter laughed.  
 
    A frantic whistle came from the entrance to Dead Man’s Grove just as the human leader signaled to the men behind him, and I knew that meant his reinforcements had shown up.  
 
    And that meant we were all sure as shit outnumbered now.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 - Penny 
 
    As soon as I heard Selius give a panicked whistle, I pivoted to run back into the shadows of the trees so the reinforcements wouldn’t know I was there, but the moment I turned around, I saw that I was already too late.  
 
    A dozen more men were moving toward Dead Man’s Grove, and even though they hadn’t entered the park yet, I could tell by their positions that they planned to cut off any escape route we might have had. I glanced at Selius before I looked back at Wade, and the halfling kid had managed to scramble up into a half-dead tree so he would have a better vantage point when the fight started.  
 
    Wade and Dar were both squared off against Colter, and I knew that even as skilled as we all were, there was no way we could fight off this many men by ourselves. The human leader laughed again as he saw that we realized he had brought back-up, and while he was still mid-laugh, Wade glanced over his shoulder and nodded at me.  
 
    I hurled my dagger straight toward Colter’s back.  
 
    One of the men at the park entrance yelled when he saw the flash of the blade, and it was just enough of a warning that one of Colter’s men right behind him turned and blocked my shot. The weapon buried itself in his shoulder instead of Colter’s, and with a surprised cry, the man dropped to the ground.  
 
    All the humans drew their own weapons, but just as they raised them to attack, I felt a shiver of coldness run up my spine, and when I blinked, Wade stood right in front of me.  
 
    “Did you just--” I stopped myself to glance past him.  
 
    Sure enough, Dar stood one pace behind Wade, and just beyond them, Colter’s men all stood completely still with their weapons raised but frozen.  
 
    “Glad to see the amulet came through this time,” I smirked. “Now how about we get the fuck out of here before they all unfreeze?”  
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Wade said. “We’ve just gotta make sure Selius doesn’t fall out of the tree when he unfreezes.”  
 
    The three of us hurried toward the tree at the entrance to Dead Man’s Grove, and I was impressed that even the men outside of the park had been frozen by Wade’s magic, too. He might not always know exactly how to control it, but the fact that his magic could reach so far meant that Wade was definitely getting more powerful.  
 
    Wade positioned himself underneath the half-dead tree and touched Selius’s ankle until the halfling kid blinked and then jumped when he saw the three of us beneath him. He caught himself before he fell out of the branches, and then he swung himself down to the ground beside us.  
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t see them coming sooner,” Selius said as soon as his feet were on the earth.  
 
    “It’s alright, don’t worry about it now,” Dar said. “Let’s just get going.”  
 
    Wade grabbed my hand, and I felt a rush of heat flood my body at his touch as he pulled me along past the row of Colter’s men that had surrounded the park. We had only made it to the first row of slum houses when we heard angry shouts behind us, and I risked one glance backward to see all the humans as they spun around in every direction to try to see where we had disappeared to.  
 
    We paused underneath the first dark street lamp we found long enough to hear Colter yell at his men to search the streets until they found us. We needed to get the hell out of the human district, but I also knew that Wade wanted that sleazy dwarf’s ring so we could buy the pawnshop. Otherwise, we’d have to keep coming in and out of the district through the sewers until we found some other business that would work as a front for our operations.  
 
    And I was pretty sure that I knew exactly how to get that ring.  
 
    “Let’s go up,” I hissed with a nod to the second-story window above us.  
 
    Wade nodded without hesitation. I grabbed the lamp post and shimmied my way up until I could reach out and grasp the windowsill, and as soon as I pulled myself up inside the ramshackle housing, I glanced around to make sure it was safe.  
 
    There was a whole family asleep in one corner of the room on a tiny mattress, but they didn’t wake up when I landed inside, so I poked my head out the window and gestured for the others to follow me silently. As Colter’s men started to comb the streets for any trace of us, Wade jumped up, grabbed the edge of the windowsill, and landed inside the room without a sound.  
 
    We both reached down to help Selius and Dar up, and even though the halflings’ heavy feet were a little louder than our own, the family seemed to still be sleeping in the corner, so we held our breath and waited for Colter’s men to pass below.  
 
    Tonight had been one hell of a long night, and so far, there didn’t seem to be any sign that it was going to end. It had been a while since the night elves won one of their temple rituals, and I was sure that their priests must have really congratulated themselves when the sun didn’t rise, but all I felt was irritation.  
 
    After all, the night had started when the guildmaster decided to try to set a whole district on fire, and it had only gotten more complicated from there. Cimarra and I had escaped from the theatre after Clodia decided to use it as kindling, I had managed to sneak into the smoke-filled stables and release the vats of water to help put out the fire, Wade had been grilled for hours by the guildmaster about our involvement in the guild massacre, and now-- in spite of our best efforts to be friendly about it-- we had just made ourselves a new enemy.  
 
    When I risked another glance out the window, I saw three of Colter’s men headed down our street, so I quickly pulled myself back from the sill and held my breath in the darkness of the room. As their feet tramped past below us, they never even thought to look up, and after the sound of their footsteps faded, Dar looked down onto the street and gave us the nod that everything was clear.  
 
    Movement came from behind us, and while the two halflings kept an eye on the window, Wade and I turned toward the family in the corner. The footsteps must have woken them up, so the father of the family was sitting up in bed as he tried to spread his arms in front of his wife and children to protect them.  
 
    “We’re not here to hurt you,” I said quickly.  
 
    “Just forget we were ever here,” Wade said as he reached into his pocket to pull out a silver coin. “For your silence.”  
 
    The man’s eyes grew wide, but I noticed that he didn’t drop his arms from his protective stance.  
 
    “Still all good?” Wade whispered to Dar.  
 
    “Hold that thought,” the halfling replied.  
 
    I could hear the footsteps outside, too, but Wade still laid the silver on the floor between us and the bed so the man wouldn’t be tempted to yell for help. For a moment, the family stayed as still as we did as we all listened to the footsteps on the street below us.  
 
    I leaned back so I could peer around Dar, and sure enough, it was more of Colter’s men, only this group was led by the bastard himself. We held our breath, but the family stayed quiet, and even though Colter stopped every few houses to look through the windows, the greedy asshole still didn’t think to look up and check the second story.  
 
    As soon as I couldn’t hear their footsteps anymore, I turned back toward the family.  
 
    “Thank you for your hospitality,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “You’re welcome anytime,” the man said finally as he eyed the piece of silver still on the floor.  
 
    “Come on,” I said to Wade. “We better get a move on.”   
 
    Wade was the first one out the window, so as soon as he was on the ground, I jumped out and let him catch me. I could have leaped and landed on the ground like a cat, but I knew Wade didn’t mind, and I was happy to feel the strength of his arms as he held me for just a second longer than he needed to.  
 
    Selius and Dar came down next, but since they both decided to dangle from the windowsill before they actually dropped to the ground, it was less than graceful.  
 
    “You should have taken my way down,” I teased the two halflings.  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind for next time,” Dar chuckled.  
 
    I glanced up and down the street, but no one else was in sight, so without hesitation, I started in the direction that I had seen Colter headed. I made it half a dozen steps before Dar whistled behind me.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” the halfling hissed.  
 
    “I’ll explain on the way,” I growled. “Just trust me, I don’t want to lose him.”  
 
    Dar opened his mouth to protest, but Wade just clapped him on the shoulder before he nodded at me.  
 
    “Lead the way, Penny,” Wade said with a grin.  
 
    Sometimes Wade made it ridiculously hard to stay focused. Whenever he said my name, I felt the same rush of warmth that I felt when he took my hand, and the way he smiled at me always made me think of when he first came to the Thief’s Guild. I’d teased him mercilessly for his country ways, but I’d never let him know in those days how weak in the knees his smile made me.  
 
    When the four of us reached the end of the street, I paused to glance both ways. The street lamp at the end of the avenue on our right threw several shadows onto the rough stones, so I shrugged and hurried after them. We were almost too close to follow without being noticed, but we kept our footsteps silent as we gained a little more ground.  
 
    We followed Colter and the two men he had with him down two more streets before the human leader gave an exaggerated sigh and stopped mid-stride. Instantly, I stopped myself, and I held up my hand to keep my friends from going forward.   
 
    “Keep searching,” Colter said. “They can’t have gotten far, and I won’t lose them just because you idiots all thought you should blink at the same fucking time.”  
 
    That was one explanation for the magic that Wade had used.  
 
    “But boss, you’re searching with us, right?” one of the men asked.  
 
    “You two take it from here,” Colter said. “I’ll take a different route so we can cover more ground.”  
 
    I didn’t even breathe in the shadows because I was afraid that Colter or his men might hear my exhale, and I wasn’t sure if Wade’s magic would be able to save all our asses again. But the two men continued on down the street once their boss dismissed them, and after he glanced in every direction, Colter headed down a narrow alley that I guessed must be a shortcut somewhere.  
 
    “I’m going to follow him,” I whispered.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Dar hissed.  
 
    “Look, I know we’re trying to lie low because of the guildmaster,” I said, “but I also know we really want that pawnshop.”  
 
    “I really do,” Wade said quietly. “Clodia is only going to make security tighter around the city the longer she’s here, and it would help if we had a legitimate reason to come down to the human district.”  
 
    “Other than for work, no one comes down here voluntarily, that’s for sure,” Selius added.  
 
    “Plus, it would be another good access point to the catacombs,” I said.  
 
    “What does this have to do with following Colter?” Dar asked.  
 
    It had been long enough now that I should be able to tail him safely again, so I motioned for my friends to move with me, followed the human boss down the alley, and then paused again at the end when I saw his shadow to the left up ahead.  
 
    “The only way we’re gonna get that shop is if we get that ring,” I whispered, “so I’m gonna fucking steal it back from that asshole.”  
 
    “How are you going to do that?” Selius asked.  
 
    “Easy,” I smirked. “There’s no way in hell Colter is gonna keep searching. He’s not that kind of boss.”  
 
    “He’s the kind who makes his men do his dirty work,” Wade said. “You’re right about that, but do you really think he’s going to lead you straight to the ring?”  
 
    “You saw his reaction when you mentioned it,” I said. “If a group of strangers just casually mentioned one of your most valued possessions, wouldn’t you want to immediately go and check on it?”  
 
    “Fair enough,” Wade replied.  
 
    “It’s got to be at his house,” I said, “so that’s where I’m headed. It’ll be easier if I do it alone, so you don’t all have to come with me.”  
 
    “Well, I’m not about to leave you to deal with Colter alone,” Wade said.  
 
    “I won’t get caught,” I protested.  
 
    “I’ll go with her,” Dar volunteered. “You and Selius just try to avoid running into the guildmaster again.”  
 
    “I do want to check back in with Cimarra and Skam,” Wade said. “With everything that’s been going on, I don’t want to leave them too long.”  
 
    “That’s good,” I said. “But if I don’t go now, I’m gonna lose him, and then I’ll never figure out where Colter lives.”  
 
    “Alright, go,” Wade whispered, “just, both of you, be careful.”  
 
    “Aren’t we always?” Dar snickered. “We’ll meet you back at the warehouse.”  
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I said, and then Dar and I hurried after Colter.  
 
    It had been a while since Dar and I went on a job just the two of us, but as soon as we caught sight of the human boss up ahead, it was like we were back in the Thief’s Guild on some mission for Hagan.  
 
    Only this time, we’d get to do whatever we wanted with what we stole instead of handing it over to the greedy guild leader.  
 
    Maybe that was part of why Colter irritated me so much. As soon as he had swaggered his way into Dead Man’s Grove, I had guessed that he wouldn’t be willing to help us out. I knew that Wade must have sensed that, too, since he was such a good judge of character, but I also knew that Wade liked to give people the benefit of the doubt, so he had really tried to make it work with the human boss.  
 
    It was Colter’s loss, anyway. He was too much like Hagan, and that meant he was too short-sighted to see an opportunity when it landed right in his lap. He was too busy trying to make sure that everyone else did his work for him so that he never had to get his hands dirty, but could still rake in all the profits.  
 
    So if he wanted to throw away an opportunity like the one Wade had offered him, then that was too bad for him. I doubted all his men felt the same way, but that would be an issue for another day. Right now, we had a ring to repossess.  
 
    Colter wandered around the streets for a few more minutes like he might actually be looking for us, but he never sensed that we were right behind him. After not even half an hour had passed, the man abruptly changed his direction and started to head straight toward us, so Dar and I jumped back into the shadows of a doorway and waited until he passed so we could follow him safely again.  
 
    Finally, Colter entered a street that I certainly wouldn’t have called nice, but compared to the rest of the slums in the human district, it was at least cleaner, and all the windows and doors seemed to be intact on all the houses.  
 
    “How much do you want to bet that his men’s houses don’t look as nice as this?” Dar whispered.  
 
    “I’d bet that pretty little ring we’re about to steal.” I smirked.  
 
    The human boss slowed down as he approached the house at the end, and other than all the intact windows, the first thing I noticed about the house was that it was the only house on the block that had working street lamps in front of it. I’d bet anything that he had someone on his payroll whose whole only job was to make sure they kept the lamps lit in front of his house.  
 
    After all, he was the boss, so he couldn’t have his own house be prey to thieves, could he?  
 
    I grinned and waited in the shadows beside Dar until Colter entered through the front door. The moment he closed the door behind him, Dar and I were on the move, only we headed to the side of the two-story home instead of the front.  
 
    “Any chance you think his bedroom’s on the first floor?” I whispered.  
 
    “Somehow, I doubt it,” Dar replied. “He probably thinks he’s safer on the second floor.”  
 
    “Then let’s show him just how wrong he is,” I said. “We’ll scope out the place first, and then if he’s in the bedroom, you can distract him, and I’ll go in and find the ring.”  
 
    “What if you can’t find it?” Dar asked.  
 
    “Oh, I’ll find it,” I said with a grin. “Pretty things just have a way of calling to me.”  
 
    Colter had a crude fence around the border of his property, but instead of board or wire, it was constructed out of heavy rope that was simply strung from one wooden post to the next.  
 
    “I guess he thinks that’ll keep people out,” I smirked as we both stepped over the low rope fence.  
 
    “He probably just wants everyone to know that this is his house,” Dar said. “Some point of pride or something like that.”  
 
    “I suppose it’s better than the rest of this shithole district,” I said, “but not by much.”  
 
    We fell silent as we approached the house itself, but as we crept around the side of the building, I didn’t see another door we could use as a second entrance. If the front door was the only way in and out, that was a stupid way to contruct a home, first of all, but it also was going to make it ever so slightly more difficult to enter.  
 
    I gently pulled on the panes of the first window we passed, but when they didn’t budge, I realized they were locked. I did at least have to give Colter a little credit for locking his windows, even if he did only have one door in and out of his house. The second window we crept underneath was also locked, and almost as soon as I tested it, a candle flared into life just inside the window.  
 
    Dar and I dropped to our stomachs, but no one opened the window, and when another candle was lit in the first window we had passed, I figured Colter must just be making the rounds to check all the corners of his home for ghosts and thieves.  
 
    I wanted to look up through the window, but there was too much of a chance that Colter would glance in our direction at exactly the same time I did. Instead, I tilted my head back and glanced up toward the second story. There were two windows along the side of the house, just as there were on the first floor, but at the moment, both of them were still dark.  
 
    The panes themselves were glass set inside a criss-cross grid of iron, so there was no way I could just break the glass and enter that way. Besides, even if Dar provided a distraction, that bastard would still be sure to hear me if I did that. But as I looked a little closer, I saw that each window had a small ledge underneath the panes, and I thought I could probably balance myself there while I worked on the window locks.  
 
    Of course, if Colter suddenly appeared at the window, I wouldn’t have anywhere to hide.  
 
    “You wanna pull off a Hanged Man’s Swing?” I whispered.  
 
    “Are you serious?” Dar demanded. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, it would work great, but--”  
 
    “Unless you’re chicken,” I smirked.  
 
    “I’m not chicken,” the halfling protested. “I’m just trying to figure out how I’m supposed to provide a distraction and also help you do a Hanged Man’s Swing.”  
 
    “We’d have to risk it without a distraction,” I said. “If we can take a peek inside and see that he’s busy downstairs, we can just hope we have enough time to sneak in upstairs before he decides to go to bed.”  
 
    “Well, I guess the worst that’ll happen is that he catches us,” Dar sighed.  
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Do you think he has guards inside?” Dar asked. “It’s kind of strange that there aren’t any around his property.”  
 
    “Yeah, I thought I heard voices inside a second ago,” I replied, “but we can double-check. He probably doesn’t think he needs anybody outside on his property.”  
 
    “Because who would dare mess with the big bad boss, right?” Dar smirked.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said.  
 
    “One question,” the halfling said. “What are we gonna use for the rope? I only brought my lockpicking tools.” 
 
    “Same here,” I said, “but I was thinking, what’s stopping us from using this asshole’s own fence?”  
 
    “Works for me,” Dar said with a shrug. “Alright, I’m gonna go get Colter to come to the front door for a second, and when he does, you take a peek inside to see what we’re working with. Then we’ll get the rope and head to the roof.”  
 
    “Just don’t make too much of a distraction,” I warned. “I know how you like to get carried away.”  
 
    “It’s not so much that I like to get carried away,” Dar said with a grin. “It’s more that I simply can’t help it once I get started.”  
 
    “I’m serious, Dar,” I growled.  
 
    “So am I,” he laughed.  
 
    I tried to punch him in the arm, but the halfling had already moved out of reach back toward the front of the human boss’ house. He disappeared around the corner, and then I heard the sound of pebbles as they rapped against the front door in quick succession.  
 
    Dar flew back around the house toward me, and I heard the front door start to open.  
 
    “That was your grand plan?” I swore as we raced together toward the back of the house. “If he looks down this alley, we’re fucked.”  
 
    “Not if we get out of sight in time,” Dar said.  
 
    As soon as we got to the back of the house, I didn’t waste any more time. I popped up from beneath the single window at the back and peered into what looked like the kitchen. It was hard to see into the room beyond that, but I could at least see several figures as they moved around inside, and I knew that meant I had to be right: there was no way Colter would keep his bedroom on the first floor where he wouldn’t have any privacy, and there was no way he had that ring anywhere except in his most private space.  
 
    I shuddered as I hoped that meant his bedroom and not his bathroom.  
 
    Footsteps sounded from down the alley, so I ducked back down underneath the window and held my breath. It was too late to run away now, but after we held ourselves perfectly still for almost a full minute, the footsteps headed back toward the front of the house, and they were followed by the sound of the front door as it slammed shut.  
 
    “You know you’ve made it that much harder on yourself to get that rope for us, right?” I sighed.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Dar laughed under his breath. “I thought we were both getting the rope. Is that just my job now?”  
 
    “Well, you did just put Colter on high alert for anything happening at the front of his property,” I said. “Don’t you think his guards might be looking out the front window now?”  
 
    “Then I’ll just take some from the corner,” the halfling said with a shrug, “and I’ll be very, very sneaky.”  
 
    “Good thing you’re a thief,” I said.  
 
    “Good thing I’m the best thief,” Dar replied, but before I could correct him, he had taken off toward the front of the house again.  
 
    While he worked on getting the rope, I decided to go ahead and start climbing. The Hanged Man’s Swing required us to both be on the roof for it to work, and since it might take Dar a minute to climb up with his heavy halfling feet, I figured I might as well get a head start on the rest of the setup myself.  
 
    The stones at the corner of the house were a little rougher around the edges, so I decided that would be my best bet. I was already in tight leggings, and as soon as I tightened the strings of my cloak so the fabric hugged my skin like a glove, I felt ready to climb. I reached one hand up as far as I could to grasp one of the rough stones, and then I pulled myself up until my right foot rested on a stone about two paces off the ground.  
 
    “So far, so good,” I muttered.  
 
    It usually took me a second to get the rhythm of a climb, but the moment I did, my muscle memory took over and made me move hand over hand so quickly that by the time I reached the top, I barely had any recollection of the climb itself.  
 
    I glanced around the rooftop to make sure our footing would be secure enough, but I thought it would do the trick. The roof was slanted at a slight angle that peaked in the center, but it wasn’t so much that we would lose our balance, and it hadn’t rained recently, so the wooden slats were dry enough to work.  
 
    I moved carefully across the slats until I was right above one of the second-story windows along the side of the house. If I leaned forward a little, I could see that one of the ropes at the front of the home had been cut free, and another one was cut loose but from only one of its posts. Even though I knew he had to be right there, I couldn’t see Dar at first.  
 
    It was only when the other end of the second rope fell to the ground that I saw the halfling. He had pulled his cloak up over his head, so he barely even looked like a shadow across the ground where he worked to cut the rope free. As soon as the two long strands of rope had been cut from the posts, they wriggled along the ground like snakes until Dar successfully pulled them both into the alley, jumped to his feet, and carried the ropes triumphantly to the back of the house.  
 
    I would never have admitted it to the halfling, but Dar really was one of the best. Of course, so was I, and Wade definitely was, but we had all more than earned our place in the Thief’s Guild.  
 
    I was just glad we worked for ourselves now.  
 
    Dar threw up the long pieces of rope one at a time, so while he climbed up the back of the house, I started on the ropes themselves. They were each almost twice as long as I was tall, so there was no reason they shouldn’t work for a Hanged Man’s Swing. I knotted the two ends of the rope together to create one long piece that was four times my height, and by the time I tested it to make sure the knot would hold, Dar had finally made it to the roof.  
 
    “Ready, friend?” I grinned.  
 
    “You’re the one who’s about to go for a swing,” the halfling said, “so you tell me.”  
 
    “Let’s do it,” I said.  
 
    Dar helped me tie the end of the long double-rope around my waist, and as soon as it was securely in place, I walked over to the edge of the roof above the window I had chosen. Dar took the other end of the rope and walked up the angled slats to the pole that ran down the middle of the roof.  
 
    As soon as he was on the other side of the pole, he dropped to his knees to help anchor the rope, and then he signaled when he was ready. My life was in his hands, but as much as we liked to give each other shit, I would have trusted Dar with anything, so I stepped to the very edge of the wooden slats, and then I simply jumped off.  
 
    The rope went tight around my waist as I plunged down the side of the house, but just after I dropped past the second-story window, Dar got control of the rope and stopped my fall. Once I was still, I tugged the rope to the right, and Dar pulled me up until I yanked on the rope to the left to let him know that I was even with the window.  
 
    This window was locked, too, so I pulled out my lockpicking tools from my cloak, but when I tried to start my work, I found that I couldn’t get my body to hold still enough. Instead, the rope just kept swaying, so it spun me back and forth in little circles.  
 
    “Alright, enough of this shit,” I growled. “This ring better be fucking worth it.”  
 
    After I carefully laid my lockpicking tools down on the narrow window ledge, I grasped the rope with both hands, swung one leg up, and wrapped it around the rope to stabilize it. The rope grew still, and I had to admit that even I was impressed with myself at the fact that I was currently doing vertical splits while I was about to pick my way into the home of a human gang boss.  
 
    While I kept my legs in the splits, I grabbed my tools and started on the window. It was a surprisingly easy pick, but then again, Colter was just a man with an oversized ego, and I thought it was pretty safe to assume that he didn’t have any training when it came to the basics of skulduggery.  
 
    The room was still dark on the other side of the panes, so when I picked the lock, I eased open the window itself and slowly peered inside. It looked like an office of some sort, or at least what Colter had probably meant to be an office. It was really just a mess, but all I cared about was the fact that it was empty.  
 
    I unwrapped my leg from around the rope and swung myself inside the window. Once my feet were on the floor, I slipped the rope off of my waist and shook it back and forth so Dar would know I was inside and that I hadn’t accidentally slipped out of the rope and fallen to my death.  
 
    I walked lightly so my boots didn’t make any noise, and I was relieved when the floor seemed to at least be new enough that it didn’t creak with every step I took. When I reached the door of the room, I paused just inside the threshold, listened for any signs of life in the hallway beyond it, and then hurried across the corridor to the room directly across from the office.  
 
    As luck would have it, I had found the bastard’s bedroom. It was so dark that it was hard to see anything at first, but I started toward the dresser beside the bed anyway. My eyes would adjust to the darkness sooner or later, but I couldn’t just wait around for that to happen when Colter or one of his guards might come upstairs at any moment.  
 
    When I opened the dresser drawers, they gave a little squeak, and I thought I’d never heard something so loud before in my life. I paused after each one, but no one came running, so I hoped that meant the creaks just sounded a hell of a lot louder to me than they actually were.  
 
    The dresser had a handful of clothes inside, plus one whole drawer devoted to little round hats, but there was no sign of any jewelry. I closed my eyes to try to imagine where I would have put the ring if I was Colter, and as much as I hated to try to put myself into the greedy little bastard’s mind, I thought of the answer almost immediately.  
 
    Colter was proud of the ring his men had stolen for him, and there was no way he would voluntarily part with it to another person. He wouldn’t be brave enough to keep it on his own body, but he would want it as close to himself as he could manage, and he would certainly want to be able to play with it and admire it whenever he had a spare minute.  
 
    That meant the ring could only be in one place.  
 
    I gritted my teeth and headed toward the small door off of the bedroom. As I swung it open, I wrinkled my nose and entered the bathroom, and sure enough, the ring was right there on the counter so Colter could look at it whenever he took a private moment for himself.  
 
    This asshole and his ego. Only a man who was completely full of himself would keep his most precious possession in the bathroom, so he would be the only one who could ever see it, and I knew he doubted he would ever even sell the thing for something practical like coin or food. He just wanted to own it for the sake of owning it, and I guessed that was probably how he felt about most things.  
 
    That was just one of a hundred things that made Wade so different from other men. He was so good at everything he did that he would have been justified in having the biggest ego in the world, but he never bragged about himself, and he never thought that his own opinion mattered more than the opinions of his friends.  
 
    He was the most generous person I’d ever met, and so I really wasn’t surprised that he could love both Cimarra and me. I had to admit that I was starting to feel pretty fond of the graceful dancer, and I thought she might feel the same way about me. I’d never really enjoyed the presence of other women, but the blue-eyed woman was starting to feel like a sister to me.  
 
    I wondered suddenly if Wade knew that he was falling for Ava, too, but I figured he would talk to me about that when he was ready. I didn’t mind-- I thought Ava was clever and beautiful, too, and we had both saved each other’s lives on more than one occasion, and if that wasn’t a solid foundation for a friendship, I didn’t know what was.  
 
    I shook my head to focus on the task in front of me. Even in the dim light, the precious stones of the dwarf’s ring glimmered and seemed to wink a little more the longer I stared at it. I grimaced and hoped Colter’s hands were at least clean whenever he handled it, but I didn’t have time to worry too much about that.  
 
    Instead, I grabbed the ring, tucked it inside a pouch at my belt for safekeeping, and left the bathroom. I made it back across the hallway without raising any kind of alarm, but when I reached the window again, I had to exhale so my fingers were steady enough to loop the rope around my waist again.  
 
    “So close,” I murmured to myself.  
 
    I stepped up onto the window ledge, gave the rope a quick tug to make sure Dar was still paying attention, and then stepped off the ledge to dangle mid-air. I could have had the halfling pull me up then and there, but I was feeling a tiny bit spiteful at the fact that I’d just had to steal the ring from his bathroom, of all places, so I didn’t have Dar yank me up just yet.  
 
    Instead, I carefully closed the window again and locked it up like I had never been there. Whenever Colter did discover that his ring was missing, there would be no sign of a break-in or forced entry, so he would either have to assume that one of his men had stolen it or he would assume the unthinkable-- that he had accidentally dropped it into the sewers the last time he played with it.  
 
    As soon as the lock was secure again, I jerked the rope back and forth to tell Dar I was ready. At first, I just swayed there, but when I saw a light start to move down the hallway inside, I jerked it again, a little more frantically this time.  
 
    I could see through the window that the light cast a long shadow across the floor of the hall, and from the length of the shadow, I could tell that someone was just about to reach the end of the hall. And if he looked to his right, he would see one very out-of-place red-haired pixie dangling from the roof. I jerked on the rope a third time and had just started to move hand over hand up the coarse rope when finally, Dar started to pull me back toward the roof.  
 
    I stretched up my arms so I could help the halfling as soon as I could reach the edge of the wooden slats, and when the roof came within reach, I grabbed the edge and pulled myself upward until I scrambled onto the slats themselves. Once I was securely on the roof, I leaned over the edge to look back down at the window, but from my angle, all I could see was light from inside, and I didn’t know if that meant the hallway or the room itself.  
 
    Either way, it was high time we got out of there.  
 
    I scrambled across the wooden roof toward Dar, and I slipped out of the rope as I moved. The halfling was already on his feet, so as soon as I let the rope fall from my waist, he gathered it up and looped the whole length of it around his arm.  
 
    “Never know when it might come in handy,” he said with a grin. “You get it?”  
 
    “Candy for the taking,” I laughed, “but I think our theft is about to be discovered.”  
 
    We hurried toward the back of the house, and I went down first. It was a little more difficult to descend than it was to climb, but I was at least able to drop the last few feet to the ground. Dar took longer than me to feel his way down the rough stones, but when he only had one story left to go, we both heard cursing from inside Colter’s house.  
 
    “Just jump!” I hissed. “You can make it!”  
 
    “Are you serious?” Dar demanded.  
 
    “Yes, now, come on,” I said as the shouts inside turned into the sound of furniture being tossed around while Colter searched for his ring.  
 
    “If I die, I’m blaming you,” Dar growled.  
 
    “Your ghost can haunt me forever,” I hissed, “just as long as you jump! Now!”  
 
    Dar pushed himself off the wall and kicked out with his feet like he was going for a swim, but even though he flailed around like a fish, he still managed to land on his big halfling feet just in front of me.  
 
    “Skillful,” I smirked.  
 
    “Well, at least my halfling feet are good for something,” Dar laughed.  
 
    There was a movement and then a sudden flare of light from the window high above us, and we took off running back toward the front of the house. We should have at least half a minute to clear the block before Colter actually sent his men out into the street to look for the thieves, and that assumed he wouldn’t just think his men hadn’t been the ones who stole it in the first place.  
 
    As soon as we ran through the hole in the rope fence that Dar had cut out, I heard shouts behind us, and I took a quick glance over my shoulder to see that guards had been sent to the front of the house already, and now they had spotted us.  
 
    “Let’s maybe pick up the pace,” I panted.  
 
    “I’ll bet you a glass of whiskey that my little halfling legs can outrun those pixie sticks of yours,” Dar said.  
 
    “You’re on,” I growled.  
 
    I pumped my arms to help me sprint faster down the street, and my legs moved so fast that I thought for a second they might just run out from underneath me and leave me in a tumbled heap on the road. But I kept my footing, and I managed to run two full blocks before I had to take a breather. Dar caught up to me not even two seconds later, and we doubled over to catch our breath.  
 
    “You got an exit plan?” Dar gasped.  
 
    “Well, I was thinking maybe just back the way we came?” I shrugged. “Or, you know, whatever way doesn’t get us killed.”  
 
    “If we get a little further away, we can drop down into the sewers and go out that way,” the halfling said.  
 
    “That works for me,” I said. “I just--”  
 
    I straightened my posture and stared up at the sky. I thought the light in the distance was from one of the elven watchtowers, but as I watched it, the light didn’t swivel or turn away, and I realized that the day elves had managed to pull off a late victory after all.  
 
    The fucking sun was finally coming up.  
 
    “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” I groaned.  
 
    “Better hustle, my friend,” Dar laughed.  
 
    I glanced back toward Colter’s house and could now see several figures as they sprinted toward us, so I spun around and raced down the street again beside Dar. We managed to lose them a few streets later, and even though I guessed it wouldn’t be for long, it gave us just enough time to find a sewer entrance with nobody else around.  
 
    As soon as we dropped down into the sewers, I breathed a little sigh of relief. I felt like I had been awake for ages, but I knew there was just a little longer to go, and I also knew that it would be worth it when we were able to buy that greedy dwarf’s pawnshop out from under him.  
 
    I would have stolen anything from anyone if Wade told me to, just like I would have done anything for him, whether he asked me to or not. The only thing I regretted about tonight was that I hadn’t been able to see the look on Colter’s smug face when he realized that someone had stolen his most precious item while he was inside his own damn house.  
 
    That kind of payback was what I lived for.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    “So you’re sure that no one has seen any trace of the guildmaster since the fire?” I asked again.  
 
    “Not here, no,” Tea replied. “I double-checked with all the girls, and they double-checked with Mistress Davies’ girls, who double-checked with Madame Bernard’s girls, and they all say the same thing.”  
 
    “The guildmaster must be waiting for something,” Cimarra said.  
 
    I leaned back in one of the chairs that faced the main stage of the theatre. Tea and Cimarra were on either side of me, and I was grateful for the few minutes of quiet that we had found inside while the rest of the performers continued to sweep out all the ashes from the fire.  
 
    “Then we’ll just have to make sure we don’t give her anything to notice,” I sighed. “Based on what she told me, I’d guess that she’s off somewhere with Tevian while she tries to figure out everything he knows.”  
 
    “Do you think she uses any of Madame Rindell’s techniques?” Tea smirked.  
 
    “Ugh, please don’t make me picture it,” I laughed.  
 
    “We almost have everything set up here for us to all move in again,” Cimarra said, “and I think people will come back to the show. After all, it’s not like the theatre was the only business that was hit.”  
 
    “That’s true,” I said, “and if people are brave enough to return to the brothels, they’ll be brave enough to come to a theatre performances, too.”  
 
    “What can we do to help that?” Cimarra asked.  
 
    “You mean, what can we do to help encourage people to go back to normal?” I shrugged. “I think we just give them what they want.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” the beautiful dancer asked.  
 
    “Wine, women, and song,” Tea said with a smile. “Or in this case, whiskey, whores, and theatre shows.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “I think we need to try to stimulate the economy of the Entertainment District a bit to try to help it recover.”  
 
    “And to help everyone forget about the fires,” Cimarra said. “Well, the sun did just rise finally, so people should be able to finish cleaning up now that it’s light outside again.”  
 
    “It may take some time to rebuild everything,” I said, “but I feel like it’s safe to say that people will be looking for a little comfort tonight, so if we can help with that, then I think we should.”  
 
    “What do we need to do?” Tea asked.  
 
    “Everyone’s going to need time to rebuild,” I began, “but they’re also going to need funds, so I think we ought to move some of the theatre’s extra whiskey and give it to the brothels who are already working with us.”  
 
    “If they were damaged in the fire, we could give them a smaller amount but not charge them for it,” Cimarra suggested. “Just a few bottles worth, maybe, instead of a whole barrel.”  
 
    “But if they weren’t damaged, we should still charge them for it,” the blonde halfie said. “We could always set a slightly lower price for just this once. It would help to generate some goodwill in the district toward us.”  
 
    “I think that’s a good idea,” I said. “Besides, the more goodwill we generate, the more people will want to work with us and buy from us.”  
 
    “And the richer you get,” Tea said. “Do you want me to ask any of the girls to help move the whiskey?”  
 
    “Better not,” I said. “I don’t want Rindell to start looking for them and then wonder where you’ve all gone off to.”  
 
    “Why don’t you take charge of the theatre clean-up, Tea?” Cimarra asked. “If anyone asks, just tell them I put you in charge, so you can help all the performers get settled into their new rooms and everything.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” The blonde looked genuinely surprised.  
 
    “Of course,” the dancer said with a smile. “You’re a very capable woman, so I trust you to take care of this.”  
 
    “And are you sure?” Tea asked as she turned toward me.  
 
    “If Cim trusts you, that means I trust you,” I said. “And I would really appreciate your help in this.”  
 
    “Then I’m on it,” Tea said.  
 
    Once she left the theatre, I turned toward the beautiful dancer.  
 
    “I think you made her day,” I said.  
 
    “She’s smarter than Rindell gives her credit for,” Cimarra replied.  
 
    “Well, you’re certainly right about that,” I said.  
 
    “And besides,” the dancer continued, “if there was any doubt about who all the rest of Rindell’s girls are loyal to, there’s definitely not any confusion now.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “You saved Jane,” Cimarra said. “When no one else was brave enough to go into the fire to try to find her, you did, and that alone sealed the girls’ loyalty to you.”  
 
    “Well, it’s not like I was just going to sit around while she and Ashlin were burned to death,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “Don’t be so quick to dismiss it,” the beautiful dancer said as she laid her hand on my arm. “Most people would have just written them off as tragic losses, and that includes Rindell.”  
 
    “I guess I’m just not most people,” I said.  
 
    “You’re certainly right about that,” Cimarra laughed. “You seem too good to be true. I think Ashlin may even have a bit of a crush on you for saving her life. Well, she already did. I’m sure she is in love with you now.”  
 
    “I’m just glad I was able to find them both in time,” I chuckled. “But speaking of Ashlin, we should grab her and Selius to help us move some whiskey to our brothel customers.”  
 
    “We have enough spare bottles that we should be able to move it in those instead of the barrels underneath the stage,” Cimarra said. “How do you want us to move them? I assume not like normal.”  
 
    “No, not like normal,” I agreed. “Somehow, I doubt the fire made Lobrem call off the dwarven guards he stationed in this district to see how much product we move, so I don’t want to move the whiskey through the streets where he can see how much we’re selling.”  
 
    “Won’t he be suspicious if he doesn’t see you selling anything?” the black-haired woman asked.  
 
    “I’m supposed to make a delivery to the dwarven miners later today,” I said, “so when I do, I’ll bring a barrel from the warehouse down here so it makes it look like I’m selling to the theatre. That should make Lobrem less suspicious, and then he only knows about the theatre being one of our customers in this district.”  
 
    “I think that makes sense,” Cimarra said. “I’m willing to do whatever it takes so that he doesn’t try to take all of our money.”  
 
    “I couldn’t agree with you more,” I laughed. “That’s why we’ll be moving the whiskey through the sewers today. You might want to change your shoes before we go down there.”  
 
    “Oh, they’ll be fine,” the dancer replied. “If they get dirty, I’ll just wipe them off. I’ll get Ashlin and Selius, and then we’ll meet you under the stage, if that’s okay.”  
 
    “Absolutely,” I said.  
 
    Once Cimarra headed to the back of the theatre to find the halfling kid and the young dancer, I skipped the stairs and jumped right onto the stage itself. The smell of smoke was still faint in the air, but since the stage hadn’t been damaged in the fire, it mostly smelled like barbecued meat that had gotten a little too much char.  
 
    I walked over to the entrance to the secret room underneath the stage and opened up the trap door. I felt a deep sense of relief that the theatre hadn’t been more badly damaged and that the fire brigade had helped put out the worst fires in the district before the damage became too much. The businesses all along the main street had suffered, of course, but they would get back on their feet again soon, and I felt confident that my idea about the whiskey would be enough of a push to make that recovery even sooner than they might have expected.  
 
    I walked down the old stairs into the darkness underneath the stage, and before I even had to think about it, the Opalstone amulet started to glow inside my shirt. I pulled out the necklace so its light shone freely all around the room, and I used its light to peel away blankets and sheets that had been used to cover the whiskey glasses and bottles that were hidden behind the barrels themselves.  
 
    After I filled and corked a bottle from one of the barrels, I heard footsteps on the creaky stairs behind me, so I turned to see that Cimarra had found Ashlin and Selius.  
 
    “How can we help?” Ashlin asked.  
 
    “Well, you can start by corking these bottles once I fill them,” I said, “and then we’ll go from there.”  
 
    The young dancer nodded and immediately held out her hands, so I turned back around to fill the next bottle. I wanted five bottles for each of our brothel customers, plus an extra one for Mistress Davies since she had the largest whorehouse. It would be a lot to carry through the sewers, but it would still be easier than trying to carry a whole barrel instead. Besides, the whorehouses didn’t need another whole barrel just yet-- just a bit of whiskey to get them by and to help encourage good feelings toward us.  
 
    I certainly didn’t want any of our customers to decide they suddenly felt like talking to the guildmaster, since that would be one more headache I didn’t want to deal with. I was sure that Ava wouldn’t mind a little use of her skills, but I wanted to try to keep things as neat and bloodless as possible.  
 
    At least until somebody made me act otherwise.  
 
    Once the four of us filled all the bottles that I wanted and had corked them all, too, I tried to decide the best way to deliver. We would need to stay together for right now since for one thing, I was the only one who had an amulet that could light up in dark spaces, but also because none of the others knew the route we would take through the sewers yet.  
 
    I planned for all my friends to learn the sewer routes just as well as we knew the routes on the streets above, but that wouldn’t happen overnight, so for right now, we would just have to work and deliver together.  
 
    “Alright,” I announced when we were ready, “so Cimarra, Ashlin, and I will be making the actual deliveries. Selius, I would ask you to help carry bottles instead, but you’ll make the best lookout, so I need you to be above ground so you can signal to us when the coast is clear to come out of the sewers.”  
 
    “Are you sure we can’t just deliver all the bottles above ground?” Selius asked. “If Lobrem has the dwarven guard watching, they might not even notice our bottles if we tuck them into our cloaks real good. Or what if we put the bottles in a sack and pad it with a sheet or something so they don’t clink around?”  
 
    “Well, we will be doing that just because it’ll make it easier to carry,” I said as I gestured to the empty sacks in the corner, “but I think it’s important that we take the sewers. I want everyone to start to become familiar with the sewers, and I also don’t want to take any chances with the dwarven guard.”  
 
    “It would only take one suspicious guard to stop us,” Cimarra said, “and since they all know that we’re connected to Wade, they would definitely search us even if we weren’t with him.”  
 
    “And I know I haven’t seen much of Lobrem,” Ashlin added, “but what I did see was pretty scary. I don’t think he’s the kind of person that you want to make angry.”  
 
    “At least not until it’s on our terms,” I said. “So, the first place we’ll stop is Mistress Davies’. Selius, there’s a sewer grate in the alley behind her house, so what I need you to do is just go hang out there, and when the coast is clear, you give three quick stomps on the grate to let us know that it’s safe to come out.”  
 
    “I can do that,” Selius said. “How long will it take you all to get there?”  
 
    “Give us just over five minutes,” I said, “and if the coast isn’t clear by that time, just wait until it is. You only need to signal if we can come out, not if we can’t. Got it?”  
 
    “Got it, Mr. Wade,” the halfling kid said.  
 
    Once we had the bottles all stashed in three separate sacks that we padded with ripped up sheets so they wouldn’t break against each other, I led us out from under the stage, out of the theatre, and to the back of what used to be the elephant stables.  
 
    There was little left of the stables now, just a few beams and part of a wall that hadn’t fallen down yet. It would all need to be torn down, of course, but for right now, it provided just enough cover that we could remove the cover to the sewer hold behind the stables.  
 
    “We’ll see you in about five minutes, Selius,” I told the halfling kid.  
 
    I was the first to go down into the sewers, and I held out my arms to catch Cimarra and then Ashlin when they both jumped down after me. As soon as I set them down, Selius covered the grate above us again, and I let the Opalstone amulet shine a soft blue light on our path forward.  
 
    It would have been a heavy load, but I could have delivered all the bottles of whiskey myself. Still, I had wanted Cimarra to come with me so she could start to learn the routes through the sewers just in case she ever needed them to get from one area in the city to another quickly and without being seen. And since Ashlin had started to become important to our operations, and not just as a messenger, I had decided that it might be time for her to see our work a little more up-close.  
 
    I led both dancers through the sewers now in the direction of the house of Mistress Davies. I knew that there was always a chance that on one of my trips through the sewers, the waterways would suddenly flood during the normal draining of pipes through the city, but it hadn’t happened yet, so I kept my fingers crossed that my streak of lucky timing would continue for as long as I needed it to.  
 
    If the water ever did release while I was underground, I would have to test myself to see just how quickly I could move to the next grate and come back up for air before I was swept away underneath the city. I figured I would probably be alright, if a little dirtier than I wanted to be, but I couldn’t say the same thing for any whiskey that I planned to transport through the sewers.  
 
    It was one thing if sewer water tried to drown me, but it would be a completely different story if any bottles or barrels were affected. That meant sooner or later, I would need to figure out the sewer schedule so we could avoid any unfortunate incidents on purpose and not just by luck. I might be able to do some research on the timing, but otherwise, I would just have to come down here myself and stake out the waterways until I figured out the schedule first-hand.  
 
    A few minutes later, I took both dancers down a fork in the tunnel, and two dozen paces later, I looked up and sure enough, there was a sewer grate almost directly above us. I was glad that I had remembered the route so well, but I needed Selius to stamp on the grate just to make sure that I was in the right place behind Mistress Davies’ brothel.  
 
    “Is this the place?” Ashlin whispered.  
 
    “We’ll just have to give the kid a minute to find out for sure,” I said.  
 
    “I can’t believe you already mapped all of this out in your head,” Cimarra said with a smile.  
 
    “Well, not all of it,” I said, “but enough of it to do the trick for now.”  
 
    “Do you want us both to come with you for this delivery?” the black-haired dancer asked.  
 
    “That depends,” I said. “Do either of you want to make a delivery, or would you prefer me to do it?”  
 
    “I will make a delivery,” Cimarra said.  
 
    “Is it okay if I just give you my bottles?” Ashlin asked. “I’m not sure I-- well, if you need--”  
 
    “That’s okay,” I interrupted when the young dancer started to get flustered. “I can deliver yours as well as mine, but I’m still glad you’re here, Ashlin. It will put my mind at ease that you know how to get through the sewers in this district if you ever need to.”  
 
    “Thanks, Mr. Wade,” Ashlin whispered.  
 
    Three quick stomps sounded on the grate above us, so I adjusted the sack of bottles on my back to make sure that none of them would tip over, and then I climbed the ladder up to the grate itself. As soon as I pushed it up and out of the way, I pulled my body up through the hole. Selius continued to keep watch as I twisted back around, told both dancers that I would be right back, and then slid the grate into place again.  
 
    “Keep an eye out, and I’ll be right back,” I told the halfling kid.  
 
    “You got it,” Selius said.  
 
    I walked up the back stairs to the brothel, and when I just stepped foot across the threshold, the orc bouncer moved into my path from out of the dim light inside the whorehouse.  
 
    “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten me already,” I sighed. “I’m a special friend of Mistress Davies, remember?”  
 
    “Lady has lotta special friends,” the orc grunted. “Whole house for special friends.”  
 
    “Point taken,” I groaned. “Could you just tell Amelia at the desk that Wade is here?”  
 
    “Wade!” the orc exclaimed. “Me remember now.”  
 
    “That’s great,” I said as I suppressed an eye roll. “So does that mean I can come in?”  
 
    “Come, yes,” the bouncer said and stepped out of my way.  
 
    I headed toward the hostess desk, and just as I was about to greet Amelia, I saw Mistress Davies herself sweep into the lobby from one of the back hallways.  
 
    “Why, Wade,” the well-endowed halfling woman said with a smile, “I didn’t expect to see you today. May I perhaps hope that this visit is personal and not business?”  
 
    “I’m afraid it’s business today,” I chuckled, “but I appreciate the thought. How did your house do during the fire? Everybody okay?”  
 
    “We weren’t hit,” Mistress Davies replied in a low voice, “but I know not everyone else was so lucky. The theatre looks like it took a pounding.”  
 
    “Oh, she’ll be right as rain in no time,” I said, “but I’m glad to hear that you all survived the night without any problems.”  
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to have any idea what that was all about, would you?” the halfling woman asked as she leaned forward across the desk.  
 
    “I’m sure it’s just the same old shit,” I said. “We show a bit too much happiness, and the elves decide they need to crush us underfoot to make sure we remember our places.”  
 
    “So then you think it was just normal elven intimidation tactics?” Mistress Davies asked.  
 
    “More than likely,” I said.  
 
    “You don’t think--” Mistress Davies paused, glanced around, and then leaned a little closer to me. “You don’t think they know about… you know… do you?”  
 
    “No, or we’d all be dead already,” I laughed. “Don’t worry about that. The elves will always find something to bully us around about, so we just have to find ways to keep on living in the meantime.”  
 
    “I’ve got a whole house to help people find ways to keep on living,” Mistress Davies chuckled.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said, “and that’s actually part of why I’m here. I’m glad to hear that your house wasn’t damaged in the fire, and I’d like to help you boost the morale of the district a little bit.”  
 
    “What did you have in mind?” the halfling woman asked.  
 
    “A little advance on your next shipment,” I said as I patted the bottles inside the sack slung over my shoulders. “Not free, of course, but sold to you at a very discounted rate to try to help take your customers’ minds off the destruction of the fires.”  
 
    “How much?” Mistress Davies asked.  
 
    “I’ve got six bottles in here just for you,” I said, “and all I’d ask for them would be twenty silver for each.”  
 
    “What about fifteen?” the halfling woman suggested. “People might be scared to come out today and tonight, so I don’t want to take a loss.”  
 
    “I can do eighteen,” I said.  
 
    “Done,” Mistress Davies agreed. “You wait right there, and I’ll be back with your money.”  
 
    After the halfling woman left to get the coin, I glanced around the lobby of the brothel. It sounded pretty empty still, but it was still very early after the sunrise, so there was plenty of time for business to pick up. I hoped the whiskey would be an added incentive for people to come out, especially after dark, so by the time the theatre was ready to re-open in a few days, the Count wouldn’t have any problems filling seats.  
 
    “So you haven’t had any trouble from the orc?” I asked Amelia.  
 
    The young halfling woman behind the front desk shook her head.  
 
    “Good,” I said. “Because you know if an orc so much as smells alcohol--”  
 
    “Trust me, I know,” Amelia said, “and an orc on a whiskey rampage is the last thing we want here, or anywhere else for that matter. We’ll be careful.”  
 
    “I’m glad you understand,” I said.  
 
    Mistress Davies returned with the coin, and as soon as she handed over the pouch of silver, I handed her the sack filled with whiskey bottles.  
 
    “Make sure you keep them upright,” I said, “and let me know if you need any more before our next full delivery.”  
 
    “You can count on it,” Mistress Davies replied. “Thanks for looking out for us, Wade.”  
 
    “Anytime,” I said.  
 
    When I exited the brothel, the back alley was still clear, so I moved aside the sewer grate again. I told Selius that our next stop would be Madame Bernard’s and that it should only take us a few minutes to get there. As soon as I dropped into the sewer tunnel, the halfling kid covered up the grate, and then I led the two dancers forward through the tunnels again.  
 
    I was grateful for the light of the Opalstone necklace, and even more than that, I was glad that I already had a rough map of the sewers in my head. It made the distance to Madame Bernard’s go by quickly since even though the sewer tunnels didn’t look exactly like the street intersections overhead, I knew this area of the district well enough that they might as well have been constructed in the same layout.  
 
    When we reached the grate behind Madame Bernard’s, I nodded to Cimarra.  
 
    “Do you want to take this one, Cim?” I asked.  
 
    “Of course,” the beautiful woman replied. “Will she know who I am?”  
 
    “Just tell her you’re from Wade,” I said, “and she’ll understand.”  
 
    “And how much do you want me to charge?” the dancer asked.  
 
    “Twenty silver per bottle for five bottles if they didn’t suffer any damage in the fire,” I said. “You can drop it down to eighteen if she’s hesitant about the price.”  
 
    “And if there was fire damage?” Cimarra asked.  
 
    “Then give them some bottles at no charge,” I said, “as a sign of our goodwill.”  
 
    “I understand,” the black-haired dancer replied.  
 
    Once Selius gave the signal from the street, I climbed up the ladder first so I could push aside the grate, and then I dropped back down so Cimarra could pull herself up through the hole. After she disappeared, I nodded at the sack across Ashlin’s shoulders.  
 
    “I can take that for you now, Ashlin,” I said.  
 
    “Are you sure?” the young dancer asked.  
 
    “I’m positive,” I said, and when I just raised my eyebrows, Ashlin handed over the sack of bottles.  
 
    “Thank you,” the young dancer said. “They were getting a little heavy.”  
 
    “That’s why I offered,” I said with a grin. “So how have you been feeling since the fire? Any problems?”  
 
    “Oh, I’ve been fine,” she replied. “I mean, I haven’t really slept since then, but I’m not really sure how many hours it’s been since the elves messed up the sunrise.”  
 
    “Don’t they always?” I smirked. “Make sure you take care of yourself, understand? It’s hard enough to survive in this city without the elves coming through and setting fire to everything.”  
 
    “I’ll do my best, Mr. Wade,” Ashlin said.  
 
    “And be careful who you trust,” I said. “I’m sure you already know that, but I want you to be safe, okay? And don’t listen to anything Rindell says.”  
 
    “I learned my lesson there,” the young dancer said with a shy smile.  
 
    Cimarra came back a few minutes later, and she said that Madame Bernard had only had a little damage at the front of her brothel, so Cim had decided to sell her three bottles for eighteen silver each, and then she’d given her two bottles for free. It was a good compromise, and I was glad that the beautiful dancer had thought of it.  
 
    Our last stop through the sewer tunnels was the first brothel that we had acquired as a customer. Since it wasn’t on the main road that housed most of the brothels, it took us a little longer to get to Mistress Belle’s, but we moved more quickly now that I was the only one who had to carry a sack of whiskey bottles. Every now and then, the glass bottles clinked together, so we would pause and readjust the contents of the sack to make sure that all the bottles stayed upright and didn’t break against each other.  
 
    When we reached the narrow alley beside Mistress Belle’s, we had to wait almost ten minutes before Selius gave three quick stomps to the grate overhead. I left the two dancers below me and crawled out onto the street, and almost as soon as I had nudged the grate back in place, a horse and cart rolled by the tiny side street, so I had to stand there with Selius in the tiny side street and act like we were just having a quick chat.  
 
    “Who would have thought that this would be the busiest road?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Well, that road is a good shortcut,” the halfling kid said, “even if you do have to pass by this dark alley on your way.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “Keep a sharp lookout, will you? This alley is the kind of place you could get knifed no matter what time of day it is.”  
 
    “I’ll be careful, Mr. Wade,” Selius said.  
 
    Mistress Belle was as pleased to see me as she had been the first time I came to offer whiskey for her clients. The human mistress had to be in her fifties or sixties, but she was still a fine-looking woman with dark hair that had only just started to go gray, and I knew that she ran a safe and clean house, so when I saw that half of her brothel had been burned down in the fire, it made me damn near see red.  
 
    I gave her all five bottles that I had left for free so she could use the sales to help her begin to rebuild, and I even gave her a little of the coin that we had just earned. It wasn’t fair that the two larger brothels had been spared any real damage, but Mistress Belle’s small establishment had suffered the worst damage.  
 
    That was the thing about the elves-- they didn’t care who they hurt or how badly, just so long as we all remembered that they were our overlords, and our livelihoods as much as our lives all depended on their charity.  
 
    Fucking bastards.  
 
    Mistress Belle was very grateful for the whiskey and the coin, and I politely excused myself before she tried to show me just how grateful she really was. As soon as I was back in the sewers, I had Selius follow me down, too, so the halfling kid could at least see the route we had taken on our way back to the theatre.  
 
    “Alright, Cim,” I said once we were on the street again at the back of the theatre, “can you take it from here? I want to get to the warehouse and make that delivery back here.”  
 
    “Of course,” the beautiful dancer said. “Ashlin and I can check in with Tea and make sure the theatre will be back on its feet as quickly as possible.”  
 
    “That’s perfect, thank you,” I said. “Selius, you’re with me.”  
 
    The halfling kid and I headed up through the streets toward the warehouse distillery in the dwarven district. We passed a few stray dwarven guard patrols both in the Entertainment District and also along the edges of the dwarven district itself, but even though I could feel their eyes study us as we passed, they didn’t stop or even speak to us.  
 
    I was certain that they were on orders from Lobrem just to follow us but not to interfere. Still, since I didn’t want them to know where our distillery was, Selius and I made sure we lost any possible tails before we arrived at the warehouse where Skam was busy finishing up another batch of barrels. As soon as they saw us, both Skam and our young dragon Azure hurried over to greet us.  
 
    “I’m glad to see you both, and no mistake about that,” the tattooed dwarf laughed as he clapped us both on the back. “I was worried that bloody guildmaster had torn out half your insides by now.”  
 
    “We wouldn’t let her get that far, would we?” I nudged Selius when the halfling kid’s face turned pale. “Any trouble here, Skam?”  
 
    “No, but I haven’t really been outside since the trouble started,” the dwarven thief replied. “I’ve had my hands too full with this batch to worry about what’s going on outside.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said as the small blue dragon rubbed against my legs until I bent down to scratch his scales. “You’re not too tired to make a delivery round with me, are you?”  
 
    “With you and the lad?” Skam asked.  
 
    “Just me,” I said. “Well, just me and Lobrem, actually. We’ll leave Selius to watch over the place, and then we’ll go offer to let Lobrem or one of his lackeys ride along with us on our delivery route.”  
 
    “Nah, I’m not too tired,” the dwarf said. “Do you really think I’d leave you to let you deal with Lobrem all on your own?”  
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I said. “We’ve still got some leftover potato mash cookies from our last delivery to the Retired Miners’, and since the dwarves seem to think that the older and harder something gets, the better it tastes, we’ll use those to make our rounds to them today.”  
 
    “I suppose we’ll just have to hope they forgive us for not bringing Dar along this time,” Skam chuckled. “I couldn’t tell a story like him to save my life.”  
 
    “I’m sure Dar will be back from the human district soon,” I said, “but in the meantime, I don’t want to wait to make our deliveries.”  
 
    “So we’ve got a barrel to go to the Retired Miners’,” Skam said. “Where else do we need to bring one?”  
 
    “We’ll start by taking one to the theatre before we pick up Lobrem,” I said. “That way, Lobrem’s spies will see us on that delivery, and then we’ll head back to the dwarven district, pick up Lobrem himself, take a delivery to the Retired Miners’, and then finally take one to Vazmet’s own home.”  
 
    “Works for me,” the tattooed dwarf said. “Do we need--”  
 
    Before the dwarven thief could finish, five sharp raps sounded at the warehouse door, so I hurried over to answer it. When I opened it, Ava stood there with her hands on the reins of a horse that was hooked up to a covered wagon.  
 
    “Ava!” I said. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “You don’t mind if I come in, do you?” the blonde assassin said with just the barest hint of a smile.  
 
    “Of course not,” I replied.  
 
    The blonde walked forward, led the horse and wagon inside the warehouse, and then closed the door behind her. I studied her curiously as she walked around to the back of the wagon. She was dressed differently than usual, so instead of her normal black cloak over tight black leggings, she had on long turquoise robes, and I almost fell over backward when I realized it was an elven dress.  
 
    “How come ya dressed like one of them, lass?” Skam asked before I had a chance to.  
 
    “Because that was the easiest way for me to bring this to you,” Ava smirked and nodded to the back of the wagon.  
 
    I followed her and looked to see what the blonde had brought, and I was pleased as punch to see that she had somehow managed to bring an entire wagon filled with huge sacks of grain and yeast.  
 
    “How the hell did you get all the way here without anybody stopping you?” I asked.  
 
    “They might’ve had a few questions about what you were doing with a wagon full of grain,” Skam chuckled, “especially when you were leaving from the bakery instead of going to it.”  
 
    “Osman’s order for the bakery finally came in,” Ava said with a shrug, “so I figured I might as well bring it down here now rather than later.”  
 
    “What happened to the idea that we would all try to stay put as much as possible while the guildmaster runs her little investigations?” I demanded.  
 
    “You didn’t stay put,” the blonde assassin pointed out.  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said, “but you could’ve at least sent for help.”  
 
    “I thought it would be less of a risk to take it only by myself,” Ava said. “These clothes are horrible, but they did the trick. No one had the balls to stop me when they thought there was a chance I might be an elf.”  
 
    Ava’s blonde hair hung in loose waves around her face, and I was so used to seeing her hair hidden away underneath her cloak that I had to resist the urge to reach up and tuck her hair behind her ear. But then, as if she heard my thoughts, the assassin reached up and tucked back her own hair.  
 
    “Then I guess it’s a good thing that no one was able to see your very human ears,” I said with a smile.  
 
    The assassin’s cheeks turned slightly pink.  
 
    “I thought you weren’t-- sorry, Ava,” Selius apologized before he even finished his question. “I thought you said you weren’t a-- that you weren’t--”  
 
    “A halfie?” the blonde assassin finished for him. “Who knows what I am? It’s made no difference to me so far who my parents were, but if I can pass as an elf now and then in order to get a job done, then I will.”  
 
    “Eh, maybe you’re part-elf and maybe you’re not,” Skam said. “The only thing that really matters is what you do, not what your blood is.”  
 
    “Besides,” I whispered so that Skam and Selius couldn’t hear me, “you’re far too pretty to be an elf.”  
 
    Ava’s very human ears turned red at that compliment, and I couldn’t quite believe that I’d said it out loud. I’d wanted to tell her something like that for weeks now, but I knew the blonde was shy and I hadn’t wanted to make her feel uncomfortable, but now the words were out.  
 
    I had only spoken the truth, of course. Elves tended to have elongated bones, and their proportions were usually slightly off because there always seemed to be some miscommunication between how tall their bones could grow and how tight their skin could stretch to cover them. But Ava-- I wasn’t sure if she was half-elf or not, but she looked human to me. She was a little taller than most human women, and she had unusually high cheekbones, but otherwise, the only traits that might mean she was half-elf were her pale blonde hair and her piercing almond-shaped blue eyes.  
 
    “Thank you for pretending to be an elf for our sakes,” I said to change the subject.  
 
    “Aye, you’ve saved us some time, no doubt about that,” Skam added. “I just about used all the grain up in the batch I finished before you lot all came in.”  
 
    “Glad I have such good timing,” Ava said. “I also brought some food from Osman, if anyone would like something.”  
 
    Selius immediately licked his lips, and I laughed at the halfling kid’s appetite.  
 
    After we unloaded the grain and yeast from the wagon and had it safely stored in the warehouse, I let Selius have first pick of the baked goods that the djinn had sent over for us. The kid grabbed as much as he could carry, and I realized that it had been a while since he or I had eaten. Ava said that she’d already eaten at the bakery, so once Selius took a few handfuls of bagels, muffins, and breakfast sandwiches, I took a ham and cheese stuffed bagel for myself, and Skam contented himself with half a dozen blueberry muffins.  
 
    Once we finished our food, Selius and I helped Skam load up three barrels of whiskey into the back of the covered wagon. I left the halfling and the dwarf to put on the final touches to make sure the barrels all stayed in place while I drove, and when I came around the side of the wagon back toward the horse, I saw that Ava had just slipped out of her turquoise elven dress to reveal her tight black assassin’s uniform underneath it.  
 
    “So where exactly does one get a set of elven robes?” I asked.  
 
    Ava pushed her hair back but didn’t pull her hood over her loose curls.  
 
    “Every assassin has their secrets,” she said with a smile, “but if you must know, I stole them off of Madame Rindell.”  
 
    “Serves her right,” I laughed. “These must be the robes she wore when she was hidden away with Tevian for all those days on end.”  
 
    “We can burn them, if you’d like,” Ava smirked. “I’m sure Rindell will be beside herself when she realizes they’re missing.”  
 
    “We can keep them for a while longer,” I said, “just in case it turns out we need them again.”  
 
    “As long as Rindell’s missing her special little elven robes, I don’t care what we do with them,” the assassin said. “I’ll leave them here for safekeeping.”  
 
    “I’m sure Azure won’t let anyone take them, will you, boy?” I asked the blue dragon.  
 
    Azure just clucked and purred happily as he wove in and out of my legs, and then he grabbed the elven robes with his teeth and trotted them over to his bed, where he promptly curled up and went to sleep on top of them.  
 
    “Somehow, that seems appropriate,” I muttered.  
 
    “Do you need me to come with you and Skam to get Lobrem?” Ava asked. “Just in case he causes any trouble?”  
 
    “I’d rather have you stay here, if you don’t mind,” I said. “I was going to leave Selius in charge of the warehouse while we’re gone, but just in case anything goes wrong while we’re gone--”  
 
    “I don’t mind,” the assassin said. “I can keep an eye on the warehouse and the kid, and if you’d like us to get started on distilling the next batch of whiskey, we can do that, too.”  
 
    “That would be perfect,” I said, “just as long as you both get some sleep, too.”  
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Ava said with a little smile.  
 
    “Then we better get going so we don’t leave you to do all the grunt work for too long,” I said.  
 
    Ava opened her mouth like she was going to say something else, but instead, she just turned very pink, clicked her tongue, and pivoted on her heels to walk away toward Azure.  
 
    “I wonder what that was about,” I muttered.  
 
    “I’ve got a guess,” Skam chuckled as he stepped up beside me.  
 
    “I bet you do,” I laughed.  
 
    We had all the barrels we needed for our delivery route today, and even though the guildmaster was still on the loose, I hoped that she was busy enough with her investigations that we would be able to conduct our business without any trouble. And if we did run into any trouble, then I just had to hope my magic would get us out of the worst of it.  
 
    Once we left Ava and Selius at the distillery, it turned out to be an easy run back down to the theatre. We only passed one dwarven patrol on the border between the two districts, and they acted like they didn’t see us at all, even though I knew damn well they were going to report everything back to Lobrem.  
 
    Still, we were able to drop off the single barrel of whiskey without any interference from Clodia, and after Cimarra directed two of the fire-breathing performers to help us unload the barrel and roll it inside, I left her to take care of storing the whiskey underneath the stage.  
 
    As we left the theatre, I could feel that there were eyes on us, so I just talked to Skam like nothing was wrong until I was able to glance across the street and see two dwarves who were definitely spies for Lobrem. They leaned up against the building like they were waiting for someone or like they had nothing better to do, but I could feel them watch us as Skam and I drove back down the road toward the dwarven district.  
 
    “Do you think his spies have seen you deliver anywhere else down here?” Skam grunted.  
 
    “I hope not, but it’s possible,” I said. “There were dwarven guards who saw us out behind Mistress Davies’ brothel when we were making our first arrangement with her, and if they reported back to Lobrem-- well, he may know about that one, too.”  
 
    “At least he only would have seen us deliver a barrel to her one time, so he wouldn’t know how often our arrangement is with her,” Skam said.  
 
    “Fair enough,” I replied. “If we have to pay a percentage on the theatre and her house’s deliveries, that won’t be too bad.”  
 
    “For now,” Skam growled. “I know we’ve got other places that they don’t know about and that we won’t have to pay them for, but-- well, it rubs me the wrong way that we’ve gotta pay them at all, you know?”  
 
    “I couldn’t agree with you more,” I sighed. “Our arrangement with Lobrem is only temporary, and it’s really up to him how temporary it turns out to be. If he’s cooperative, we may be able to work with him a little longer since it is to our advantage to have the dwarven guard on our side.”  
 
    “And if he’s uncooperative?” Skam asked. “What if he tries to cause trouble or up his percentage?”  
 
    “Then our temporary arrangement is gonna get a hell of a lot shorter,” I said. “But I hope it doesn’t come to that, at least not yet.”  
 
    “One enemy at a time, eh?” the tattooed dwarf chuckled. “Maybe we’ll be able to get rid of the guildmaster before we have to worry about the head of the Miners’ Union.”  
 
    “I sure as shit hope so,” I said.  
 
    When we reached the Miners’ Union Hall, I knew that since there were still two barrels of whiskey in the back, we couldn’t very well just leave the wagon unattended, but I also didn’t want to divide forces with Skam. Whatever happened, it was important that we were together in case Lobrem tried to pull anything shady.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I said after I pulled the wagon over to the side of the hall’s front steps.  
 
    I bounded up the stairs, gave the guards outside a little salute, and poked my head just inside the front doors so I could speak with the dwarven woman behind the front desk.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said cheerfully. “I need you to let Lobrem know that Wade is here, and if he wants to be a part of-- well, he’ll know what I’m talking about-- but if he wants to be a part of that today, then he needs to come outside and meet me at the bottom of the stairs.”  
 
    “Young man, Lobrem does not--” she started.  
 
    “Just tell him, okay?” I interrupted. “Unless you want to take responsibility when Lobrem doesn’t get the payment that we owe him.”  
 
    Before the dwarven woman could respond, I was outside again and headed back to the wagon at the bottom of the stairs. Lobrem would be pissed that we had made him come outside if for no other reason than because it made him look weak in front of his men, but I wanted to remind him, even just a little bit, that we were the ones who made and sold the whiskey, and that meant that at the end of the day, we were the ones with the real power.  
 
    Of course, Lobrem made us wait for a while before he came outside, but I didn’t mind. The longer he waited before he came outside, the more insecure he felt in his own position, and that was a very good thing to know.  
 
    When he did finally appear, the head of the Miners’ Union took his time as he descended the stairs. He turned on his heels to come toward us, and as he walked, he gave a nervous little tug on one of the purple braids in his black beard.  
 
    “Thanks for agreeing to meet with us out here,” I said as if I had given him a choice in the matter. “How’ve you been, Lobrem?”  
 
    “Fine,” Lobrem grunted.  
 
    Skam and I climbed out of the wagon seat so we could stand face to face with the black-haired dwarf. There was no one else around as far as I could see, but I still took one step closer just so we could all speak as quietly as possible.  
 
    “I take it this means ya must already have the goods in the cart?” Lobrem asked.  
 
    “In the back,” I said. “It’s delivery day, and I assume you’d still like to make our rounds with us in the dwarven district.”  
 
    “Unless you want to send one of your lackeys to do it,” Skam grunted.  
 
    “No, I’ll do it myself, since I’m the person I trust the fookin’ most,” the other dwarf responded as he tugged on his purple braids again.  
 
    “Well then, you can either hop in the back or ride up front,” I said. “Up to you.”  
 
    “Ya think you’re grand fookin’ clever, eh?” Lobrem demanded.  
 
    “And what makes you say that?” I exhaled.  
 
    “Oh, I’ll be seeing where you deliver your barrels in mah own district, that’s true enough,” Lobrem said, “but do ya not think I know about the delivery you already made today?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I glanced at Skam like we’d been caught.  
 
    “Mah boys have seen you,” the black-haired dwarf growled. “Ya delivered a barrel just this morning to that fookin’ theatre, and ya didn’t think I’d know, did ya?”  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 - Skam 
 
    “Well, I can’t blame ya for tryin’ to pull one over on me,” Lobrem chuckled. “You’re only a human, after all.”  
 
    “Well, you’ve got me there,” Wade said.  
 
    Wade was playing his part damn near perfectly, and I could already tell that Lobrem was falling for every bit of it. He wanted the head of the Miners’ Union to think that he’d beaten us and that we hadn’t wanted him to know about the theatre delivery, so when he insisted on his percentage of our profits, Lobrem would think that he had won the day.  
 
    “Still,” Lobrem grunted, “I don’t know what yer fookin’ excuse is, Skam.”  
 
    “Just that I’m a reformed thief,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “I’m not sure ya can say reformed when you’ve just tried to steal from me,” Lobrem said, “but it’s no matter. It doesn’t change the fact that I know what mah cut will be from the Entertainment District this month, no thanks to you lot.”  
 
    “We’ll pay you the percentage we owe you for the theatre delivery,” Wade said.  
 
    “And for the barrel ya sold to the whorehouse across the street from the theatre,” Lobrem added with a triumphant smile. “Don’t think I didn’t see that one, too.”  
 
    “Aye, you’ll get your cut of that one, too,” I said.  
 
    So far, things were going exactly like Wade had said they would, but I wasn’t surprised. My boss seemed to have a way of knowing things before they happened, like he could always see and plan ten moves ahead of his enemies.  
 
    I thanked my luck daily that I’d gone up for the job at Adi’s Catering, since without it, I would never have met Wade or been able to work for him. In all honesty, I’d probably have been so desperate without this job that I would have stolen from the elves again, and they would have sent me back to the labor camps until I died.  
 
    I just hadn’t known that a job could make me feel like I had a purpose. Sure, our purpose seemed like it was just to distill and distribute whiskey, but it was so much more than that. It was about rebellion against our oppressors, and it was about the freedom to make our own fucking choices.  
 
    That was what Wade gave all of us, and I knew that was what he would bring to anyone smart enough to follow him.  
 
    “Ya know,” Lobrem sighed, “ya should really let me talk to some of mah contacts in the Entertainment District.”  
 
    “And why is that?” Wade asked.  
 
    “Well, to be perfectly honest with ya,” the black-haired dwarf continued, “I thought ya would have had a lot more fookin’ customers by now.”  
 
    “Oh, is that all?” Wade asked. “The thing is, we’re still a pretty small operation, so we only take on as much work as we can.”  
 
    “Aye, I understand that, true enough,” Lobrem replied.  
 
    “But once we’re able to grow, I’m sure we could work out an arrangement where you bring in some of your own contacts,” Wade said. “We don’t have the means to support that kind of production right now, but when we do, you’ll be the first to know.”  
 
    “Smart man,” Lobrem chuckled.  
 
    I couldn’t believe that Lobrem fell for that lie, but then again, Wade had just let him feel like he had won, so he felt too powerful to think that a mere human and a disgraced dwarf thief could even try to trick him or lie to him again. 
 
    “We ought to get going,” I said. “Why don’t you ride up front with me, Lobrem?”  
 
    “Make the human sit in the back?” the head of the Miners’ Union chuckled. “That works for me.”  
 
    While Lobrem adjusted himself in the front seat, I walked with Wade around to the back of the wagon.  
 
    “It’s just in case we’re stopped,” I whispered. “It’ll look more natural that the two dwarves are up front and the human is in the back than the other way around.”  
 
    “I completely agree,” Wade said. “Thanks for thinking of it, my friend.”  
 
    I clapped him on the back and let him climb up into the old sheets and blankets that served as the cover for the two remaining whiskey barrels. We had a few boxes of cookies, too, but I wished we’d had something a little more solid in the back, too.  
 
    The catering business and the bakery were perfect covers for where we got our coin, how we ordered our grain and yeast, and who we were all supposed to work for, but eventually, we’d need to increase the amount of baked goods we carted around the city or else come up with something else to hide the barrels in the back of the wagon.  
 
    Either that, or we’d have to start making all our deliveries through the sewers.  
 
    Once I climbed up into the seat beside Lobrem, I urged the horse forward, away from the Miners’ Union Hall. The sight of all the guards as they trained outside their barracks made me nervous, and I didn’t care if Lobrem had the dwarven guards in his pocket or not. Old habits die hard, and I’d been a thief for decades longer than I had been reformed, so I was just glad to leave the guards behind us.  
 
    Cimarra had received word that the Retired Miners’ Association was meeting at Community Hall D004, so I made a wide loop around the spice market as I drove the horse and wagon into the more commercial area of the district. Every now and then, I glanced back at Wade to make sure he didn’t need to communicate anything to me, but otherwise, we had a smooth trip to the community hall.  
 
    I wondered what the hall had been named before the elves took over everything. Surely, it would have been something a little more exciting than D004, maybe something to do with mining or gems or even axes. But after the elves rose to power, they’d renamed even our fucking buildings so that everything could be neat and organized according to elven standards.  
 
    Of course, that had all been so long ago that there was no way to know what the community hall’s name had once been, just like there was no way to know the full true story of Jeremiah Badgett. Some things were just lost to history, but if we could just change history going forward, then maybe it would all be worth it.  
 
    “Sentimental fool,” I muttered to myself as I pulled up outside the community hall. “Right then, looks like we’re here.”  
 
    “Do you want to come in with us?” Wade asked from the back. “Or should we make the delivery ourselves?”  
 
    “Nah, go on ahead,” Lobrem said. “There’s no reason to break mah own back with one of your barrels when ya both have legs that work just fine.”  
 
    “Suit yourself,” I grunted.  
 
    I hopped down from the wagon and rolled out one of the whiskey barrels while Wade knocked on the back door of the hall. After he knocked a second time, a silver-whiskered dwarf opened up the door with a face full of suspicion, but he nodded when he saw Wade.  
 
    “It’s about time you showed up,” the dwarf growled.  
 
    “The timing of the sunrise affected the timing of our own delivery,” Wade said. “My apologies.”  
 
    “I don’t give a flying fuck about--”  
 
    “We also brought a few extra boxes of potato mash cookies,” I called. “They’re a few days old, so they’re nice and hard.”  
 
    The silver-whiskered dwarf glanced over Wade’s shoulder and licked his lips. As I hefted the barrel up onto my shoulders, the dwarf inside the hall looked over at Lobrem and raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “You’ve not come to join us today, have you, lad?” he asked.  
 
    “Not today,” Lobrem answered. “I’m just here to check up on some of mah investments, that’s all.”  
 
    The silver-whiskered dwarf pressed his lips together and nodded.  
 
    “I see, I see,” he said. “Yer father always says you’ve got your hands in a little bit of everything.”  
 
    “It’s important to keep your options open,” Lobrem smirked, “just like it’s important to know when you see a great opportunity to invest in.”  
 
    “True, very true,” the other dwarf replied.  
 
    “Do you mind?” I grunted on the doorstep as the barrel grew a little heavier on my shoulders.  
 
    “Right, come on in and take it just through there,” the silver-whiskered dwarf instructed. “Put it beside the stove, would you?”  
 
    I pushed past the old dwarf and carried the barrel into the kitchen, and I heard Wade enter the hall after me with the boxes of potato mash cookies.  
 
    “Aye, that can go on the stove, lad,” the old dwarf called.  
 
    As soon as I set the barrel down, I glanced around the room but was careful not to make eye contact with any of the retired miners’. I might have been a dwarf just like the rest of them, but I was also a convicted thief, and the tattoo above my left eye meant that I had served time in the elven labor camps.  
 
    There was little forgiveness for a thief who’d been convicted by the elves, even when it came to my own people.  
 
    After Wade laid down the cookie boxes, we went back out to the wagon, where the silver-whiskered dwarf handed over the coin that the Retired Miners’ Association owed us. I tucked it into my belt, nodded my thanks, and climbed back onto the wagon while Wade hopped back up behind me.  
 
    I steered the horse away from the community hall and began to head toward a residential neighborhood just past the commercial area.  
 
    “Will you have your payment now or later?” I asked Lobrem.  
 
    “That depends,” the dwarf replied as he tugged on his purple braids. “How many more stops do we have?”  
 
    “Just one more stop,” Wade called. “We’re dropping by to see your father, actually.”  
 
    “He wasn’t at the hall?” Lobrem seemed surprised.  
 
    “Not today,” Wade answered. “He wants us to deliver a barrel to his home.”  
 
    “A whole barrel for himself?” Lobrem laughed. “That old fool will drink himself to death if ya let him.”  
 
    “Maybe he’s having a party,” I growled.  
 
    “Or maybe he just wants to be well-stocked,” Wade said. “After all, he’s a businessman like yourself, so I’m sure he understands that whenever our demand goes up, our prices will go up, too.”  
 
    “Well, now, that’s the first thing you’ve said that makes fookin’ sense,” the black-haired dwarf said. “Although if mah father can afford a whole barrel, I might need to have a conversation with him about his monthly donations to the Miners’ Union.”  
 
    “Hasn’t your father been retired for… well, for a long time?” Wade asked.  
 
    “Oh, I call these alumni donations,” Lobrem chuckled. “Just because the old man’s not in the union now doesn’t mean he can’t still contribute to it.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrows but didn’t want to risk a glance back at Wade, even though I knew he had to be thinking the same thing that I was. If there was tension between Lobrem and his father Vazmet, whether it was over union dues or something else, maybe there was a way that we could exploit that one day to get out of our contract with the son.  
 
    We had almost passed into the residential neighborhood when I saw a flutter of turquoise and silver from a street on my right. I kept my eyes focused on the road ahead and tried to keep the same pace, but from the corner of my eye, I could see a woman in elven robes with at least half a dozen elven guards that all surrounded her.  
 
    “Halt!” a woman’s voice called.  
 
    “Clodia,” Wade whispered from the back. “The guildmaster.”  
 
    “Ah, shit,” Lobrem muttered, and for once, the three of us all seemed to be on the same page. After all, if Clodia found the whiskey barrel in the back, all three of us would swing for it.  
 
    Immediately, I pulled back on the reins to bring the horse to a standstill, and only then did I risk a look at the guildmaster herself. I hadn’t seen her for myself yet, but she fit the description that Selius gave her perfectly. Since she was a night elf, I was surprised that the guildmaster was out and about at this time with the sun already high in the sky, but she had six day elf guards with her, and four of them held a canopy over her head to help block out the sunlight.  
 
    “You with the reins,” Clodia called. “What’s your business here?”  
 
    “Just making a delivery,” I said.  
 
    I was careful to keep my gaze fixed on the ground and my head at a slight tilt, and I hoped that would be enough that the guildmaster wouldn’t be able to see the tattoo above my eye that labeled me as a thief.  
 
    “What kind of delivery?” Clodia challenged as she came closer.  
 
    “Just taking a bit of baked goods to mah father,” Lobrem said from beside me. “You must be the guildmaster of the Thief’s Guild, the one who’s made the whole city start shitting themselves in fear.”  
 
    Clodia laughed like Lobrem had just given her the finest compliment that she could imagine.  
 
    “That’s me,” she replied. “Clodia, guildmaster of the Imperial Thief’s Guild, at any rate. And you are?”  
 
    “Lobrem, head of the Miners’ Union in this city,” the black-haired dwarf introduced himself. “I hired these two numbskulls to make the delivery to mah old man, but wouldn’t ya know it? They couldn’t get the directions right, so I had to come with them mah fookin’ self.”  
 
    “These two?” Clodia repeated.  
 
    I hoped Lobrem hadn’t just blown our cover.  
 
    “Nice to see you again, Clodia,” Wade said as he poked his head out of the back of the wagon.  
 
    Wade had fucking balls, I had to give him that.  
 
    “You!” the guildmaster spat. “What, are you working for this dwarf, too? Are you so hard up that you had to take on a third job?”  
 
    “No, I still work for Dar,” Wade said. “We’re on a delivery from Adi’s Catering right now.”  
 
    “I’m not sure how that halfling expects to run a successful business when his delivery boy can’t even manage some simple directions,” Clodia said as she raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Eh, what do ya expect?” Lobrem laughed. “Human brains aren’t even as big as the ones we dwarves have, let alone the size of elves.”  
 
    “There’s no need to kiss my ass,” Clodia said, “even if you are right.”  
 
    “Apologies,” Lobrem said with a smile. “If ya don’t mind, we’ll just go on to mah father’s house, then.”  
 
    “And who is your father?” Clodia asked as if she thought to catch him in a lie.  
 
    “Vazmet, head of the Retired Miners’ Association,” Lobrem answered.  
 
    “Ah, that’s right,” the guildmaster said. “I thought your name sounded familiar. You’re Vazmet’s boy.”  
 
    Lobrem bristled, but he just smiled and went along with it, and I had a feeling that I was probably right about the tension between father and son. They both held two very powerful positions in the dwarven community, and even though the Retired Miners’ Association and the Miners’ Union seemed to have the same interests in mind, I was willing to bet that they had more than their share of differences, too.  
 
    “How are you finding the city so far?” Lobrem asked.  
 
    “Tiresome,” Clodia sighed.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” the black-haired dwarf said. “How do ya mean?”  
 
    “Well, Lobrem,” she sighed again, “I came here to solve a few murders since no one in this town seems capable of detective work, but to tell you the truth, there’s something strange about this city, and I can’t quite put my finger on it.”  
 
    “But I’m sure there are murders in yer city, too, eh?” Lobrem asked.  
 
    “It’s not the murders,” Clodia said. “People get killed all the time, no matter where you are. It’s the fact that not a single person seems willing to come forward with any information at all.”  
 
    “That would be fookin’ frustrating,” Lobrem said, “if you’ll excuse the language.”  
 
    “No matter,” the guildmaster said with a cold smile, “I always find out what it is I wish to discover, in the end.”  
 
    “Well, I wish ya the very best of--” Lobrem started.  
 
    “Who’s your driver?” Clodia asked suddenly.  
 
    “I work for Dar, too,” I said as I kept my gaze fixed on the ground. “Help make delivery rounds.”  
 
    “Aye, he’s just a little shy around beautiful elves such as yourself,” Lobrem chuckled.  
 
    “There you go, kissing my ass again,” Clodia said. “I can’t say that I mind it too much.”  
 
    “There’s plenty more where that came from,” Lobrem said.  
 
    “Look at me, driver,” the guildmaster commanded.  
 
    As much as I wanted to keep my face hidden, I knew I couldn’t disobey a direct order. I tilted my head up toward her, but I kept my gaze lowered so she couldn’t see the hatred that simmered in my eyes. When I had been sentenced to the labor camps, it had been decades ago, and I hoped my appearance had changed enough since then.  
 
    “Thief,” she read the elvish word tattooed above my eye. “I hope you keep your eye on this one, Lobrem.”  
 
    “I keep mah eyes on everyone that works for me,” the head of the Miners’ Union laughed.  
 
    “Thief, are you from this city?” Clodia demanded.  
 
    “I am,” I answered, “but you can see I’ve spent time away.”  
 
    “I trust that you spent long enough in the camps to learn that you do not steal from elves?” she asked.  
 
    “Yes, my lady,” I growled.  
 
    “Good,” the guildmaster responded. “It’s thieves like you that give guilds like mine a bad name.”  
 
    “I understand,” I said.  
 
    “I thought for a moment that you-- but it doesn’t matter,” she sighed. “No doubt you only reminded me of someone that I had a problem with a long time ago.”  
 
    I had never seen the guildmaster in person before, but I had heard rumors that she had made my time in the labor camps even longer. I had stolen from the elves in her home city, and when she heard that a guild thief had taken something from her own city’s elves, she had all but had them sentence me to death.  
 
    My appearance must have changed since she saw me on the Wanted posters, but then again, it had been decades since then.  
 
    “Go on, then,” Clodia said. “Drive on, if you can remember where you’re going.”  
 
    “I’ll make sure to keep them straight,” Lobrem chuckled.  
 
    I clucked the horse forward, and as soon as we were around the next corner and out of the guildmaster’s sight, Lobrem leaned back in the seat like he just melted there.  
 
    “That was a close call, eh?” the dwarf asked as he tugged on the purple braids in his beard again.  
 
    “It’s a good thing you’re so trustworthy,” I said dryly.  
 
    “Aye, no mistake about that,” Lobrem laughed. “I wonder who she thought ya were?”  
 
    “Some other low-life, I’m sure,” I grunted.  
 
    “And I wonder what she was doing out and about in the fookin’ daytime,” Lobrem continued. “I thought sunlight was supposed to be like poison to her kind.”  
 
    “She must really want to solve those murders,” Wade said from the back. “Now, aren’t you supposed to be telling us how to get to Vazmet’s house?”  
 
    “Do ya really not know?” the dwarf laughed.  
 
    “We know right enough,” I growled, “but if there’s a shortcut you’d like to tell us, I’m all ears.”  
 
    “Nah, go on the way you’re headed, and you’ll be there soon enough,” Lobrem said.  
 
    When we reached Vazmet’s house, the white-haired dwarf opened up the door before Wade had even finished knocking. He grinned when he saw the barrel that Wade and I carried between us, but as soon as he saw his son in the front seat of the wagon, Vazmet’s expression suddenly changed to a frown.  
 
    “Come in, all of ya,” the old dwarf ordered.  
 
    Lobrem jumped to the ground with a heavy thud and followed us into his father’s house. After we deposited the barrel in the center of the old dwarf’s living room, Vazmet clapped his hands and pointed to a few chairs that were scattered around the room.  
 
    “Sit, sit,” he said. “The least ya can do is spend a few minutes with an old dwarf before I hand over yer money, eh?”  
 
    I sat down in a chair beside Wade, but Lobrem just leaned against the fireplace and didn’t sit down himself.  
 
    “What are ya doin’ here, boy?” Vazmet demanded once the old dwarf sat down across from us.  
 
    “Just business,” Lobrem said.  
 
    “Ya wouldn’t be fookin’ up a good thing for me, now, would you, son?” Vazmet asked.  
 
    “I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean,” the black-haired dwarf growled.  
 
    “These lads sell a quality product, that’s what it means,” Vazmet said, “and I’d hate for any person or dwarf to get in the way of that because of their own greed, do ya hear?”  
 
    “No one’s getting in anyone’s way,” Lobrem snarled. “Just here to do a little business, that’s all.”  
 
    “And take yer cut, no doubt,” Vazmet said. “Well, if that’s yer arrangement, then so be it. Just see that you don’t cut off my whiskey supply, eh?”  
 
    “I won’t,” Lobrem said.  
 
    Vazmet shrugged and didn’t take the matter any further, but I glanced at Wade to see that the human had been watching the interaction between father and son very closely.  
 
    “Now tell me, son,” Vazmet said to change the subject, “will ya be goin’ to the poetry festival?”  
 
    “The what?” Lobrem repeated.  
 
    “The elven poetry festival,” Vazmet groaned. “Don’t tell me you’ve not fookin’ heard of it. It’s in three days and is supposed to be the biggest one the elves have thrown in a while.”  
 
    “If you’ve started likin’ the elven poetry, you’re more far gone than I thought,” Lobrem said.  
 
    “It’s not a matter of liking it or not,” Vazmet sighed. “It’s about the elves thinkin’ that ya do. It’s all politics, eh?”  
 
    “Well, I haven’t decided,” Lobrem defended. “Maybe I’ll go, and maybe I won’t.”  
 
    “All I’m saying is that it’d be in poor taste if the head of the Miners’ Union didn’t come,” Vazmet said. “Besides, it’s in the halfling district, so ya know the food will be fookin’ good.”  
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Lobrem said. “Look, I don’t have time to sit around and talk, so I’ll just see ya later.”  
 
    “Guess that’s our cue, too,” Wade said. “Always a pleasure, Vazmet.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” the old dwarf sighed. “Maybe next time, ya could bring that pretty dancer of yers with you.”  
 
    “Sorry I’m not pretty enough for your standards,” I joked.  
 
    “No offense, but you’re just not mah type,” Vazmet laughed.  
 
    After Vazmet paid us, I drove the wagon back toward the Miners’ Union Hall while Wade counted out Lobrem’s percentage from the coins we’d earned. When we reached the hall again, Wade handed over the coins without any fuss, and Lobrem nodded like he had done all the hard work to earn this coin himself.  
 
    “I’ll still want to ride along with ya on delivery days,” Lobrem said. “Not all the time, but sometimes, understand? Just to make sure that ya don’t try to start lyin’ to me.”  
 
    “Of course,” Wade said, but he rolled his eyes at me as soon as the dwarf’s back was turned.  
 
    “Good,” Lobrem said. “But for now, I’m satisfied enough that you’re tellin’ the fookin’ truth.”  
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I grunted.  
 
    “Until next time, then,” Lobrem said, “and if ya get any more customers in the meantime, I expect payment for their deliveries, too, eh?”  
 
    “You got it,” Wade said.  
 
    “I’ll be watching,” Lobrem said.  
 
    With a final tug on the purple braids in his dark beard, the head of the Miners’ Union jumped down from the wagon, climbed up the steps, and disappeared inside the black stone hall.  
 
    “Glad that’s fucking done,” Wade growled. “Do you mind if I take the reins for a bit?”  
 
    “Be my guest,” I said. “I’m just happy that smug bastard isn’t sitting right beside me anymore.”  
 
    “He is smug, isn’t he?” Wade chuckled. “But at least he’s cocky, and that means we can take advantage of how smart he thinks he is.”  
 
    “Like with the sewers,” I said. “I mean, I know we’ll have to make deliveries using the streets sometimes just so he doesn’t get suspicious, but using the sewers to deliver the rest of the whiskey was a stroke of fucking genius.”  
 
    “I can’t say that you’re wrong about that,” Wade replied.  
 
    “So, back to the warehouse?” I asked.  
 
    “Before we head back that way,” Wade began, “Vazmet said something that made me think.”  
 
    “Which part?” I asked.  
 
    “The elven poetry festival,” he replied. “I haven’t heard anything about it, but it’s also been strange since the guildmaster showed up, so I wouldn’t be surprised if we just missed the news about it.”  
 
    “Well, I know I’m sure upset that my invitation got lost in the mail,” I laughed.  
 
    “I’m sure you’re as upset as I am,” Wade smirked. “But still, I think we ought to find out a little more about this festival, if for no other reason than because it’s possible that the elves will be so busy with it that we might be able to move our product a little easier than normal.”  
 
    “Sure,” I said, “but where do you plan on finding out more information on an elven festival? We don’t exactly have any elven allies.”  
 
    “Not yet,” Wade said with a grin, “even though anyone can be bought eventually for the right price.”  
 
    “Anyone without any principles,” I laughed.  
 
    “I thought we’d take a quick detour up to the halfling district,” Wade said. “I figured we could run by Sully’s community hall since he has to host elven poetry readings all the time, and maybe he’d know something about this festival.”  
 
    “Works for me,” I said. “And at least we know the guildmaster isn’t in the halfling district at the moment.”  
 
    As Wade steered the wagon through the streets toward the halfling district, he glanced over at me a few times.  
 
    “I don’t mind if you’ve got a question,” I said finally.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Wade asked.  
 
    “I am,” I replied. “I’ve got a good guess what it is you want to ask me about anyway.”  
 
    “You acted like the guildmaster might recognize you,” Wade said. “Why?”  
 
    “I stole something from the elves in another city,” I sighed. “The city where she lives.”  
 
    “You’ve been to another city?” Wade raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “Aye, but that’s been decades ago now, lad,” I said. “It took me a little over two months to get there, but I never made it back. They caught me when I still had about a month left on my journey home.”  
 
    “It must have been a rare treasure for you to risk going all the way to another city,” Wade said.  
 
    “Aye, that it was,” I said. “It was medicine.”  
 
    “Medicine?” Wade repeated.  
 
    “For my son,” I said.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Wade said. “He must have been very sick for you to risk that journey, and for you to risk stealing medicine from the elves.”  
 
    “He was,” I said. “That’s the one rule they tell you in the guild, eh? Never steal from an elf.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Wade said. “Unless another elf pays you for your silence.”  
 
    “True enough,” I laughed. “I’d heard about an elven healer who might be able to help my son, so I traveled to the other city with all the wages I’d earned in the guild, only to have the healer laugh in my face when I offered my coin.”  
 
    “Why?” Wade asked.  
 
    “He said it wasn’t a tenth of what the medicine was worth,” I replied, “and he wouldn’t listen when I tried to beg him for it. So, I stole it.”  
 
    “But they caught you before you could return to your son?” Wade asked.  
 
    “Aye, they did,” I said. “And I heard this Clodia helped sentence me for decades to the labor camps instead of just a few years. She didn’t even know me, and she never even saw my face, except maybe on a Wanted poster.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, my friend,” Wade said. “And your son? Did he--”  
 
    “He didn’t make it, no,” I replied. “They sent me straight to the camps, so when I finally came back to the city, he… well, there was no trace that he’d ever even existed.”  
 
    “They will pay for what they did to you,” Wade growled, “and for what they did to your son.”  
 
    “Thank you, Wade,” I said. “You know, I never thought I’d do anything illegal again when I got out of the labor camps, but then-- well, then I met you, and now I can’t imagine not being a part of all this.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Wade asked.  
 
    “You gave me a chance, lad,” I exhaled, “when nobody else would hire an ex-con, and you gave me something to look forward to every day.”  
 
    “Do you mean distilling the whiskey or drinking it?” he laughed.  
 
    “A little bit of both,” I chuckled. “Anyway, I thank you.”  
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Wade said. “We’ve all had some rough times, but we’re in this together now. Until death claims us, remember?”  
 
    Sully’s community hall just came into view up ahead, and I shared a glance with the human thief.  
 
    “Damn right I do,” I said with a grin. “Now, let’s go see what this halfling knows about a certain poetry festival.”  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    After we tied up the horse outside Sully’s community hall, Skam and I headed inside. It was surprisingly busy since it was still early in the day, but as I glanced around, I realized that people weren’t there to socialize. They were all there to work, so there was a group of painters on one side of the hall as they did touch-ups on all the wooden accents, and there were carpenters at work on the portion of the wooden floor that dipped down a little from over use.  
 
    “What do you reckon all this fuss is for?” Skam asked.  
 
    “I’m not sure, my friend,” I said, “but I wonder if it has anything to do with this festival that’s happening in three days.”  
 
    “Do you think they’ll hold it here?” the tattooed dwarf asked. “It’s a big hall, but wouldn’t the elves want to hold it in one of their own places?”  
 
    “And let all of us lesser races into their gleaming Capital district?” I laughed. “That’s not likely, so I’m sure they’re just trying to find the next best thing.”  
 
    “What if the riff-raff isn’t invited?” Skam asked. “They could just be holding a poetry festival for themselves, plus a few special guests like Vazmet and Lobrem.”  
 
    “Maybe,” I said, “but I doubt the elves would skip a chance to force all of us to listen to their damned poetry.”  
 
    “Then there’s only one way to find out,” the dwarf thief grunted with a nod toward Sully on the other end of the hall.  
 
    The halfling owner of the community hall looked even more frazzled than usual, and when he didn’t see us right away, I gave a little whistle. Sully jumped and clapped his hands to his round stomach like he was about to drop to the floor in surprise, so I nudged Skam and started toward the halfling instead.  
 
    “Wade, how are you?” Sully asked with a strained smile. “I didn’t think to see you today. We’re not due for a delivery, are we?”  
 
    “No, not yet,” I answered. “What’s all this about? You finally decide to take care of those renovations you’ve been talking about for months?”  
 
    “Well, see, the thing is--” Sully gulped. “I’ve been told I have to do the renovations.”  
 
    I glanced around to make sure that no one could hear us, and then I leaned forward a little bit.  
 
    “Who told you that?” I whispered.  
 
    “And why?” Skam growled. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “The fucking elves,” Sully swore. “They’ve conscripted my community hall again.”  
 
    “I hope your whiskey is safely stored out of sight,” the tattooed dwarf said.  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about that,” the halfling said. “I’ve got it under lock and key, so there’s no way the elves will find it.”  
 
    “What have they conscripted your hall for?” I demanded. “It wouldn’t happen to be for the poetry festival three days from now, would it?”  
 
    “How did you-- well, I suppose I shouldn’t be too surprised that you know about that, Wade,” Sully laughed. “After all, you seem to know about most things that go on around here.”  
 
    “So, is it?” I asked.  
 
    “Aye, that it is,” the halfling sighed. “Apparently, my community hall has had the highest turn-out for poetry readings in the past, so they’ve decided there’s no better place for this damned festival.”  
 
    “Why are your turn-outs so high, anyway?” Skam asked. “You’re not a secret elven poetry lover, are you?”  
 
    “I prefer halfling poems, thank you very much,” Sully said.  
 
    “I’m not sure I’m familiar with any of those.” I smirked.  
 
    “Well, they’re not poems so much as they are pub songs,” the halfling said. “And I’ll tell you this much, we’ve been having quite a lot of halfling poetry singing in my hall thanks to your product, Wade.”  
 
    “Glad we could be of service,” I said. “So the elves picked your hall, did they?”  
 
    “They did,” Sully sighed again. “I’m not sure why their poetry readings have been so successful here, but I suppose it doesn’t really matter. This is where they want the festival to happen, so this is where it will be.”  
 
    “Maybe it’s because your hall is one of the closest ones to the Capital district,” Skam said, “so it’s easier for the elves to come down from their pretty white towers and mingle with us common folk here.”  
 
    “It may also be because after all the elves leave, the halflings who come around know that I’ll serve them whiskey to try to wash away the memory of elven poems,” Sully chuckled.  
 
    “Well, that would be a good motivation,” I said. “I need you to tell me what you know about the festival.”  
 
    “Do you mind if I ask what for?” The halfling scratched at one of his thick eyebrows.  
 
    “It’ll be safer for you if you don’t ask any questions,” I said. “I just want to know as much about the festival as you do, that’s all.”  
 
    “Well, you know I can’t say no to you, lad,” Sully began, “especially not when you’ve helped put so much coin in my pockets. So I’ll tell you what I can. It’s in three days, but--”  
 
    “We already knew that,” Skam grunted.  
 
    “I know, that’s what I was getting ready to say,” the halfling said. “It’s supposed to begin just as the sun sets, and from what I’ve been told, any elf who’s got even a shred of importance to their name is supposed to be there.”  
 
    “What about the other races?” I asked. “I know a few dwarves who are supposed to be there, but did many of the other races get invitations?”  
 
    “There were plenty enough invitations sent out to dwarves and halflings, but not to any humans-- sorry, Wade,” Sully said. “The elves conscripted my workers to send those out, too.”  
 
    “Do you know how many of them will actually come?” Skam asked.  
 
    “No, they didn’t have to say whether they’d come,” the halfling replied. “We were just supposed to send out the invitations and then have enough food prepared in case everyone shows up.”  
 
    “So all the important elves are supposed to be there?” I asked.  
 
    “That’s right,” Sully said. “Nobles and officers, so Commander Vardreth is supposed to be there, and General Tevian of course, and some of the temple priestesses and lords and ladies, but I don’t remember their names--”  
 
    “What about Clodia?” I hissed. “Do you remember that name?”  
 
    “Oh, the guildmaster?” Sully nodded. “That’s right, she’s supposed to be the guest of honor.”  
 
    I shared a glance with Skam, and I wondered if the tattooed dwarf could guess what I was thinking.  
 
    “So Tevian and Clodia will both be at the poetry festival?” I repeated.  
 
    “Yes, that’s my understanding,” Sully said. “It’d be hard for her to skip out on it when it’s being thrown by some of the nobles in her honor. And General Tevian-- well, the rumor is that our fearless captain of the guard has barely left the guildmaster’s side since she showed up, so I assume he’ll trot along right behind her to the festival, too.”  
 
    “That’s very interesting,” I said, “and very helpful. Will all the readings take place inside the hall, or will you have anything outside at all?”  
 
    “All inside,” Sully replied. “Day elves and night elves are coming, but so are some dwarves and halflings, so we can’t have anything outside, since it’ll be too dark for most folk. I’ve had the lights in here reworked so they can burn dimly-- that way, it won’t quite be as bright as day in here, but it’ll be a decent mix of light and dark, so hopefully everyone’s happy.”  
 
    “Thanks for your help, Sully,” I said. “I think that’s all we need from you for now.”  
 
    “You’re not planning any--” the halfling stopped himself. “Right, the less I know, the better. You just tell me if there’s any other way I can help out.”  
 
    “We’ll be in touch, don’t worry,” I said. “Good luck with your preparations.”  
 
    Sully nodded and then glanced over my shoulder at the group of painters behind me.  
 
    “Not red, you idiot!” he shouted and then bustled away from us to scold the guilty party.  
 
    “What now?” Skam asked.  
 
    “Now, we plan,” I said with a grin. “I think Sully might have just given us the key to taking care of a few problems at once.”  
 
    “How do you mean?” the dwarf demanded.  
 
    “Let’s talk at the bakery,” I said. “I don’t know about you, but I sure could use a coffee.”  
 
    We drove the wagon over to Eloy’s, and before we went inside, I caught Olly as he tried to sneak away from the back of the building. He said he was looking for a bit of work, so I gave him a few copper and sent him down to the warehouse to bring Ava back to Eloy’s. I could use her assassin’s mind to help me plan, and by now, she and Selius should have gotten the next batch of whiskey started so that the halfling kid could take over for a while.  
 
    After Olly took off, we headed inside to find that the bakery was pleasantly busy, but as soon as Osman saw us, the djinn waved us toward the counter.  
 
    “I’m happy to see you two,” Osman said. “Penny and Dar just got here a little while ago themselves.”  
 
    I glanced around the bakery but didn’t see the pair of thieves.  
 
    “I sent them upstairs,” the djinn said. “They looked like they were about to drop, so I told them to get some rest and I’d be up with some coffee later.”  
 
    “Do you mind if you make that four coffees instead of two?” I asked. “We have some business to discuss, but I don’t want anyone down here to overhear anything.”  
 
    “I could close down the bakery for you, if you’d like,” Osman offered.  
 
    “I appreciate that, my friend, but that’s okay,” I said. “I’d rather have everything continue like nothing out of the ordinary is happening.”  
 
    “You got it,” Osman said. “I’ll be up with the coffees and some food shortly.”  
 
    “And whenever Ava gets here, could you send her up, too?” I asked.  
 
    “Of course,” the djinn replied.  
 
    Since Dar and Penny were both in the apartment above Eloy’s, they hadn’t set the traps, so Skam and I were able to slip into the room without any problems. I thought for a second that we might be able to surprise them, but their thief instincts were too strong, and the moment I took a step forward, Dar spluttered awake in the chair and Penny rolled out of the bed and onto her feet.  
 
    “Who the--” the redhead stopped herself as she saw us. “Oh, it’s you, Wade!”  
 
    She grinned and blinked to clear the sleep from her eyes.  
 
    “Miss me?” I smiled.  
 
    “Always,” Dar purred seductively. “The minutes that we’re apart seem to stretch into eternity, and I count the seconds until I can be in your arms again, my handsome lover.” 
 
    The four of us broke into laughter, and a bit of tension left the room. 
 
    Leave it to Dar to make everyone feel better about almost dying every day.  
 
    “Wise-ass,” I said once we’d all finished laughing, “but I’m glad to hear how deeply you care.”  
 
    “We got the ring,” Penny said. “It was one hell of a theft, but we did it.”  
 
    “I didn’t doubt you for a second,” I said. “That’s one less thing for us to worry about, now, so thank you. I’m glad I could rely on you both.”  
 
    “I didn’t know we were already at the ring stage,” Skam said with an arched eyebrow as he glanced between the redheaded pixie and me.  
 
    “Oh, it’s not--” Penny blushed almost as red as her hair. “It’s for a job.”  
 
    “Sure, sure,” the tattooed dwarf teased. “Call it whatever you want.”  
 
    “Ugh!” The pixie thief threw her hands up in the air. “Well, whenever you want it, I have it for you, Wade.”  
 
    “Not exactly a traditional proposal,” Dar joked, “but maybe that’s how the kids are doing it these days.”  
 
    “You. All. Are. Impossible,” Penny growled.  
 
    “You’re a good sport, Penny,” I laughed. “These bastards don’t deserve you.”  
 
    “And don’t I know it?” the pixie sniffed. “So what are you two doing here?”  
 
    “We’ve been on a little hunting mission,” I said, “and I think we just might have a solution to get rid of Clodia and Tevian all at once.”  
 
    “Well, then, you’ve been busy,” Dar said. “What’s the plan?”  
 
    A soft knock sounded on the door, and Osman entered with enough trays of food and coffee that he could have fed damn near the whole district instead of just the four of us, even if my stomach did suddenly growl to remind me of exactly how hungry I was.  
 
    We ate before we discussed any plans, and I was glad since by the time we finished, Ava had arrived at the bakery and slipped quietly into the apartment.  
 
    “Alright, so you said we have some planning to do,” Dar began. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “An elven poetry festival,” I said with a grin. “It’s in three days time, it’s at Sully’s community hall, and both Tevian and Clodia will be there, so I think it just might be the perfect opportunity to take them both out at the same time.”  
 
    “How do you want me to do it?” Ava asked. “Like an accident, or like they attacked each other, perhaps?”  
 
    “I appreciate the offer, Ava,” I said, “but I think we might need to go about this in a slightly different way.”  
 
    “But she’s an assassin,” Penny said, “so can’t she just-- you know, assassinate them?”  
 
    “I don’t want anything at all to link back to us,” I said. “I don’t even want that to be a possibility, and if both Tevian and Clodia die at the same time in the same place, there’s no way that we could make it look like enough of an accident to fool the elves that would investigate.”  
 
    “But you do want to kill both of them, right?” Skam asked.  
 
    “Well,” I started. “They’ve been a thorn in our sides for far too long, and I think it may only be a matter of time before Tevian starts to put some pieces together, and if he does, then that means he’ll run right along and tell the guildmaster, too.”  
 
    “So then, what were you thinking?” Ava asked. “I suppose poison would also be too obvious.”  
 
    “I’m afraid so,” I said. “But I was reminded of something when I dropped off a delivery at Mistress Davies’ brothel earlier.”  
 
    “Do tell us,” Dar said with a wicked grin until Penny punched him in the arm.  
 
    “The orcs,” I said. “She has that big orc bouncer, and so she has to be especially careful when she sells the whiskey to her customers because if the orc even smelled the whiskey, he wouldn’t be able to control himself. He’d drink as much as he could find, and then--”  
 
    “Then he’d go on a rampage,” the blonde assassin finished for me.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “So I was thinking, what if we give a little whiskey to the orcs? And then once they’re all nice and tipsy, we tell them there’s more whiskey inside Sully’s community hall?”  
 
    “So they’ll go on a rampage there,” Skam said, “and while they tear the place apart looking for whiskey, they might just kill Tevian and Clodia in the process.”  
 
    “We all know how destructive the orcs can be even without a little alcohol in their systems,” I said, “so I think it just might work.”  
 
    “They’d tear everyone who was inside limb from limb,” Penny said. “Are we okay with that?”  
 
    “As much as I wish I could say yes, I can’t,” I sighed. “Sully doesn’t deserve that, and I know there are supposed to be plenty of dwarves and halflings there who don’t deserve that, either.”  
 
    “So how do we warn them without it seeming suspicious that only the elves will get torn apart in this attack?” Dar asked.  
 
    “I think we can warn Sully ahead of time,” I said, “just so we let him know what’s coming. Then right before we send the orcs inside, we can give him some kind of signal.”  
 
    “He might be able to move people out the back doors before the orcs are able to do too much damage,” Penny said. “It’s risky, but I know it would be worth it if we could get rid of both Clodia and Tevian.”  
 
    “It might be our only shot,” I said. “They both have magic to defend themselves with, and that’s one more reason an assassination attempt is too dangerous. But they’d be so thrown off by an orc attack that their magic might not be able to protect them in time.”  
 
    “Especially if we bar the front doors,” Ava added. “Then the only way out would be through the back doors, but Sully will be so busy helping people out the back already that the elves might not be able to get there in time.”  
 
    “I like the idea of blocking the doors,” I said. “I know it’s dangerous, and there may be more collateral damage than we’d like, but then again, the festival may be mostly attended by elves anyway. Who knows how many dwarves and halflings will really show up?”  
 
    “And besides,” Penny added, “we all know what the guildmaster already did to the Entertainment District, and that was just to make people scared of her.”  
 
    “So who knows what else she’s capable of?” Ava asked.  
 
    “And who knows how many other people and how much other property she would tear apart herself to try to find what she wants?” Dar exhaled. “An orc attack on the poetry festival sounds like our best shot at getting rid of her before she can hurt us any more than she already has.”  
 
    “And before she can hurt anyone else,” Skam said.  
 
    “So, we’re in agreement?” I asked. “We get a troop of orcs drunk and make them go on a rampage at the festival?”  
 
    “Agreed,” Ava said, and the rest of my friends all echoed her.  
 
    “Then we better step our plans up into high gear,” I said. “We’ve got less than three days to pull this off, and we’ll need to make sure we stay out of the guildmaster’s attention until then.”  
 
    The next few days moved quickly. As much as I wanted to return the ring to Yarber down in the human district so we could finalize the sale of his pawnshop, I knew that the timing wasn’t right. I wanted to focus all my attention on the poetry festival, so Yarber would just have to wait until after it was over.  
 
    I asked Penny to hold on to the ring for safekeeping, but I also told her and Dar to watch their backs over the next few days. I knew that Colter probably suspected my friends and I had something to do with the theft of his stolen ring, but if the human gang boss had actually seen the two of them as they ran away from his house, they would have even more of a target on their backs.  
 
    While I wasn’t sure if Colter ever sent his gang this far north in the city, I didn’t want to ignore the fact that he might be a threat even outside of the human district. We’d deal with him eventually, too, but for right now, we just had to stay out of any trouble until after the festival.  
 
    I also checked in with Selius, Cimarra, and Osman to make sure that they were all on board with our plan  too. When we had all taken the oath, we’d also promised that we wouldn’t take any lives that weren’t necessary before we got agreement from the whole group, so I wanted to ask them for their opinions as well.  
 
    Osman and Selius were immediately on board with the plan since it meant that there would be fewer elves to torment the city, but Cimarra was a little more hesitant. Clodia had almost burned down her theatre home, so the beautiful dancer wanted the guildmaster gone more than most, but I knew she was worried by the possibility that innocent people might lose their lives in the process.  
 
    But in the end, she said that she trusted me that I would do everything in my power to keep the innocents alive and to make the guilty parties pay for their crimes, so she agreed to the planned attack. I understood her hesitation, but I was glad that she trusted me to try my best to protect her and all the rest of us.  
 
    Sully was a little harder to sell on the idea.  
 
    “But you can’t tell me what I’m supposed to look out for?” the halfling demanded after I told him that something bad might happen during the festival.  
 
    “Don’t you remember?” I asked. “The less you know, the better. I want you to look as surprised as the elves are so they won’t be suspicious of you.”  
 
    “Then why tell me at all?” Sully groaned.  
 
    “Because I don’t want you to die,” I said as I clapped him on the back, “and because you’ll be the only one who might be able to keep his head clear enough to help evacuate as many halflings and dwarves as you can out the back.”  
 
    “What about my hall?” the halfling asked. “Will it be okay?”  
 
    “It might be damaged,” I admitted, “but if it is, you have my word that I’ll help you fix it, understand?”  
 
    “I know by now that you don’t do anything without a good reason,” Sully said, “so I guess I’ll just have to trust you on this.”  
 
    “Good,” I said. “So on the night of the festival, I want you to seat as many of the halflings and dwarves by the back door as you can. The elves like to sit separately from the other races anyway, so they won’t be suspicious of anything.”  
 
    “Okay,” Sully said. “So sit the halflings and dwarves by the back door, elves by the front door.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “And then once the festival starts, I want you to stay close to the back doors and listen for a bell. When you hear it, get ready to open the back doors and help people outside.”  
 
    “But I won’t open the doors yet?” Sully asked. “I’ll just get ready to?”  
 
    “Yes, perfect,” I said. “You’ll know when to start the evacuation, I promise.”  
 
    “If you say so, Wade,” Sully said.  
 
    Once that was taken care of, there were only a few items of business left before our plans were completely put into motion. Osman would stay put at the bakery like nothing was happening, and Cimarra would do the same thing at the theatre. I left Selius in charge of the warehouse distillery, and as much as I knew the kid wanted to help, I also knew he was more afraid of the orcs than he liked to admit, so I didn’t think he minded taking a backseat on this one.  
 
    That just left five of us to take care of things at the community hall itself. Penny would ring the bell to warn Sully right before the orcs arrived, and Dar and I would be the ones to lead the orcs directly to the community hall once we got them tipsy.  
 
    As soon as the orcs rampaged into the hall, Skam would lock the front doors behind them to make sure that the elves couldn’t escape out that way. Ava would serve as the dwarf’s lookout so that no one would see him locking the elves inside, and then we would all try to get out of there as quickly as we could, but we would also stay close enough that we could see what happened.  
 
    It turned out that Ava had a solution for that problem. The community hall stood independent from any other buildings except for one wall, and that wall was shared with a clothing store. According to the blonde assassin, the store always closed well before sunset, so we should be able to sneak inside, climb up into the attic, and then crawl through the rafters to look down on the inside of the community hall while the orcs attacked the elves.  
 
    It would sure as shit be better than waiting at the bakery to see what happened.  
 
    When the day of the festival arrived, we all wished each other luck, took our positions, and hoped none of us would get caught at any point in the evening. Before the sun went down, Dar and I watched the community hall as it filled with people. Sully greeted each one at the door before he escorted them to their seats, and I was surprised by the number of people who chose to attend the festival.  
 
    There were more dwarves than I would have guessed, and there were a fair number of halflings, too, but the majority of the attendees were elves. There were day and night elves, nobles and guards, and even a few priestesses just for good measure. I let out a little sigh of relief as I saw that most of the festival-goers were elves, and I hoped that meant Sully would have a pretty easy time getting the dwarves and halflings out when the orcs finally attacked.  
 
    Just when I started to get nervous that our two targets might not attend after all, Clodia arrived with her usual escort of elven guards. Even though the sun was on its way down toward the horizon, she still had half of her guards hold a canopy over her head so the daylight wouldn’t hurt her sensitive night elf eyes. I noticed that even though Tevian trailed right behind her and squinted every time he blinked in the sunlight, the guildmaster did not offer for him to share the shade of her canopy.  
 
    After Clodia, Tevian, and their escort of guards entered, the sun really started to go down, and I wondered if a truce had been called in the temple rituals for the sake of the poetry festival. After all, there were several priestesses in attendance here, so maybe they had put aside their ridiculous rituals for one night so the sun could set and rise like it was supposed to normally without any elven interference.  
 
    I was mostly just glad that Golierian wasn’t in attendance. I had figured that Tevian would leave the other night elf in charge of the guard during the festival, and I was glad to see that I’d been right. Golierian was going to be important for our future operations, so I didn’t want anything to happen to him before I was able to manipulate everything and make him captain of the guard in the halfling district.  
 
    Once the sunset started to turn the sky into a sheet of golden and blood-red clouds, I nodded to Dar, and we set out for the closest orc outpost in the halfling district. There were orc outposts all throughout the city, of course, usually on the borders between districts, but also sometimes in the middle of them like the one we were headed to.  
 
    The elves liked to have their own guards with their own fancy armor and drills, but when push came to shove, the elves used the orcs as the brutal enforcers of their laws, so the orc outpost we came to now was right underneath one of the elven watchtowers. The only problem with the orcs was that even for the elves, they could be difficult to control, and once they got out of control, it took a significant amount of force and magic to make them fall back in line.  
 
    And that was exactly what I was counting on tonight.  
 
    The smell of the orc outpost was almost enough to knock me off my feet before I even opened the door, but I took a deep breath anyway and pushed open the door. The outpost was a mess of half-eaten, half-rotted food, and I couldn’t tell if the blood and limbs on the floor were from a person or an animal. The orcs were all either in little clusters that pushed and shoved each other around, or they were knuckle-deep in whatever foul thing they had found to eat.  
 
    As soon as I opened the door, the orcs all immediately swung their gaze toward Dar and me. They were all huge muscled brutes with scales instead of skin and pointed teeth that were made for only one purpose, and that was for ripping things apart. Their claws were as big as a bear’s, but even bears showed more intelligence than these hulking creatures. After all, even the smallest of the orcs could easily tear both Dar and me apart, and if we pissed them off before we even got started, it would be our limbs instead of some other poor bastard’s littered across the floor of the orc outpost.  
 
    “Tasty snack,” one orc laughed and showed his razor-sharp teeth.  
 
    “Two tasty snacks,” another chuckled.  
 
    “What about something better?” I called. “What if I told you where you could get your hands on a little whiskey?”  
 
    “Whisker?” an orc asked and then shook his head as he pointed to his lizard-like skin. “No whiskers. Scales!”  
 
    “No whisker,” another orc groaned. “Wish tea!”  
 
    “Not wish tea,” I said with an eye roll. “I said whiskey.”  
 
    “Alcohol,” Dar added. “Happy drink? Buzzy feeling?”  
 
    “Alcohol!” the orcs all cried.  
 
    “Where special spirit drink?” one orc demanded.  
 
    “I can give you some right now,” I said, “and then I’ll tell you where more of it is.”  
 
    “Then give!” the orcs shouted.  
 
    “Better do what they say,” Dar said as he took a step back from the threatening orcs.  
 
    I pulled out a bottle of whiskey from under my cloak, and after I tossed it to the nearest orc, Dar took out a bottle of his own and threw it to another of the creatures. The orcs each took such big swallows that for a second, I thought they both might just finish off the bottles themselves and not give any to their companions, but then the rest of the orcs took matters into their own hands.  
 
    They swung at the orcs with the whiskey bottles, and then as soon as one orc had grabbed the bottle from another one to take a drink, someone shoved him and did the same thing, until I was pretty sure that everyone in the room had taken at least a little sip of the alcohol.  
 
    “No going back now,” I muttered.  
 
    “Guess that means it’s showtime,” Dar said.  
 
    “Do you want more?” I shouted over the orcs’ angry slurps and belches.  
 
    “More!” they all roared.  
 
    “Then follow me!” I called.  
 
    “Follow human!” one of the scaly creatures shouted. “If no find whiskey, we eat him!”  
 
    “Eat human!” the orcs cried.  
 
    “Better run for it now,” Dar growled.  
 
    We fled out the door, through the streets, and back toward the community hall. I managed to glance over my shoulder once, and the sight of a horde of angry orcs was enough to give my legs the last little burst of speed they needed. There had to be at least forty orcs behind us, but the number might have been closer to fifty, and that meant we sure as hell had better outrun them. 
 
    There were a few shrieks from people that we passed, and I thought I might have even heard a panicked shout from high above us in the elven watchtower, but the orcs were so focused on the possibility of more alcohol that they chased after us like the rest of the city didn’t even exist.  
 
    “Almost there,” I panted to Dar.  
 
    The halfling looked like his legs might give out from under him, but he just gritted his teeth and kept going, and finally the community hall came into sight up ahead. I saw a flash of Penny’s red hair as she ducked around the building to ring the warning bell for Sully, and I saw Ava’s crouched form on top of the community hall as she kept watch over us.  
 
    “It’s in there!” I shouted to the orcs. “Your drinks are in that hall!”  
 
    Dar and I had just enough time to duck down behind the front steps of the community hall beside Skam, and then the wall of orcs flooded into the building. I hadn’t counted how many there were in the outpost, but I watched as at least three dozen of the lizard-skinned creatures poured into the hall in search of their promised alcohol.  
 
    The festival attendees inside immediately panicked.  
 
    Screams filled the air as we heard chairs topple over each other inside, and the orcs shouted and tossed people aside as everyone fled for the exits. Of course, as soon as the last orc was inside, Skam jumped up from our hiding place and started to lock the door from the outside. It took him just a few seconds to jam the lock, and I was impressed that even after decades in the labor camps, the dwarf thief’s skills were just as sharp as they must have been when he still belonged to a guild.  
 
    I knew that if the watchtower had seen the horde of orcs as they barreled their way through the streets, it would only be a matter of minutes before the elven guard showed up to subdue them all, so I just hoped it would give the orcs enough time to take out our enemies.  
 
    “Wade!” Ava shouted from the roof. “To the back, hurry!”  
 
    I didn’t stop to ask her what was wrong. Instead, I left Dar and Skam to break into the clothing store so they could watch what was about to happen, and I fled around to the back of the community hall. As soon as I came around the corner, I saw why the assassin had shouted for me.  
 
    Not all the orcs had gone inside the community hall. Around half a dozen of them had missed the entrance in all the excitement, and they had poured around to the back of the building, so all of the festival attendees that Sully tried to evacuate instead found themselves face-to-face with more angry orcs as the scaly creatures tried to force their way inside the building.  
 
    But none of that was what made my heart drop into my stomach. As I watched the bloodshed begin between the orcs and the festival attendees, I saw a flash of red hair right in the middle of the crowd, and I realized that the pixie thief hadn’t been able to get away fast enough.  
 
    And now half a dozen angry orcs were closing in around her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    I didn’t hesitate to think about the consequences. Instead, I hurled myself right into the middle of the crowd, just as I saw one of Ava’s crossbow bolts bury itself in the leathery calf of one of the orcs. He howled and swung out with his claw until he grabbed a dwarf by the arm and ripped it right out of his shoulder.  
 
    I elbowed my way through the panicked mass of people. When I found Penny, she was so small that she had nearly been trampled by everyone else, but she had drawn her dagger and stabbed wildly every time someone got too close to her. I pulled her up on her feet, held her against my chest, and looked around to try to find the best way out of there.  
 
    “What do we do?” the pixie gasped.  
 
    “Just breathe, my love,” I said, “and now, run!”  
 
    I pulled her toward an opening that I saw in the crowd, but we had only gone two or three steps before the biggest and ugliest orc out of the whole bunch suddenly stepped right in front of us with a razor-toothed leer.  
 
    “Tasty human,” he laughed. “Tasty pixie!”  
 
    “Not today, you bastard,” I growled.  
 
    Ava fired a crossbow bolt at him from the roof, but even though it hit him squarely in the neck, it stuck out of his leathery scales and didn’t penetrate deeply enough to do any real damage. Still, it gave me just enough time to try something that I’d never attempted before, but I figured there was nothing like a little pressure to serve as a good motivator.  
 
    I concentrated all my thoughts on the Opalstone amulet, and then I simply reached out and tapped the orc on the chest even as he swung at me with his huge claw. Immediately, the orc froze mid-swing, and I almost laughed that my idea had actually worked.  
 
    “That’s our cue,” I told the pixie.  
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Penny said.  
 
    I grabbed her hand, and we pushed and ducked our way through the crowd until we were past the thick of it, but as soon as we were free, we sprinted away from the fight and back toward the clothing store where we could hide with Skam and Dar. By the time we reached the store, Ava was already there, so the three of us fled inside and locked the door behind us.  
 
    I had thought about helping the halflings and the dwarves who’d been caught in the orc attack at the back door, but I didn’t think there was any way that I would be able to fight off an entire orc horde, not even with the help of my friends. Of course, there was also another part of me that said that anyone who went to an elven poetry festival in honor of the guildmaster that had just set fire to their city had it coming to them.  
 
    Ava led us up a ladder into the attic, and from there, we crawled forward until we were positioned over the community hall itself. There was a small hole in the ceiling that the blonde assassin told us she had made once on a mission, and we all crowded around it so we could look down on the carnage below.  
 
    We had created a fucking bloodbath, and it was as terrible as it was incredible to watch. I remembered from my parents’ village how the orcs could tear entire limbs off of people as easily as if they were ripping fabric, and they brought the same destruction now that they had on my family’s farm.  
 
    There were already missing arms and legs scattered across the floor of the community hall, and the floorboards were slippery with blood. A few elven nobles tried to sneak past the orcs toward the front door, but they lost their footing in all the puddles of blood, and as soon as they fell with a heavy thud, the orcs closest to them whirled around and started to rip them to pieces.  
 
    There were a few elves who managed to make it to the front doors, and when they found that it had been locked from the outside, they couldn’t think to do anything but beat against the doors and scream for help. A few elves realized the front doors were locked, so they headed for the back exit, only to find their way blocked by the mass of halflings and dwarves that were all trying to funnel through the small exit.  
 
    Every now and then, a halfling would run back inside from the back door in a panic, and I guessed that meant he must have seen the orcs that waited outside behind the hall. Of course, he headed right back for the exit as soon as he remembered that it was just as dangerous inside, but then he just wheeled around in panicked circles as he couldn’t decide which route gave him a better chance of survival.  
 
    I didn’t see Sully anywhere, and I hoped that the halfling had managed to make it out himself, even if not all the other halflings had. He had known to be on the lookout, so I figured that he had probably fled in time, as long as he hadn’t been eaten by the orcs outside the back exit.  
 
    I was more concerned that I didn’t see Tevian or Clodia anywhere. Of course, every time I thought I caught sight of one of them, an orc would rip out another festival attendee’s throat, and the spray of blood across the room would make it impossible to see anything for a moment.  
 
    The orcs continued to stampede through the hall as they searched for the alcohol, and even though their movements had no real organization to them, I quickly saw that the festival-goers had all started to clump into groups as they tried to escape.  
 
    There was still a group of elves clustered by the front doors as they tried to break it down, and from our vantage point above them, it looked like the wood had just started to splinter. A few dwarves stood with the elves at the front of the hall, but most of them were in the middle of shoving their way out the back exit, and they didn’t care how many halflings they had to trample to do so. Bodies were strewn all throughout the hall, and it looked like the elves had taken the most damage, but that may have just been because there were more elven robes torn to shreds all across the floor, still slick with blood.  
 
    Then my attention was drawn to the main stage that Sully had erected for the poetry festival. There was a cluster of elves there, too, and a few halflings huddled as close to the elves as they dared, probably because they hoped they would be protected if they stayed close enough to their overlords.  
 
    I couldn’t see the faces of any of the elves by the stage, but they were all in a circle with their gazes directed down at their feet instead of at the orcs who rampaged all around them. I shifted my position in the rafters to get a better look, and just as I saw the long black braid of the guildmaster as she flipped it back over her shoulder, the circle of elves by the stage all raised their faces.  
 
    A wave of magic exploded out from the circle of elves. I could actually see a wall of energy that looked like blue flames as it sped out across the room in every direction. It slammed into every person and orc that was still upright, and it made them stagger where they stood.  
 
    Then I saw Clodia leap up onto the stage with her hands outstretched again. Another wall of blue energy flew out from her fingers, and this time, it knocked every person and orc in the room to their knees. A movement came from the cluster of elves beside the stage, and I watched Tevian as he jumped up beside her and flung his own magic out to join his forces with the guildmaster’s.  
 
    Clodia looked like she wanted to knock Tevian down with all the rest of them, but she ignored him for the moment and concentrated on sending out one final blast to make everyone collapse. As soon as the last wave of energy erupted from her hands, the windows of the hall blew out, the front door splintered open, and even the rafters beneath us started to rattle like they would collapse.  
 
    “Fuck,” I whispered. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”  
 
    “We should go before the roof collapses underneath us,” Ava hissed.  
 
    “Let’s get back to the bakery, then,” I growled.  
 
    The five of us backed up as quietly and as quickly as we could, but the rafters continued to tremble underneath us, and I knew it wouldn’t matter how quietly we moved if we still fell down on top of the carnage in the community hall.  
 
    “Move!” I grunted.  
 
    Penny was the first to scramble back to the ladder, and she was already halfway down it by the time Ava reached it next. Almost as soon as the blonde assassin started to descend, she simply turned mid-climb and jumped the rest of the way to the ground below. Dar half-slid, half-climbed down the ladder next, and Skam was able to follow him even though he caused a bit more noise than the others.  
 
    I spared one glance down behind me just long enough to see Clodia look up toward the rafters, but I raced down the ladder before the guildmaster actually saw me.  
 
    At least, I sure as shit hoped I did.  
 
    “Guards, to me!” Clodia shouted, and she said it with such force that we could hear it even through the wall between the hall and the store.  
 
    “Fuck,” I swore again.  
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out later,” Dar said. “Right now, we’ve just got to get out of here.”  
 
    As we fled out of the store, I looked over to see a flood of elven nobles as they poured out of the front doors that had been broken apart in the blast from the guildmaster. I could still smell her magic even on the street, and it was powerful enough that it seemed to tingle all the way up to the back of my nostrils.  
 
    “Quick, around back,” I said before the elven nobles noticed us.  
 
    Luckily, they were all so terrified that they didn’t even notice the five of us as we slipped into the alley beside the clothing store. It was almost completely dark outside now except for the street lamps, so we hurried down the road that would be the fastest route back to the bakery. Of course, it also took us past the crowd at the back exit of the community hall, so we veered to the right to stay in the shadows as we passed the halflings and dwarves who were still alive.  
 
    “Sully’s there,” Skam grunted as we ran past them. “Seems fine, too.”  
 
    “Well, that’s something, anyway,” I said.  
 
    We couldn’t risk stopping to help, since there would be no way to explain our presence outside the poetry festival after everything that had just happened.  
 
    I was able to slow down just enough that I could see that the orcs who had been at the back exit had been toppled by the blast even all the way out here, and I was glad that they couldn’t hurt any more of the halflings or dwarves, even if that meant Tevian and Clodia were safe for now, too.  
 
    We had just ducked into a narrow alley beyond the community hall when I came to a complete stop and gave a little whistle.  
 
    “You all go on to the bakery,” I said. “I think I need to see what happens here.”  
 
    “It’s too dangerous,” Penny said. “If she catches you--”  
 
    “She won’t,” I interrupted.  
 
    “Then I will stay and make sure she doesn’t,” Ava murmured.  
 
    “You don’t need to--” I started.  
 
    “No, that’s good,” the pixie cut me off this time. “If Ava stays with you, we’ll all go on to the bakery.”  
 
    “Fine,” I groaned. “Just hurry!”  
 
    Dar, Skam, and Penny turned and kept racing toward the bakery, while Ava and I pivoted to study the scene that still unfolded behind us. We were hidden well enough in the alley, and if any night elves came out and started to head in this direction, we could retreat quickly enough that they shouldn’t be able to catch us.  
 
    I already knew that Tevian and Clodia had both survived the orc attack thanks to their elven magic, but something told me that I needed to watch just to see what would happen next. Maybe the keys had suggested it and I hadn’t noticed, but I had a feeling it was just one of those gut instincts that I’d had ever since I trained to be a member of the Thief’s Guild.  
 
    As the halflings and dwarves at the back exit all started to flee once they realized they weren’t about to all die, a troop of elven guards hustled outside and started to corral the orcs before the creatures could recover from the elven magic that had toppled them over in the first place. One of the guards must have had a little magic because when an orc started to raise its scaly claw at him, the elf raised his own hand, and the orc staggered back like he’d been slammed in the throat.  
 
    But even as I watched the elves recover from their surprise and get all the orcs to fall back into line, I realized that one orc hadn’t moved at all, and in fact, he still stood upright with his claws raised but was totally motionless and didn’t even seem to see the chaos around him.  
 
    It was the orc that I had frozen when I protected Penny.  
 
    Somehow, he hadn’t unfrozen yet, and as I watched, the elves started to realize that something was wrong with him, too. The guards waved their hands in front of the orc’s face, and then they started to push at his shoulders, but he gave no sign that he was alive or even conscious.  
 
    “Well, that can’t be good,” Ava observed.  
 
    “You’re right about that,” I said.  
 
    “Do you think you could fix it from here, or do you have to touch him?” the assassin asked.  
 
    “I’ve never tried it from this distance,” I said, “but I guess there’s no time like the present.”  
 
    “You could always leave him and see what happens,” she smirked.  
 
    “True,” I said, “but I’d rather the elves not have any connection to the magic that I used, even if they don’t know where it came from.”  
 
    I closed my eyes, concentrated on the amulet, felt it start to grow warm against my chest, and then I directed all my thoughts toward the orc on the street ahead of us. I kept my eyes closed to keep focused, but a few seconds later, Ava tapped me gently on the arm.  
 
    “It’s done, Wade,” the blonde said.  
 
    I looked up and saw that the orc had regained control of his limbs again, and he had managed to take out two of the elven guards before the guard with magic was able to subdue him again.  
 
    “Well, at least that’s one thing we don’t have to worry about,” I sighed. “I really thought this would work, Ava.”  
 
    “I know,” the assassin replied, and I noticed that she kept her hand on my arm. “But elven magic is tricky, and there was no way to prepare for that. We gave it our best shot.”  
 
    As she finished speaking, General Tevian elbowed his way through the crowd around the back exit, but his gaze was fixed on the ground like he’d just had his ears boxed, and he didn’t even help the elven guards as they hustled the orcs down the street toward the jail. Instead, he just kicked his feet against the ground and shuffled back to the jail behind him like he was the one about to be imprisoned.  
 
    “We could still take Tevian out, at least,” I said. “Don’t you think? He’s not paying attention, so if we time it right--”  
 
    “It’s too dangerous,” Ava said softly. “There are too many elves, and Clodia will come out herself at any moment.”  
 
    “I know,” I exhaled. “I was just hoping to salvage something from all this mess.”  
 
    “But think about how much you just accomplished,” the blonde assassin said as fire seemed to leap into her clear blue eyes. “We killed a lot of elves just now, both guards and nobles, and that will leave the elven community shaking in their ridiculous turquoise robes for a while.”  
 
    “That’s true,” I said.  
 
    “The guildmaster will probably have to start from square one,” Ava continued, “since this was completely unexpected, so I’d bet anything that she lies low herself until she can regroup and reorganize.”  
 
    “Also true,” I said with a grin. “You’re pretty good at finding the silver lining, you know that?”  
 
    “I’m not finished,” the assassin growled, but a small smile played along the corners of her lips. “And did you see Tevian? He looked like a scolded schoolboy, and there is absolutely no way that he will survive the scandal of a drunken orc attack in his own district.”  
 
    “You think the powers-that-be will get rid of him after this?” I asked.  
 
    “They have to,” Ava replied, “and if they don’t, then the guildmaster certainly will. Tevian is the fucking captain of the guard, and not only did he let this attack happen on his watch and in his district, but he was also completely useless when the attack did happen.”  
 
    “I guess that’s fair,” I said. “I think he was so surprised that he wasn’t even able to rally himself until Clodia took charge of the situation.”  
 
    “Exactly,” the assassin smirked, “and that certainly doesn’t look very good for someone who’s supposed to be captain of the guard.”  
 
    “Or for someone who has magic of his own,” I said. “I’ve seen how powerful his magic can be, too, but I think an orc rampage was so unexpected that even Tevian couldn’t keep his shit together.”  
 
    “See?” the blonde asked. “Just because the attack didn’t go quite as we had planned it to, doesn’t mean that it wasn’t effective. It just turned out differently, that’s all.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “And if Tevian loses his job, that means it’ll be that much easier for us to set Golierian up to take his position instead.”  
 
    “Now who’s found a silver lining?” Ava laughed. “Besides, haven’t you ever heard that disgrace to an elf is even worse than death? They live and die by their damned honor code and their ridiculous rules, so really, we couldn’t have created a worse fate for Tevian if we had tried.”  
 
    “I always feel better after I talk to you, Ava,” I said as I reached up to tuck a loose blonde curl behind her ear. “Thank you.”  
 
    The assassin blushed, but she didn’t pull away from my hand, and instead, she just gazed up at me with her big blue eyes like she wanted to tell me something.  
 
    “Wade, I--”  
 
    “Search the streets!” the guildmaster’s voice filled the air behind us. “If there are any more orcs about, take them to the jails.”  
 
    Whatever Ava had been about to say was forgotten as we turned back toward the community hall.  
 
    “No, forget that,” Clodia snapped as she stepped outside the back exit of the hall. “If there is anyone on the streets-- injured, dead, or untouched-- bring them to the jails. I don’t care if they’re orcs, halflings, dwarves, or humans-- do it now!”  
 
    “Time to go,” I said with a grin.  
 
    Ava and I raced down the narrow alley before the guildmaster could turn her night elven vision toward us, and we ran so fast that by the time we reached the bakery, we were both nearly out of breath with exhaustion. The moment we were inside, Osman hurried over to lock the doors, and then he extinguished all the lights except for a small lamp that almost always burned in the kitchen.  
 
    “Is everyone okay?” the djinn asked. “I can make coffee, treats, sandwiches, whatever you need.”  
 
    “I think we’re okay,” I told Osman, “but I appreciate that you’re always trying to feed us.”  
 
    “Well, someone has to make sure you all eat,” the djinn sniffed as he adjusted his turban.  
 
    “Thank you, my friend,” I said. “I’m just glad we still have all our limbs after tonight.”  
 
    “And that our intestines are all still inside our bodies,” Dar laughed. “Did you see that one elf who--”  
 
    “Ugh, please don’t,” Penny interrupted. “I’d rather not relive every part of the bloodbath that we just watched.”  
 
    “But his guts spilled out of his stomach so fast it looked like noodles that someone was pouring through a strainer,” Dar said, “and he just kept trying to push them back in, like--”  
 
    “Stop, I mean it!” the pixie demanded. “You just ruined noodles for me, so please don’t compare his guts to another food.”  
 
    “I guess that means I shouldn’t say they looked a little like cinnamon curls that hadn’t been cooked all the way,” Dar said with a grin.  
 
    Penny collapsed into a chair with her hand over her face, but I could tell she was trying not to laugh.  
 
    “You might have to take cinnamon curls off the menu for a while, Osman,” I chuckled.  
 
    “So, not to break up the party or anything,” Skam began, “but what do we do now?”  
 
    “Now, we move on to the next phase,” I sighed. “I know we were hoping to be rid of Clodia after tonight, but it looks like she’s survived to fuck shit up another day.”  
 
    “But we did surprise her,” Ava said again, “so I don’t think she’ll do anything right away until she has some more answers.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “And that’s why we need to go ahead and move on to the next phase.”  
 
    “Which is?” Penny asked.  
 
    “We set up Golierian to take Tevian’s place as quickly as possible,” I said. “And with any luck, that’ll also help get Clodia off our backs for a little longer.”  
 
    “So what’s our play?” Skam asked. “I know we need to make Golierian look as smart and competent as Tevian looks bad right now, but how do we do that?”  
 
    “We give him a killer to bring to justice,” I answered. “We can’t supply the guildmaster with all the answers she wants because that would be too suspicious for everything to come into place all at once, but we can at least set someone up to look like Hagen’s murderer.”  
 
    “And if it’s convincing, that would at least shift the suspicion away from us on that count,” Dar said.  
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed, “and thanks to our uncooperative new human friend, I think I know exactly who we need to set up.”  
 
    “So you want to set up Colter to make it look like he killed Hagen?” Penny asked.  
 
    “Well, more or less,” I said. “This won’t be like when we framed Lord Romus for the murder of Caius Dalomian. Since there were two elves involved that time, we had to plant actual evidence against Romus, but since Colter is only a human, the elves won’t be looking for that much evidence.”  
 
    “So that means we just need to tell Golierian that Colter is the guilty party?” Skam asked. “And then I guess we just have to trust him to make it sound convincing.”  
 
    “If Golierian says that he needs any more evidence, I took something from Hagen that may do the trick,” Dar announced.  
 
    We all turned toward the halfling in surprise.  
 
    “Oh, don’t look so shocked,” Dar laughed. “I’m a thief, remember? So after Hagen died, I figured hey, I might as well take something from his body.”  
 
    “What’d you take?” I asked.  
 
    “His set of keys to the guild,” Dar said with a shrug. “It’s not like we ever needed them since after he died, we could all pick the locks anytime we wanted to get back inside the guild, but I don’t know, I just felt like I should hold on to them.”  
 
    “That’s perfect, my friend,” I said. “We’ll give the keys to Golierian and tell him to say they were found on Colter when the gang boss was arrested on some different charge.”  
 
    “What about Colter’s motivation?” Ava asked. “What should we tell him about that?”  
 
    “Well, Colter’s gang runs weapons,” Skam replied. “So maybe we could say that he was trying to expand his business and have the best thieves in the city steal some weapons for him to sell.”  
 
    “I like that idea,” I said, “but what if we keep it simple? Colter killed Hagen and took his keys because when you’re a low-level petty crime boss, you always need coin, right? And who has more coin than the best Thief’s Guild in the city?”  
 
    “So we say that Colter planned to use the keys, break into the guild, and take as much coin as he could,” Penny said. “That should work.”  
 
    “And even if it doesn’t, it’ll take the elves some time to sort out whether or not they believe the story,” I said, “but until then, it’ll take the pressure off of us for Hagen’s murder, and it should be enough to catapult Golierian into the position of captain of the guard.”  
 
    “Then I guess that means we better find Golierian,” Ava said.  
 
    “We’d better wait until tomorrow,” I replied, “just so we can let the chaos of tonight die down a little bit first.”  
 
    After the streets had finally settled down, Ava and I went to find Golierian with the set of keys that Dar had lifted off of our former guild leader. All the elven guards had been deployed throughout the district to look for any stragglers from the festival, so we stayed on the roofs of the district as much as possible while we searched for him.  
 
    When we finally found him, Golierian was by himself, and he was surprised but not unhappy to see us jump down in front of him in the middle of one of the district squares. We told him our agreed-upon story, and he seemed confident that he could sell it to the guildmaster, especially since Clodia was already so unhappy with Tevian that she would be grateful for just about any piece of good news at the moment.  
 
    I was just thankful that Golierian was up to his eyeballs in debt, so he was more than willing to work with us in exchange for gold.  
 
    After we left Golierian, it was just a matter of waiting until we knew whether our story would be convincing enough to the guildmaster. We waited at the bakery since no one wanted to risk traveling through the streets any more than we had to, at least not until the elven guards stopped combing the streets and took down the checkpoint that I was certain they’d placed between districts.  
 
    The sun didn’t rise the next day either, but a few hours after the district clock chimed midnight for the second time since the poetry massacre, the sky started to lighten through the windows of the bakery, and a sharp knock sounded at the front door.  
 
    “That’s either good news, or we’re all fucked,” I said cheerfully as I made my way to the door.  
 
    It was only Golierian, so I let him inside and locked the door behind him again.  
 
    “It’s done,” the night elf said with a cocky grin.  
 
    “What does that mean, exactly?” I asked.  
 
    “I reported what you said to Commander Vardreth,” Golierian replied, “since I figured it would make more sense if I told Vardreth instead of Clodia directly.”  
 
    “Solid plan,” Dar said. “And did he believe you?”  
 
    “He did when I said the keys were seized during an inspection of Colter’s house on another charge,” Golierian said, “and he even told me I’d done good work.”  
 
    The night elf seemed so proud of himself that I almost asked him if he remembered that the whole set-up with Colter was a frame job, but then I figured there was no reason to ruin his moment of glory even if it wasn’t real.  
 
    “Go on,” I prompted. “What happened after you told all this to Vardreth?”  
 
    “He said that I should go ahead and arrest Colter so we can bring him to trial,” Golierian replied, “and that an elf like me would make a great captain of the guard.”  
 
    “So you got the promotion?” I asked.  
 
    Golierian pointed to the thick band of silver thread that had been stitched along the collar of his guard’s cloak, but when I just raised my eyebrows, he sighed.  
 
    “Yes,” the night elf answered. “This means I’m a captain now, and captain of the guard in the halfling district specifically.”  
 
    “Well, congratulations,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “What happened to Tevian?” Penny asked. “Is he--”  
 
    “Gone,” Golierian said. “I don’t know who was more upset about what happened tonight, Vardreth or the guildmaster, but they were both so angry, and they seemed to think that Tevian was ultimately responsible for not preventing or stopping the orc attack sooner.”  
 
    “Define what you mean when you say he’s ‘gone,’ would you?” Dar asked politely.  
 
    “Well, not dead, if that’s what you’re asking,” Golierian said. “He’s been removed from his position, obviously, since I’m captain of the guard now--”  
 
    I suppressed an eye roll at the night elf’s sudden swagger.  
 
    “--but he’s been exiled from the city,” Golierian continued, “and he has to leave before the next sunset.”  
 
    “Where will he go?” Ava asked.  
 
    “Who cares?” Golierian shrugged. “It’s not like he’s poor or anything. I think he has a country estate somewhere, so I’m sure he’ll skulk there with his tail between his legs.”  
 
    “Works for me,” I said. “Your help is much appreciated, Golierian.”  
 
    “And I’m happy to keep helping you,” the night elf said, “just as long as I get the coin you promised me.”  
 
    “You will,” I said. “I’ll get it to you by the end of the week, once things settle down a little bit more and it’s safe to meet again.”  
 
    “Should I come back and meet you here?” the night elf asked, and I had to fight the smile that wanted to come to my lips.  
 
    He was already acting like a well-trained dog. This was going to work out splendidly.   
 
    “Come back here at the end of the week,” I said again. “You’ll just order something from the bakery, and Osman here will make sure you get the coin with your food.”  
 
    Golierian rubbed his hands together like he could already feel the gold between his palms.  
 
    “Until the end of the week, then,” he said.  
 
    “Good luck arresting Colter,” Penny said. “There’s not much to him, but he’s a slippery little thing. Like a weasel.”  
 
    “I think I can look after myself, pixie,” Golierian laughed as he headed out the door.  
 
    The moment he was gone, Penny huffed and threw her arms up into the air.  
 
    “You know, just because I’m little doesn’t mean that I don’t deserve a bit more damn respect around here,” the redhead sighed.  
 
    “It’s always better to be underestimated,” Ava said with a smile. “That way, they never see you coming.”  
 
    “See? Ava gets it,” Penny huffed again.  
 
    Wade, the keys said suddenly. To the window.  
 
    I moved toward the bakery window just as the sun peeked its head above the roofs of the halfling district, but as soon as I positioned myself beside the pane, I realized what the Rainbow Keys had wanted me to see. It wasn’t the sunrise, but instead, it was the carriage that now passed down the street beside the bakery.  
 
    The carriage was pulled by two proud horses, and it was loaded down with so much luggage that it could have filled a small house, but the carriage wasn’t what captured my attention. It was the lone figure who drove the horses with all his belongings in tow.  
 
    It was Tevian, now former captain of the guard.  
 
    As if the night elf could feel my gaze on him, he swung his head up to look over at the bakery, and I just gave him a little wave. He looked angry enough that he might have tried to tear the bakery down around my very ears, but then the sun rose a little higher into the sky, and Tevian had to squint against its brightness, so he turned back around and drove his horses a little faster down the street until he vanished from sight.  
 
    “Good riddance,” I muttered.  
 
    “Quick question,” Dar said. “Not to bring down the mood, but what if Golierian turns out to be just as bad as Tevian?”  
 
    “Well, for one thing, I don’t think he’s that smart,” I laughed, “but more importantly, we’re paying him off so he’ll be a hell of a lot more helpful than Tevian was.”  
 
    “Or at least so he won’t be quite such a thorn in our sides,” Penny said.  
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed, “and since we’re not sure what Clodia’s next move is going to be, we’ll use all the allies we can get.”  
 
    “He’d be an idiot to turn his back on our agreement,” Ava murmured.  
 
    “You’re right about that,” I said. “As if the gold we’re going to pay him wasn’t enough, we’re also covering his weekly visits to Rindell’s once we get the madame set up in her new dancehall.”  
 
    “And paying off the debts that Golierian already has with her,” Penny reminded us.  
 
    “Well, sure, when you put it like that, it sounds pretty promising for us,” Dar laughed.  
 
    “I guess that means we better buy that dancehall you found, Dar,” I said.  
 
    “Especially because if we don’t, Cim is gonna kill Rindell before we can get her moved out,” Penny smirked. “You know what, on second thought, maybe we should just stall and let those two hash it out?”  
 
    “Don’t kid yourself, Penny,” I said with a grin, “if anyone’s going to take out Rindell, we all know it’s going to be you.”  
 
    “Why, Wade,” the redheaded pixie laughed, “that’s just about the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”  
 
    “I think the elves might even call that poetry,” Dar said with a straight face.  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    When I went to see Trixie down in the Entertainment District the next day, the owner of the brothel hadn’t needed much persuading to sell me her business. As soon as she saw the coin I offered her, she didn’t even ask my name, much less what I wanted with such a run-down whorehouse. Instead, she just signed her name on the transfer paperwork, and Dar signed his name right alongside hers so Madame Rindell’s dancehall would officially be in the halfling’s name.  
 
    With the deed to Trixie’s in my pocket, Dar, Ava, and I walked just down the street to Count Kieran’s theatre to tell the madame the good news. The theatre cleanup was almost finished, so after a lot of persuasion from Cimarra, the Count had agreed to resume performances the next night. Other than a few missing rooms thanks to the fire, the place looked spotless, and the performers had even managed to erect a temporary wall at the back of the theatre until builders were able to come create something more permanent.  
 
    I found Cimarra in her room and asked her to come with us to talk to Rindell.  
 
    “I think I heard her downstairs earlier,” the dancer replied.  
 
    “Probably yelling at her little doves to spread their wings more,” Ava muttered.  
 
    “Don’t you mean their legs?” Dar smirked.  
 
    I punched him in the shoulder since Penny wasn’t there to do the same.  
 
    When we found the madame, she was in her room with all her girls gathered around her, and she was in a fine fury about something. I didn’t particularly care what she was upset about, but since Rindell’s back was to me, I put my finger to my lips so the five women around her wouldn’t give away my arrival.  
 
    “And another thing,” Madame Rindell barked, “when I say--”  
 
    “You wouldn’t be yelling at your precious little doves, now would you?” I asked from right behind her.  
 
    The madame jumped so high that I thought she might lose the two white poofs of hair on top of her head, but when she spun around to face us, she forced a smile onto her face.  
 
    “Wade, what a lovely surprise!” Rindell said. “And how nice that you’ve brought your pretty blonde friend.”  
 
    “Don’t forget his pretty halfling friend,” Dar joked.  
 
    Cimarra didn’t say anything, and instead, the beautiful dancer just glared at the madame. I knew she hated Rindell almost as much as Penny did because of how the madame treated her little doves, but we still needed her for a little while longer yet.  
 
    “I’ve come with some good news,” I said.  
 
    “Leave us, girls,” Madame Rindell commanded.  
 
    The five women all filed out of the room obediently, but Tea gave me a wink on her way out the door. As soon as they were gone, I closed the door behind them so we would have as much privacy as was possible in the busy theatre.  
 
    “Well?” Madame Rindell panted. “What is it?”  
 
    “I’ve got your new dancehall,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, that’s--”  
 
    “Let me finish,” I interrupted her and took a step back before the madame could throw her arms around me.  
 
    “Fine,” Rindell pouted. “Go ahead.”  
 
    “It needs a bit of renovation before it’s up to your high standards,” I said, “but I’ll take care of that. It’s just down the street, so you’ll still be close, and you’ll also be in a prime location for customers either from the street or even from the theatre.”  
 
    “So far, so good,” the madame said. “Can I see the papers?”  
 
    “I have them right here,” I said as I held out the new deed so she could read it.  
 
    “Trixie’s,” Rindell groaned. “That’s a heap of--”  
 
    “I just said I’ll take care of the renovations,” I cut her off. “So you don’t need to worry about what it looks like right now.”  
 
    Madame Rindell pursed her lips together but kept reading. When she got to the signatures, a furious expression erased all traces of the smile from her features.  
 
    “What the fuck is that?” she demanded.  
 
    I glanced at where her skinny finger pointed, but it was exactly where I’d thought it would be-- right on top of Dar’s signature.  
 
    “Madame Rindell, meet your new landlord,” I said as Dar took a little bow.  
 
    “This-- this halfling cannot be my landlord,” Rindell protested. “He cannot own my dancehall. It’s supposed to be my dancehall, so it should be in my name!”  
 
    “Plans change,” I said with a shrug. “Besides, I want to make sure you and I are in this together, understand?”  
 
    “As if I would betray you,” the madame sniffed.  
 
    I knew she would if the price was right, but I kept that thought to myself for now. I’d wanted the dancehall to be in Dar’s name instead of Rindell’s for precisely this reason because if the madame ever did try to make a move against us, he could evict her in a moment’s notice, and she would be left with nothing.  
 
    “So you’re not unhappy with this new development?” I pressed. “Because even if you were, I hope you understand that there’s no one you could complain to. In case you didn’t hear, Tevian’s gone.”  
 
    “Gone?” the madame repeated with wide eyes.  
 
    “Left the city in disgrace,” I said, “and from what I hear, he won’t be coming back.”  
 
    “You did this,” she growled.  
 
    “I’m sure you’re giving me a lot more credit than I’m due,” I laughed, “but don’t worry, you’ll meet the new captain of the guard soon enough. In fact, I think some of your girls may already be familiar with him. His name’s Golierian.”  
 
    “That’s Tevian’s replacement?” Madame Rindell clenched her fists. “That elf with more muscle than brains is who replaced my clever Tevian?”  
 
    I grimaced and waited for the madame to finish her rant, but she ran out of words more quickly than I would have guessed.  
 
    “Now before you get any ideas,” I warned, “I should tell you now that Golierian and I have an understanding, so just forget about any plans you’re thinking about hatching.”  
 
    “You know what this means, of course,” Cimarra said quietly. “It means that you and Wade are no longer equal partners in this venture.”  
 
    Rindell glanced back and forth between the graceful dancer and me.  
 
    “She’s right,” I sighed. “This means that you work for me now, Rindell.”  
 
    The madame’s fists clenched at her sides again, but she held her tongue, took a deep breath, and then growled a question.  
 
    “Then how much rent do you want?” she demanded.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t want any rent,” I said, “or at least, I don’t want any coin.”  
 
    The madame’s face took on a sly look, and I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “Not that, Rindell,” I said. “I don’t want coin because instead, I want information. Anything that you find out from your customers about the elves, about rumors in the city, about whiskey, about absolutely anything that might be relevant, I want them, and I’ll want updates from you every week.”  
 
    “What if there’s no information to give you one week?” Rindell asked. “You wouldn’t turn my poor doves and me out onto the streets just because our clients aren’t feeling very talkative one day, would you?”  
 
    “People always talk when they’re relaxed enough,” I said, “and that’s the whole point of your dancehall, isn’t it? People will talk, and it’s your job to make sure they do.”  
 
    “I understand,” the madame replied through gritted teeth.  
 
    “And just so we’re clear,” I added, “I’ll be the judge of what information is or isn’t valuable. You don’t get to decide what information I’ll find important, so that means I want to hear everything that you hear, and then I’ll decide if it’s worth anything or not.”  
 
    “I understand,” Rindell snarled again.  
 
    “And just one other thing,” I said. “To make up for the weeks where you might be just a little short on helpful information, we get to have access to a hidden room inside the place, whenever we want and with no questions asked.”  
 
    “Fine,” Rindell growled. “Anything else?”  
 
    “Just one or two more things,” I said. “You’re going to forgive all of Golierian’s debts that he owes you in exchange for the renovation money I put into Trixie’s to make it ready for you.”  
 
    “Plus, he gets a free weekly visit to one of your doves,” Dar added.  
 
    “I understand,” Madame Rindell said again even as her face grew more furious.  
 
    “I have one other thing, if it’s okay with you, Wade,” Cimarra murmured.  
 
    “Of course, Cim,” I said. “Go ahead.”  
 
    “You will not beat your girls anymore,” the beautiful dancer said. “You will not starve them, cheat them, hit them, or be cruel to them in any other way.”  
 
    “You don’t understand what my position is like,” the madame groaned. “My little doves need a beating every now and then, otherwise they--”  
 
    “You heard Cimarra,” I interrupted. “Make it work, and if you don’t like working for us, then I’m sure Tea would be more than happy to take over your duties when they find your body.”  
 
    “I’m thinking maybe a ditch outside Falrion Forest as a dump site,” Ava said quietly, and she’d been so silent until now that everyone jumped a little when she spoke. “They’d find it soon enough, but only after a few days had passed, so the wild animals would already have picked over the choicest meat from your body. If they can find any.”  
 
    “That’s all quite unnecessary, I assure you,” Madame Rindell said with her nose in the air, but I could tell that the assassin’s words had spooked her.  
 
    “I’m glad we have an understanding,” I said. “We do, don’t we?”  
 
    “We do,” the madame repeated. “I work for you now.”  
 
    “Glad we’ve all come to such a nice agreement,” I said.  
 
    “I think it’s a pity,” Ava muttered, and I thought how proud Penny would have been of her friend in this moment.  
 
    “Then should we shake on it?” I asked.  
 
    “Fine,” Madame Rindell said, “even though it’s not like you’ve left me with much of a choice.” 
 
    “You didn’t leave me with much of one, either,” I growled.  
 
    The madame offered me her hand, and we shook on the arrangement. The madame was a sly old fox, but she was also smart, and that meant she knew a good offer when she heard one, so at least for now, we’d be able to trust her.  
 
    “I’ll let you know once renovations on your new dancehall are finished,” I said, “and until then, you can ask Cim or me for anything you need.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Rindell replied through gritted teeth.  
 
    After the madame left the room, I laughed as I sank into one of the chairs.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” Dar demanded.  
 
    “Just trying to think what we’ll do with all our spare time when the madame isn’t underfoot all the time,” I said.  
 
    “I can think of a few things,” Cimarra said with a smile.  
 
    “Yeah, me, too,” Dar smirked. “Like figuring out our next move with the guildmaster.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I sighed. “Cim, do you think you have things under control here for now? I’d like to go back to the pawnshop down in the human district before night falls again.”  
 
    “Of course,” the graceful dancer replied. “Don’t worry about me. Take care of whatever you need to.”  
 
    “You want me to come with you?” Dar asked.  
 
    “Actually, I thought Ava might come with me,” I said. “You know, just in case Yarber decides to try to go back on our agreement.”  
 
    “Sure thing,” Dar said. “In that case, I better head back to the warehouse to check on Selius.”  
 
    “Has he been handling the distillery this whole time by himself?” Cimarra asked. “Poor thing!”  
 
    “Well, he’s had Azure for company,” Dar said, “plus, Skam went down there this morning to check in on him, too. But it’s been a strange few days, so I figure it won’t hurt to have an extra set of hands there.”  
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I said. “In that case, are you ready to head down to the human district, Ava?”  
 
    “Just lead the way,” the blonde assassin said.  
 
    We decided to head down through the sewers just to make sure no one could tail us, so we entered through the grate behind the burned-down elephant stables, and we made our way through the underground tunnels with only the light of the Opalstone amulet to guide us. We moved in silence, and Ava even moved so quietly that I had to glance back several times to make sure that she hadn’t simply disappeared into the darkness underneath the city.  
 
    When we were able to safely emerge from the sewers close to the dwarf’s pawnshop, we rolled out from underneath the wagon that we’d found as a cover, and I was glad that this time, we hadn’t come out in the middle of a gang fight. I wondered if Golierian had been able to arrest Colter yet, or if the human boss had managed to elude the elven guards. The new captain of the guard didn’t have any magic as far as I knew, and I had never smelled any around him before, so it was possible that even if he’d tried to arrest Colter, the man might have escaped.  
 
    I’d deal with that soon enough. If Colter was still around, I would make sure that he was brought to elven justice sooner rather than later, and if he had already been arrested, then at some point I would deal with the power vacuum that he had left behind him in the human district.  
 
    The gang boss of the southern part of the district, Dryson, might try to move into Colter’s territory once the man was gone, but Colter might also have a successor already in place who would take over things right away. Either way, I would have to address the gangs in the human district soon, and I hoped with Colter out of the way, they might be just a little more cooperative.  
 
    It was in the middle of the day, so Yarber’s pawnshop was open, but when we went inside, there was only one customer, and it looked like he was trying to sell instead of buy something. Ava stood silently by the door with her hood flipped up over her blonde hair, and as soon as I took another step into the shop, Yarber looked up in surprise.  
 
    “Didn’t fookin’ think I’d see you again, I tell ya that much,” the dark-haired dwarf swore.  
 
    “Why don’t you tell your customer to leave?” I suggested.  
 
    “Right, you heard the man,” the dwarf grunted and shoved the customer’s trinket back across the counter toward them. “Come back later, shop’s closed right now.”  
 
    “But I just--” the customer started.  
 
    “I said, get out!” Yarber shouted as an angry purple vein popped out underneath his right eye.  
 
    The customer jumped and scurried out the door, and as soon as they were outside, Ava turned the lock, flipped the sign in the window to Closed, and then resumed her silent post by the door.  
 
    “Ya didn’t bring that pretty pixie along this time?” Yarber asked.  
 
    “No,” I growled, “but I did bring something else.”  
 
    The dwarf licked his lips and came out from behind the counter.  
 
    “Well?” he demanded. “Out with it, then!”  
 
    “I told you to be ready for whenever I came back,” I said. “So first things first, do you have the deed to transfer into my name?”  
 
    “Aye, I do,” Yarber replied, “even though to tell the truth, I’m shocked ya dared to come back.”  
 
    “Then go get it, and then we can talk business,” I said.  
 
    The dwarf hesitated for a second, so I reached inside my cloak, pulled out the bag of fifty gold that I’d promised him, and set it on the counter right beside me. Yarber started to reach for it, but I snatched it away before he could grasp it, and I tucked it away in my cloak again.  
 
    “The deed first, please,” I said.  
 
    “Ach, fine,” he grumbled, “but I hope ya didn’t forget about the rest of the price for this fine shop.”  
 
    I wasn’t about to tell him that I had his priceless ring in my pocket until he showed me the deed transfer. Yarber was only one dwarf, and I knew that Ava and I could easily take him, but I didn’t want any problems if I could help it. Besides, I certainly wasn’t ready to do anything in the human district that would attract the attention of either the elven guards or the human gangs, and a dead pawnshop owner would probably do just that.  
 
    Yarber disappeared into the back of the shop for a while, and he was gone long enough that I glanced out the window to make sure no one noticed or cared that the dwarf had suddenly closed his doors in the middle of the day. This place reminded me of Hebal’s shop a little.  
 
    There was the bell above the door, the assortment of trinkets and items all throughout, and of course a mirror on the side wall. Of course, I guessed that Yarber simply used this mirror to keep an extra eye on any suspicious customers, since I didn’t think the old pawnshop owner possessed a magic mirror like Hebal had.  
 
    I sometimes wondered what would have happened if I hadn’t found that key in Hebal’s shop that ultimately led me to the chest of Rainbow Keys, but--  
 
    We would have always found you, the Rainbow Keys laughed.  
 
    I placed my palm against my pocket to feel them, but like usual, I couldn’t feel them through the fabric at all. It was only when I put my hand inside my pocket that the Rainbow Keys seemed to appear and grow warm to my touch.  
 
    After all, they said again, we belong with you.  
 
    “Good to know,” I muttered.  
 
    Yarber re-appeared from the back of the shop with two pieces of paper that he waved at both of us.  
 
    “Here ya are,” he said. “Will your friend over there be joining us?”  
 
    “No need,” I said as Ava shifted from one foot to the other.  
 
    “Not much of a talker, are they?” Yarber chuckled.  
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. “Let me see the paperwork.”  
 
    The dark-haired dwarf handed the papers over, and I scanned the lines of the deed transfer to make sure that he hadn’t put in any strange clauses or tricks that would keep me from actually owning the pawnshop. It all seemed legitimate, and he had already signed his name to the bottom, but just to make sure, I stepped back and handed them to Ava.  
 
    She’d dealt with the Counterfeiter’s Guild before, so I figured that if anyone was going to be able to tell a forgery from the real thing, it would be her. The assassin kept her hood up over her face so Yarber couldn’t see her, but she held the deed transfer up damn near close enough to see the individual threads of both papers. Finally, she pivoted, held the papers up to the light outside, and then turned back around to return them to me.  
 
    “All clear,” she murmured.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said and set the paper back down on the counter. “I just need a pen, then.”  
 
    “That’ll be a hundred gold and my ring back, in case you forgot,” the dwarf grunted.  
 
    I laughed in his face.  
 
    “What do ya mean by that?” Yarber snarled. “That was the agreed--”  
 
    “You’re a bad liar,” I interrupted, “and that means you’re also a terrible cheat. You know good and well that’s not the price we agreed on, so before I show you your precious ring, I need you to tell me what our actual terms were.”  
 
    Ava clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, and I could tell the assassin was itching for the dwarf to make a wrong move.  
 
    “You know how rough it is for a business owner down here?” Yarber licked his lips. “It’s hard enough to break even, let alone turn a profit.”  
 
    “Isn’t that exactly why I’m here?” I asked. “So you can turn a profit on this dump and go on with your life to do whatever it is you’re dying to do?”  
 
    Ava clicked her tongue again but remained motionless.  
 
    “Ya drive a hard bargain, for a human,” the dark-haired dwarf growled.  
 
    “If you keep stalling, I’m going to start docking the fifty gold I promised you,” I said.  
 
    There weren’t many weapons in the shop, but I did notice a jewel-encrusted dagger on the shelf a few paces away from Yarber, and if the dwarf so much as glanced toward it, I would be happy to unleash Ava on him. I might already have the deed in my hand, but I didn’t want to take ownership of the pawnshop just to have to answer a bunch of questions about the previous owner’s death.  
 
    “Well, when ya fookin’ put it that way,” the dwarf swore. “Fine, fifty gold plus the ring that’s rightfully mine.”  
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “Now get me a pen.”  
 
    The dwarf did as he was told, and when he came back with a pen, I signed my name to both copies of the deed transfer. Once I pushed one copy back toward him, I pulled the jewel-studded ring out from my pocket and placed it carefully on top of the paper, along with the bag of fifty gold.  
 
    “You can count it, if you’d like,” I said.  
 
    “I believe I will,” Yarber muttered.  
 
    After he finished counting out all the individual pieces of gold, he dropped them all back in the bag one by one so he could count them again, and then he added the ring to the bag as well before he tightened the purse strings to secure it shut.  
 
    “Satisfied?” I asked.  
 
    “Aye, though I don’t mind tellin’ ya now that it’s a fool notion to try to run a business here,” Yarber laughed. “Good luck to ya, since I doubt any other person would be so foolish as to try to buy the pawnshop from you now.”  
 
    “Since this is my shop now,” I replied, “I suggest you take your opinions and your things, and get the hell out before my silent friend here throws you out.”  
 
    “I see ya can’t take a fookin’ joke,” Yarber growled. “That’s fine, I’ll be on my way anyway, and say good riddance to the pair of you, and to that red-haired pixie of yours, too.”  
 
    I gritted my teeth but kept myself from punching him in the throat, and the dwarf was at least quick about gathering his things from the back of the store. The deed transfer had stated that all items in the shop itself were now my property, so Yarber could only take his personal items from the back office.  
 
    “I hope to never see ya again,” the dark-haired dwarf said on his way out the door, “but I thank ya for the payment and for mah ring.”  
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I said.  
 
    As soon as he bustled away down the street, Ava locked the door again and shook her head.  
 
    “You’d think he could show a little more gratitude for how difficult it was for Penny and Dar to get that ring back for him,” the assassin said.  
 
    “I don’t think Yarber’s been grateful for anything a day in his life,” I said, “but I’m at least grateful that he’s gone and that this shop is ours now.”  
 
    “What do you plan to do with it?” the blonde asked as she dropped her hood back from her hair. “I know it’s to serve as a front for why you come down to the human district, and it has close access to a good sewer entrance, too, but-- will you actually run it as a pawnshop?”  
 
    “I haven’t decided for sure yet,” I said. “It would be a great cover, but that also means a lot of people that we don’t know will be in and out of here.”  
 
    “But that would enable us all to come and go as we pleased,” Ava pointed out.  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “I know we’ll still have to deal with Colter’s gang, even if the elves managed to arrest him. They think this is their territory, so they’ll expect protection money.”  
 
    “And I doubt they’ll be too thrilled to learn that you’re the new owner here,” the blonde assassin said, “considering the fact that Penny and Dar stole their boss’ ring.”  
 
    “And the fact that we managed to escape from them all with the necklace’s magic,” I added.  
 
    “You mean with your magic,” Ava said with a little smile.  
 
    “Whatever you say,” I laughed. “Whatever the source of the magic is, I just hope it’ll help us out a little down here.”  
 
    “It will,” the blonde said, “because even though I know you might not believe me yet, I know that I’m right when I say you’re the source of your own magic.”  
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that, so I ducked behind the counter to head back to the store’s office.  
 
    “Care to take a look with me?” I asked. “We can see exactly how much of a mess the dwarf left behind him.”  
 
    “Of course,” Ava said.  
 
    The office was almost as empty as the shop itself was, but since Yarber’s business hadn’t exactly been booming, that wasn’t a surprise. There was a desk low to the ground, and I guessed the dwarf must have sat on the floor itself to use it. A few stacks of random objects were also piled up around the room, and that meant they were either worthless or Yarber hadn’t taken the time to go through them yet to figure out their value.  
 
    The dwarf had left a single lamp burning on the desk, but otherwise, there was no window or any other source of light, so the room remained dim.  
 
    “We could certainly store whiskey here,” I said, “once we have some buyers in the human district, anyway.”  
 
    “Do you think anyone down here can afford it?” Ava asked.  
 
    “Somebody can, I’m sure,” I said. “Besides, if it’s possible, I’d also like to get some humans down here to work for us, and unlike most of the other races in this city, I’d actually pay them a decent wage.”  
 
    “It’ll be hard to know who to trust here,” the assassin said.  
 
    “I knew I could trust you, didn’t I?” I asked as I turned back around to face her. “Even though you came to kill me, I had a good feeling about you, and now look where we are.”  
 
    “That’s because you see me, Wade,” Ava said as her cheeks started to turn pink.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “The only goal of an assassin’s life is to be invisible,” the blonde murmured, “and that was the only thing I cared about-- at least, it was until I met you.”  
 
    My heart beat a little faster as the assassin suddenly closed the office door behind her so we were hidden in the little room.  
 
    “I wanted you to see me, Wade,” Ava said softly, “and I wanted you to understand me, and then-- well, you did, and it was like you always had.”  
 
    I took a step closer to the blonde assassin as she suddenly shrugged her cloak off of her shoulders to reveal a tight black tunic over black leggings that looked like they had been painted onto her skin.  
 
    “You’re so beautiful, Ava,” I said. “And so smart, strong, deadly, and kind all at once. How could I not see you?”  
 
    I was close enough now that I could have reached out and folded her into my arms, but I waited until she answered.  
 
    “Wade, I--” she hesitated.  
 
    “Tell me,” I said.  
 
    “I know that Penny and Cimarra-- I would never want to do anything to hurt them,” Ava said finally.  
 
    “They would understand,” I said. “You can’t put limits on love.”  
 
    Ava looked up at me with her big blue eyes like I had spoken the answer that she’d been waiting for.  
 
    “Then I want you to see me,” the blonde murmured. “I want you to see all of me.”  
 
    And just like that, Ava threw herself into my arms. As soon as my arms encircled her slim waist, she kissed me with such force that we staggered across the room. Her lips were soft and tasted like honeyed peaches, and as I kissed her, I could feel her fingers grasp at the back of my shirt in her eagerness.  
 
    I pressed her up against the wall as her hands slid underneath my shirt, and as she began to explore my mouth with her tongue, I felt my body respond to the blonde’s touch. I pushed her a little harder against the wall so she could feel my hardness through my pants, and Ava dug her nails into my skin as she deepened our kiss.  
 
    My hands were still around her slender waist, but the assassin started to move them down until they grasped her firm ass, and I smiled against her soft lips just before I hoisted her into the air so she could wrap her legs around me.  
 
    While I held her against the wall and kissed her, I felt a burning desire to know what the rest of the blonde assassin tasted like, so I slid one hand up underneath her tight tunic. Ava pulled away from our kiss just long enough to help me take off her shirt, and then she flung it to the floor, and I held back so I could admire the beautiful woman.  
 
    As an assassin, Ava was all lean muscle, but I was surprised that the pale skin under her tunic was as soft as her lips were. Her breasts were even fuller than they looked under her usual assassin’s cloak, and her nipples were a deep pink, like they’d been caught in the middle of a blush.  
 
    I kissed the base of her throat as my hand came up to cup her breast, and I felt the blonde tighten the grip of her legs around me so I could use both hands to feel her ample tits. She held onto me with just the strength of her legs as I rubbed her soft skin, and as my lips started to move toward her dark pink nipples, Ava moaned and wrapped her arms around the back of my head to pull me in closer.  
 
    I took as much of her breast into my mouth as I could, but they were so full that I could have buried my whole face into them and been lost for good, and I wouldn’t have cared.  
 
    “Oh, Wade,” the blonde assassin murmured. “I’ve wanted you for so long.”  
 
    I raised my head from her milky breasts and smiled.  
 
    “So have I, beautiful,” I said. “And now you can have me-- but first--”  
 
    I lowered my head again to finish the kiss of her breasts that I’d interrupted.  
 
    “But first,” I said again, “I want to have you.”  
 
    I slid my hands around her waist again to steady her as I carried the beautiful blonde over to the low desk. After I set her down, I shoved the lamp onto the floor out of our way, and I pulled my own shirt over my head to spread across the cold surface of the desk before she laid back on it.  
 
    As I kissed her taut stomach and then started to move down toward her black leggings, the assassin bit her lip and hooked one thumb inside her pants. I bit at it playfully, and the blonde giggled but didn’t stop biting her lip.  
 
    “You can have anything you want,” Ava moaned.  
 
    I grasped the edge of her leggings and yanked them off to reveal legs that were as slender as they were strong, and I threw the pants to join the pile of the rest of her clothes somewhere behind me. As soon as I heard them hit the floor, I returned my gaze to study the beautiful blonde underneath me, and the sight of the soft lips of her pussy just underneath a narrow strip of dark blonde hair was enough to make my hard cock ache to be inside her.  
 
    “What are you looking at?” she asked nervously.  
 
    “Just at how beautiful you are,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “I’ve never--” Ava hesitated. “I’ve never done this before, so--”  
 
    “You’re absolutely perfect,” I said. “You don’t need to worry about a thing. I’ll go slow.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    I lowered myself to kiss the soft skin just above her dark blonde strip, and I felt Ava shiver with pleasure beneath me. I moved down until I kissed the front of her hips, but just before my lips found her pussy, I started to run my tongue along the insides of her thighs instead.  
 
    The blonde moaned as I teased her, and when I finally kissed her soft pussy lips, I found that she was already dripping wet for me. I licked the edges of her tight tunnel until Ava writhed in pleasure against my mouth, and only when she reached down to grip my shoulders with her nails did I thrust my tongue deep inside her.  
 
    “Ohhh,” Ava gasped. “That’s… that’s amazing. Ohhh, Wade.” 
 
    I ran my tongue slowly along the inside of her pussy, while my hands reached up to massage her breasts. As I started to move my tongue in and out, I felt the muscles of her legs start to tighten around me as she built toward a climax, and when her back began to arch against the low table, I kissed her pussy lips a little faster and thrust my tongue inside her a little deeper.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” the blonde assassin groaned. “Oh, fuck, fuck, fuuuuuck!”  
 
    Her whole body shuddered against me as she came, and the beautiful blonde grasped my thick hair with her fingers to hold my mouth against her as the orgasm finished sweeping down through her body. When she collapsed back against the desk, I finally raised my head and saw that the assassin’s pale skin was flushed with heat, from her high cheekbones to her dark pink nipples.  
 
    “I take it you liked that?” I grinned.  
 
    Ava propped herself up on her elbows and gave a little laugh.  
 
    “I’ve never felt anything like that before,” the blonde assassin sighed. “That was incredible, Wade.”  
 
    “Well, you better hold on,” I said, “because I’m just getting started.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked.  
 
    “Do you want to come again?” I grinned.  
 
    “Really?” Ava smiled. “Can we do that?”  
 
    “We can do whatever we want, beautiful,” I said.  
 
    “Then yes, I want to,” she laughed as she bit one of her fingers and shot me a smoldering look.  
 
    I gave another quick kiss to the lips of her pussy before I moved up to kiss her taut stomach, and I slowly worked my tongue up between her two full breasts until I kissed my way all the way from the base of her throat back up to her lips again.  
 
    I slipped one hand down toward her pussy and slowly slipped two fingers just inside her tight tunnel. I kept them just inside her lips as she gave a little gasp, but I held them steady as I tasted the honeyed peaches of her mouth again, and when I felt that her pussy was ready, I gently moved my fingers deeper inside her.  
 
    The beautiful blonde was so tight that I held my fingers still again as she moaned, but then she reached down, gripped my hand, and guided me deeper inside her. I smiled as I kissed her mouth that still tasted like honey, and even though my cock throbbed again to be inside her, I wanted to make sure she was ready before I felt her tight pussy around me.  
 
    My fingers moved in and out of her soft tunnel as she groaned beneath me, and I felt her grip on my back tighten until her nails dug into my skin, and she wriggled her hips against my hand so I thrust my fingers more deeply inside her.  
 
    “That feels so good,” the blonde gasped. “I just want more!”  
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked.  
 
    Ava looked up at me with her wide blue eyes and smiled, and I thought she’d never looked so beautiful before.  
 
    “Absolutely,” she purred.  
 
    I gently removed my fingers from her pussy and let her feel the hardness of my cock through my pants as I pressed up against her. Ava moved her hips in every direction against me so she could feel me from every angle, and I smiled as she reached eager hands down to free me from the rest of my clothes.  
 
    As soon as my pants fell to the floor, the beautiful assassin propped herself up on her elbows again to admire me. She just stared at my erect cock for a dozen seconds with her lips slightly open, and then she sat up a little straighter so she could grasp me gently and stroke along the entire length of my shaft.  
 
    “Is this okay?” she murmured.  
 
    “Better than okay,” I said as her grip grew firmer and her strokes started to be a little faster.  
 
    The assassin’s gaze was fixed on my length like it was a meal she planned to consume, and she surprised me when she suddenly looked up at me with her lips parted in a question.  
 
    “Can I taste it?” Ava asked.  
 
    “Oh, yes, please,” I laughed.  
 
    The blonde assassin climbed off the table so she knelt in front of me, and then she gingerly took me into her mouth so that her lips just stroked the head of my cock. Just as her hand had grown more confident, her lips started to move more urgently up and down the length of my shaft, and I almost rocked backward at how good her mouth felt around my cock.  
 
    Ava slid her mouth up and down my length until I felt like I could burst. She tightened her lips around me every time she moved down, and every time she pulled back, she ran her tongue along my cock, and I couldn’t help but groan at how good it felt.  
 
    The next time she pulled away, I gently guided her off my cock. I needed her right now like I’d never needed anything before, so I simply slipped my hands down to her small waist, lifted her up, and laid her back down on the desk.  
 
    “I’m ready,” Ava said with a smile. “Give it to me.”  
 
    That was all the invitation I needed. Her pussy was more than ready for me, so I guided my cock inside her slowly at first, but then she kicked both her legs up to rest on my shoulders so that I thrust myself into her tunnel even deeper.  
 
    “Ohhh,” the beautiful blonde moaned when she finally felt my full length, and then we took a moment to stare into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “You okay?” I whispered. 
 
    “Yessss,” she sighed. “It’s… it’s… you are so hard and deep inside of me. I can’t believe how wonderful it feels.” 
 
    “I’m going to start now,” I panted.  
 
    “I’m ready,” she gasped, and then she gasped louder when I slowly slid out of her and then slowly thrust back into her beautiful body.  
 
    And then I was fucking the beautiful assassin.  
 
    Her soft pussy was tight around my hard cock, and I thrust myself in and out of her as she moaned underneath me. I pushed down a little harder on her legs until her feet almost touched the ground above her head, and it let me drive my cock into her until we both shuddered in pleasure.  
 
    I shoved my full length in and out of her tight pussy, but as Ava’s breath started to come a little faster, I pushed myself inside her and made my movements much smaller so she would feel every second of my thrusts inside her tunnel.  
 
    “Shiiiit!” Ava panted as her eyelids began to flicker. “Wade, I think I’m gonna-- oh!”  
 
    Ava’s legs quivered as she climaxed again, and I held my cock exactly where it was as her back arched and she gripped the sides of the low table so hard that I thought she would rip the wood right off of the frame. Her tunnel clenched and massaged my cock like her hand had earlier, but I was able to fend off my own orgasm. 
 
    “Shit,” the blonde gasped when she finished. “I can’t believe I came again!”  
 
    “Didn’t I tell you we could do that?” I grinned.  
 
    Ava lowered her legs from my shoulders, but I kept my cock inside her. I was still as hard as a rock, and I hadn’t had enough of the beautiful blonde yet.  
 
    “I want to make you come,” she said as she pushed herself up on her hands. “Maybe I could get on top?”  
 
    “Whatever you want, Ava,” I said.  
 
    The assassin gripped me with her legs so that I stayed inside her as we flipped positions, and as soon as she was on top, she pushed herself further down onto my cock until I groaned at how good she felt. Once she was in position, she put her hands on either side of my head, leaned forward so her full tits bounced against my face, and then grinded her pussy along the length of my shaft.  
 
    After I slipped my hands up to grip her ass, I added my thrusts to her grinding movements, and she bounced up and down with such force that I thought I might send her through the roof. I buried my face in her full cleavage as we fucked, and as I kissed along her nipples again, Ava gasped and lowered herself even further against me. 
 
    I moved my hands up from her ass to her lower back so I could get a better hold of the beautiful blonde. As soon as I did, I increased the force of my thrusts so that each one came a little harder than the last, and with every thrust, Ava moaned a little more, and I knew I was just about ready to explode.  
 
    “Come for me again,” I growled in her ear.  
 
    “I’m alm-- almost-- almost--” the blonde gasped. “Oh, yesss!”  
 
    She collapsed against me as her muscles all trembled in another orgasm, and I drove my cock into her again and again until I felt my own body start to climax.  
 
    “Fuckkk!” I groaned. 
 
    “Yes!” she hissed. “Fill me. Please, Wade.” 
 
    I gave the blonde one final thrust before my cock unleashed its load, and my own muscles spasmed underneath her as I poured my essence into her delicious body. I felt Ava move her pussy a little further down onto my cock so that I filled every inch of her tunnel with my seed, and then we trembled together as our orgasms spiraled up to a peak, mellowed, and finally finished.  
 
    Finally, we both collapsed against each other and the low table when we were done. Ava slowly rolled off of me so she could lay beside me and put her head on my chest. As I wrapped my arm around her, she nestled a little closer to me and sighed.  
 
    “That was unbelievable,” the blonde said with a quick kiss to my chest.  
 
    “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I mean, I’d always heard--” Ava stopped herself. “I just never could have imagined it would feel like that.”  
 
    “I feel the same way,” I said and kissed the top of her blonde hair. “Thank you, Ava.”  
 
    “No,” she sighed. “Thank you. That was amazing.”  
 
    “Good,” I said. “All I want is to make you happy.”  
 
    “Trust me, you have,” Ava said. “In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever been happier that I left the guild.”  
 
    “And why is that?” I asked as I brushed a lock of blonde hair back behind her ears.  
 
    “Because if I hadn’t, we would never have done that,” the assassin sighed.  
 
    “That would have been a real tragedy,” I said with a grin.  
 
    I had thought about this moment with Ava for a long time now, and part of me still couldn’t believe that we had finally just had sex. She was as fierce a lover as she was a fighter, and all I could think about now was how soon we could do it again.  
 
    I had been attracted to the beautiful assassin from the first moment I saw her, but I’d had no idea then that I would fall for her, and I definitely hadn’t known that she would feel the same way about me. Whenever Ava looked at me, I felt like I could do anything, and whenever we were together, whether we were fighting or fucking, I felt like nothing could stand in our way.  
 
    “Wade,” the blonde assassin said after a few minutes, “what are we going to do about the guildmaster?”  
 
    “We’ll figure something out,” I said. “Don’t we always?”  
 
    “That’s true,” Ava said as she propped herself up on one elbow. “We’ll just have to be creative.”  
 
    “Then it’s a good thing I’ve got the best assassin in the realm on my team,” I said.  
 
    Ava blushed pink along her high cheekbones.  
 
    “It’s a good thing you’re our leader,” the assassin said. “You are a good man, Wade, and you would make a great king.”  
 
    I had heard the Rainbow Keys call me that before, but I was surprised to hear Ava say the word ‘king.’  
 
    “I don’t know about all that,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I do,” Ava growled. “Anyone would be lucky to follow you into battle.”  
 
    “I’m sure there are plenty who might not feel that way,” I said.  
 
    “Then I will fight them,” the blonde assassin said.  
 
    “Like I said,” I laughed, “I’m glad you’re on my team.”  
 
    “So am I,” Ava said. “Whatever happens, we’ll all face it together. Until death claims us, right?”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a grin. “Until death claims us.”  
 
    The blonde laid her head back down on my chest, and as I slipped my arm around her shoulder, I knew that everything would be alright. I didn’t know how we were going to deal with the guildmaster, Colter’s gang, or even Lobrem, but we had overcome every obstacle thrown at us so far, and we weren’t about to stop now.  
 
    We were just getting started.  
 
      
 
    End of book 5 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thanks for reading Skulduggery 5! I’ll start working on book 6 when this hits 100 reviews, so please leave me a nice review here. Thank you! 
 
    So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side. 
 
    You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now! 
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