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A fool there was and he made his prayer

to a rag and a bone and a hank of hair

We called her the woman who did not care, 

But the fool, he called her his lady fair.

- Kipling

––––––––
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Allow me to introduce myself: I’m Sam Snyvvle, private investigator, goblin extraordinaire. I’m the undercity’s only true private detective. There are imitators, but don’t let them fool you. I’m the real deal. It may sound like I’m bragging, but I’m not. I’m just that good.

Got a problem? I’m your goblin. I’ll take any case that comes my way. I find lost items, missing persons, catch cheating spouses and swindling business partners. For the right fee, a whole lot more. 

But what’s a goblin, you ask? Well, if you’ve read any fairy tales, I look pretty much like you’d expect: dark green skin, pointed ears, crooked nose, black claw-like nails and beady green eyes. And I’m about three feet tall. Hey, I’m not pretty. I know it. I have other strengths. 

Like all goblins, I know what I want when I see it. I usually get it. So I stretch the truth now and then, maybe even get a little violent. At least I know how to get things done. The other races look down on us goblins because we tend to be sarcastic, sneaky, and morally flexible, but if you ask me, they’re just jealous. With all their smug superiority, not one of them can best a goblin in a business deal. If you can’t win at business, you might as well quit life. Am I right?

See, that’s where goblins really shine. Money. Take a look at me, for example. I may just be a private dick, but I’ve got a place in the Hallows, not far from the docks and I even own a cabin up north, outside the undercity. I don’t have the money to run out and buy a mansion up on Snob Hill or anything like that, but I do okay. I’ve even been thinking about getting a secretary.  (Not that I really have any paperwork. I just like somebody soft and feminine around to pinch now and then.) 

So I have my weaknesses; what can I say? I’m a goblin.

My biggest weakness is gambling. I like nothing better than a nice bloody prizefight. You win a few, you lose a few, but at least you know you’re not the only one whose gonna get bloodied. I try not to bet on the fights too much. Fighting’s a dirty business, and I’m not just talking about broken noses and brain damage. I’m talking about undercity mafia, the mob. The criminals who own the cops and just about everything else in the undercity, including the boxing ring and the fighters inside of it. 

Anyway, speaking of boxing, that’s exactly where I’d been on the Friday night she walked into my office. I had just returned from the Palazio Straga downtown. That’s Sharizi, goblin-speak, for “Wizard’s Palace.” A lot of businesses in the undercity have goblin names. That’s because most of them are owned by goblins. My race tends to be highly capitalistic. You might say business is in our blood. You might also say criminal behavior and dishonesty are in our blood. I won’t take offense. I’ve heard it all before. 

It was a decent fight. Freddie “the Fist” Churchill took the prize in the fifth by a knockout. I forget the name of the guy he K.O.’d, and so had everybody else who put money on the chump. By morning, he’d just be another hobgoblin with a bruised ego and a minor concussion looking for a job. The rest of us would be looking for a way to make up the rent money we lost on him.

After the fight, I drove straight to my place on Wyvern Street at the north end of the Hallows. It’s a condo in an old brick building, similar to a brownstone. It’s not the greatest neighborhood. The place is run down and humid, like most everything in the undercity. There’s so much moss and ivy on the outside of the building that you can hardly see the bricks. 

Still, it ain’t bad. I have a view looking out over the Bazaar, which means I’ve got easy access to all the trouble a goblin could ever want. The Bazaar is a trading place, a swap meet of sorts. You can get anything there, from an enchanted toaster to a dimebag of pixie dust. It’s a good spot for a business like mine. Downtown, folks don’t like to be seen talking to a private eye. In the Hallows, they can come and go as they please because nobody cares.

But I digress. This story isn’t about the Hallows, it’s about her. 

I got home just after two a.m. and went straight upstairs to my office. I threw my wet raincoat over the rack by the door. The place was dark and musty, and it smelled like mildew and old cigars. I opened the curtains facing the street and the pale yellow light of the gas lamps came pouring in. That’s more than enough light for a greenskin like me. My eyes are sharp as a raven’s, and a trickle of starlight is all it takes to see clear as day, even on the darkest night. 

I stood there a minute, gazing out at the fog and the drizzle, hypnotized by the reflections of the gas lamps on the cobblestones. I could still hear the roar of the crowd echoing in the back of my head and I couldn’t help but wonder what it might have been like inside that ring. I’ve always wanted to be big and strong like Freddie the Fist; always dreamed of what it might be like to knock somebody out with a single punch, to have people afraid of me just because of the way I look. That must be quite a feeling. No, it’s more than just a feeling. It’s power, that’s what it is. And goblins crave power. It’s in our genetics.

Alas, nature’s deck of cards threw me a different hand. I’m not big, even by goblin standards. I’m a quick thinker though, and I’ve got a mean streak a mile wide. 

For any other kid my size, school might have been tough. He might have been bullied and pushed around, beaten up by the bigger, tougher kids. Not me. I was always quick with a joke and handy with a deck of cards. In fact, when it comes to gambling, I’m good at pretty much everything. The bullies may have been robbing the smaller kids at lunchtime, but they were losing it to me at the table in the back alley. And I was smart enough to keep a portion of that money to pay the biggest kid of all for his protection. 

Think ahead. That’s the key to success in any venture.

I settled into the old armchair at my desk and it squeaked like a trapped rat trying to climb out of a moldy dumpster. I reached into the top drawer and pulled out a bottle of Witch’s Brew No. 3 and a shot glass. The old hag on the label wore a tall pointy hat and black cape, and she was stirring her cauldron with a long wooden paddle while flames and smoke rose up around her. The witch’s familiar, a sleek black cat, was peeking out at me from under the edge of the label where the corner had peeled away from the bottle. 

I poured a drink and threw it back in a hurry. Like all good booze, the 180 proof hickory-aged hooch burned all the way down. It brought a smile to my face and stirred up that warm feeling in my gut that I’d been longing for all night. I poured another, and then lit up a cigar and propped my feet up on the desk. I took a puff and blew a big oily smoke ring towards the ceiling.

So those are my weaknesses: prizefights, gambling, booze and good cigars. But I’d forgotten about the other one, until she knocked on my door. The sound shook me out of my trance, and I drew my gaze from the shot glass to the frosted window on the door bearing the inscription “Sam Snyvvle, Private Investigator” in big black letters. 

I saw the unmistakable shapely silhouette of a tall beauty standing there and I had to fight my hereditary urge to clean the desk and slick back my hair. Goblins are, after all, a matriarchal society. We aren’t just ruled by females, we’re dominated by them. Nothing turns a goblin male to jelly faster than a beautiful woman. Hell, beauty isn’t even necessary as long as the plumbing’s all where it should be. I guess it has something to do with pheromones or hormones or some other ‘ones that science hasn’t discovered yet. 

I reminded myself to stay cool. She was probably there on business. Of course she was, why else would a woman come to my office? If there’s one thing that can overcome a goblin’s hormones it’s the sweet cha-ching of currency, be it the gold coins preferred in the undercity or good old cash that flows down from San Francisco, topside. I’ll even take Paypal, as long as your address is verified. 

The undercity, in case you’re wondering, is an ancient fairy city that was magically transported to a cavern underneath San Francisco during the industrial revolution. The oldest part of the undercity was originally located in the Mediterranean, where it was known as Vaneveh. It has been called by other names, but goblins have always known it as Baliztra ta’el mooka, the City of Fools. That’s because it’s the place to go to if you’re looking to sell a bridge or host a card game. There’s no shortage of suckers in the undercity, and if there’s any one rule that all goblins abide by, it’s this: All fools must be separated from their cash. 

“Door’s open,” I said, taking another puff on my cigar. In stepped a tall, sultry, blonde-haired vixen wearing a slightly damp fur coat and a long red dress. I recognized her immediately. Her name was Honey. She was a singer. In fact, she wasn’t just any singer, she was the star attraction at a nightclub downtown where I’d spent many long nights and many hundreds of dollars on overpriced booze, dreamily watching her stroll back and forth through the crowd, hoping I’d be the one whose lap she’d land on. 

I wasn’t the only one. Honey was a dryad with just enough human blood to put a little meat on her bones. She was a goddess. A goddess in high heels and a red dress. A real life femme fatale. Crazy sexy.

I stared at her, mouth agape, cigar dangling from my lower lip as Honey set her umbrella by the door and removed her coat, exposing the pale translucent skin of her arms and throat. She wore the glistening skin-tight red dress from her act, a long elegant evening gown that somehow managed to be both classy and pornographic all at once. She knelt down to adjust the straps on her heels and glanced over her shoulder at me with a sultry smile.

I played it cool, pretending I hadn’t been staring at her in the way we both knew I had. I wasn’t worried. If she hadn’t wanted me to take a peek, she wouldn’t have made it so easy. She’s a dame. That’s how they think. 

“Mr. Snyvvle, I presume,” she said, straightening up. 

I blew a puff of smoke in her direction. “Call me Sam. You’re Honey, right?” 

She smiled. Her gaze flickered to some distant place no one else could see. “Honey is my stage name. My real name is Brigette. Brigette Love. Your cigar stinks, Mr. Snyvvle.” 

I doused it in the ashtray. I know what’s good for business, and for romance, too. I rose to my feet and offered to shake her hand. She accepted gracefully, with a touch as cool and soft as a cloud. I glanced up into her hazel eyes and knew exactly why her name was Love. It may as well have been Aphrodite. I was smitten.

“Have a seat,” I said, pulling myself together as well as I could. “What can I do for you, Ms. Love?” 

She settled into the chair across from me and crossed her legs. Her dress parted, revealing enough of her thigh that I felt like I should be putting a dollar bill in her garter. I poured another shot of Witch’s Brew. I offered it to her, and she declined. 

“This is a delicate matter,” she said, ignoring my straying glance at her unbelievably long legs. “I assume you can be trusted with confidentiality?”

“Like your own mother. I’ll go to the grave before spilling your secrets.” I meant it, too. Not necessarily for everyone, but I meant it for her. 

“That’s very comforting, Mr. Snyvvle-”

“Sam.” 

“Sam. Thank you. The issue at hand is a rare and valuable gem. It’s something precious that was stolen from me, and I’d like it back.” 

“I see. Can you describe this gem?” 

“Yes. It’s called the Scarlet Tear. It’s the third largest pink diamond ever found. Fifty carats, to be exact.”

I whistled. “I see. And when did it go missing?”

“Three days ago.” 

I stroked my long narrow chin, feeling the stubble bite into my fingertips. “You realize that the thief may be long gone by now?” I said. “A rock like that must be worth millions, and no half-sane crook would stick around with it for long.”

“Fifteen million,” she said matter-of-factly. “Twenty perhaps, but don’t worry about that. I know exactly where it is. In fact, it’s just across town, right now.” 

“How do you know that?”

“Because I already know who stole my diamond, Mr. Snyvvle. The problem is not in finding the thief; it’s in getting him to return my property.”

I had a sinking feeling that there was a lot more to the story. I knew right then that I should’ve kicked her out of there with a fare-thee-well kick in the ass. Alas, it’s not my way. I rarely turn down a job and I never turn down a beautiful woman. I sighed. 

“Who stole it?” I said.

“Pretty Boy Marcozi.”

“So that’s what it sounds like when the other shoe drops.” 

“Please Sam, don’t give up on me yet,” she said in a pleading voice.

“Stop it, you’re gonna make me cry.” 

“Don’t you understand that you’re my last hope? If you won’t help me, I just don’t know what I’ll do.”

“What do you want from me?” I said. “Getting killed isn’t gonna get you that rock.” 

Pretty Boy Marcozi is one of the city’s biggest crime lords. He’s kindred, a mix of goblin and human blood that gave him the exotic good looks for which he was nicknamed. He looks mostly human, but with long pointed ears, pale moss-colored skin, and deep green hair. 

Marcozi owns a high-rise downtown known as Pixieland. The place has it all: shopping mall, movie theater, even a swimming pool. The higher levels are business offices and luxury apartments. Marcozi lives on the top floor. He rents the other levels to some of the richest and most powerful fairy creatures in the world. 

Honey leaned forward across my desk, her platinum bangs falling teasingly over her eyes. Her dress dangled low in the front, offering a spectacular view of the Sierras. 

“Go to him, Sam. Tell him to give it to me. Make him-”

“Make him!” I blurted. “You want me to make Pretty Boy Marcozi give up that diamond? You realize he’s the most notorious gangster in the city? He could have us both killed as easily as snapping his fingers.” 

“I know that Sam, but I must have my diamond back. See, Dave and I -that’s Pretty Boy’s real name, Dave- we were dating for a while. A few days ago, I broke it off with him and he didn’t like it so well. He stole my diamond. But I need it, Sam. I need to sell it, because if I don’t I’ll never get out of that club. I want to have children. I want to get married. I’d do anything to get that diamond back!” 

At this point, she was practically lying across my desk and I nearly had my long bony nose stuck somewhere between Mount Shasta and Mount Rainier. Only I wasn’t staring down there anymore. I was lost in her eyes. My heart was pounding, the crowd was cheering, and I was Freddie the Fist, and it was glorious.

“I’ll pay you,” she added, almost as an afterthought. “Cash, gold, whatever you want. I’ll make you the richest goblin in the undercity. All you have to do is say Yes.”

“All right,” I said. The crowd went wild. Honey bent closer, her cleavage straining against the fabric in a way that would’ve killed a lesser goblin. She reached out to stroke my chin and her voice dropped to a near whisper:

“Thank you so much, Sam. You don’t know what this means to me. I’ll do anything to repay you. Anything.” She kissed me on the cheek, long and soft and moist, hot as the jungle in July. I cleared my throat. 

“Right. Okay then. I, uh... I charge by the day... and something about expenses.” 

“Sure, baby. Anything. Just name your price and go get my diamond. Pretty Boy keeps it in a safe behind his desk. You can’t miss it.” She rose to her feet and straightened her dress. I studied her quietly, the words “get my diamond” ringing in my ears like the sound of the bell as Freddie the Fist’s opponent hit the mat. 

I’d been Freddie for a minute there. Now I was the guy bleeding on the floor. I didn’t know how it had happened. 
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I threw on my coat and hat and walked Honey down to the street where a cab was waiting for her. I offered her a ride home, but she smiled and said it was time to go back to work. Then the cab took off and I stared after it, watching the tiny red halos of the brake lights vanish into the mist, wondering why a woman like Honey Love needed money bad enough to come to a guy like me. 

“Here’s another fine mess you’ve gotten yourself into, you damned fool,” I muttered into the fog.

I didn’t believe all Honey’s talk about getting out of show biz and starting a family. I’d seen her act. Honey knew what she was doing, and she did it well. I was sure she made a decent living at it. Any woman who can draw a crowd like Honey does, doesn’t have to worry about money. 

She was lying to me. The whole scene in my office had been an act, a way to get me to do what she wanted. But that didn’t stop me from wanting to do it anyway. I don’t know, maybe I thought I had a chance with Honey because she had come to me and not somebody else. Maybe I was thinking about how grateful she’d be when I handed her that diamond. Maybe I was even thinking of keeping that diamond for myself. 

A chunk of rock that size can buy a lot of Honeys...

Regardless, it was time for me to go to work. It was still early (about two-thirty a.m.) and there was no reason for me not to start working on the case right away. I had four hours until sunrise. That was plenty of time to look into the situation. At least I’d have a better idea of what I was getting into. 

I wasn’t sure how I was going to get to Pretty Boy Marcozi, but I had a pretty good idea how he’d react when I asked him for that diamond. I didn’t have to think too hard to know I couldn’t go about things that way. Even if I could talk my way into the upper floors of his building and somehow get face to face with him, there was no way Pretty Boy would hand that stone over. Thankfully, I had other options. For a clever goblin, there are always other options.

I opened the door of my ’29 Ford and nearly plopped down into a pool of water. I groaned as I realized I’d left the window cracked open and the rain had been splashing inside for the last hour. One thing about old cars is they don’t take the weather too well. If you don’t keep ‘em dry, they’ll rust faster than a nail in a can of cola. And if there’s one thing in my life I take care of, it’s my car. I hurried back upstairs to get a towel.

As you may have guessed, cars are another one of my weaknesses. An old hot rod with a souped-up engine and a thick glossy coat of paint is a thing of beauty. I love the smell of burning gasoline, the rumble of a big block engine, and the flash of fire that shoots out the tailpipe when you really give it the gas. 

My ’29 doesn’t have any flames painted on her or anything like that, just a sleek candy apple red paint job with a chopped top, step rails, and a supercharged big-block V8 with no hood, so you can drool enviously all over the engine. Just don’t touch her, or I’ll make your hands into hood ornaments. 

After drying the seat, I fired her up. She started on the first try, as always. Nothing in the world is more reliable than a Chevy engine in a Ford chassis.

I headed for the highway, or the closest thing we have to it in the undercity. Baliztra has one major road that creeps around the lake and connects to just about every major neighborhood, from the skyscrapers Downtown to the Wells at the south end of the cavern. Problem is, it’s just a two-lane road and traffic is a nightmare. 

Sure, tons of creatures in the undercity can fly, but folks still need to haul groceries around, take the kids to school, and that’s not counting the tens of thousands of kindred who are mostly human but have enough fae blood to live in the undercity. 

If you ask me, I think we should kick ‘em all out. The kindred, that is. It’s hard enough finding places to live in the modern world without inviting the zebras down from topside. That’s what we call humans: zebras, ‘cause they mostly come in two flavors: dark or light. 

Can you imagine that? In Baliztra, we’ve got every color of the rainbow, with or without fur, and you can throw in a set of wings here and a tail there for good measure. Greenskins, brownskins, grays, blues... it’s all pretty much the same for the fae. We’re just a freak show that never ends.

Being a weekend, I didn’t run into too much traffic. I made it downtown in twenty minutes and parked at the garage between Fairyblooms and Elvendales, a few blocks from Pixieland. I always make it a habit to park at a safe distance when I’m doing things of questionable legality. That way, if I get made, I can still get to my car before anyone finds it. Also, it leaves the coppers one less piece of evidence at the scene of the crime.

I walked the short distance to Pixieland and then waltzed in the front doors like a regular customer. I got the look from two hobgoblin guards sizing me up at the door, but I ignored them. Ain’t no law against shopping. If they wanted to do something about it, I had a magic ring in my pocket that could hit like a truckload of brass knuckles. If that didn’t work, I had a taser handy, too.

I also have a magic wand, and I don’t mean the one I’m saving for the ladies. It’s a nice wand made of copper and brass tubing with a two-inch crystal at the end. I keep that in the glove box. Casting spells isn’t a strong point for goblins. I never was much good at it. I do have some hereditary tricks however, and they come in handy from time to time. Like the ability to start fires with my mind. Just little ones, mind you, but one tiny, well-placed fire can grow rather large quite fast. 

I also have a knack for hiding things. That’s because goblins are hoarders, like packrats. We notice all the tiny little cracks and crevices that are in plain sight, yet somehow invisible to people who aren’t paying attention. This skill also gives me an advantage when it comes to finding things that are lost or stolen. That’s why I’m such a natural at P.I. work.

I took the escalator up to the fourth level, through the mall and the shopping center, and that was as far as I could go without a badge. Beyond that, you have to go through security to prove you either work or live up in the higher levels. That is, unless you’ve got a key to the private elevator at the back of the building. I didn’t, but my philosophy is that anything that requires a key can be opened without one. 

I stood at the railing for a minute, taking inventory of the place. A thousand fae creatures surrounded me. Elves, brownies, dwarves, centaurs, you name it. Most of the security goons were hobgoblins. They’re a crossbreed between goblins and field giants, the little ones. Hobgoblins stand about seven feet tall. They’re built like professional wrestlers, they have nasty dispositions, and they’re not too smart, which makes them perfect for security and police jobs. They can be told what to do with no worries that they’ll try thinking for themselves. And they don’t mind breaking bones. In fact, they live for it.

There were at least half a dozen guards roaming each level of the place, and many more hanging out in the shops and stores. Two of the goons walked right past me and continued on their way without a backwards glance. As soon as they were out of sight, I zigzagged through the crowd and made a beeline for the tall white door marked “Private” that stood between a coffee shop and an Apple store. Yeah, we’ve got those in the undercity, too. Freaks love Apple.

The door wasn’t locked, so I slipped inside and found myself in a brightly illuminated hallway with black and white checkered tiles on the floor and an endless green stripe painted on one wall. Everything else was white, glaringly bright. The overall effect was dizzying. I hesitated a moment, wondering if I’d accidentally swallowed one of those hallucinogenic toadstools that the delver-dwarves like so much. 

I shook my head, wondering what sort of manic fae creature would dream up that color scheme. It had to be a fairy, I thought. But who the hell would hire a fairy as their interior decorator? The mind boggles.

I scurried down the hall, senses alert for any sign of danger. I reached the corner and turned left, and the hallway opened up like a maze before me. Doorways and hallways branched off left and right, as far as the eye could see. I noticed the glare of elevator doors in the distance, and smiled. I hurried in that direction, already fumbling in my pockets for my lock-picking kit. 

By the time I reached the doors, I had my kit open and my second-favorite tool in hand. I glanced back and forth, making sure no one else was coming, and then knelt down to pick the lock. The system had an electronic card scanner, the kind that opens the door automatically when the computer reads the radio tag imprinted inside the card. I know ways around that system, but they’re time consuming. I didn’t bother.

The control panel had a steel lock to allow maintenance workers to open it up for repairs. I noted the generic name stamped onto the faceplate of the lock and grinned. I jammed the tension wrench into place and stuck the pick all the way in. I pulled, testing the pins for resistance. I tackled them one at a time, using pressure on the tension wrench to identify the order of the pins. It took all of four seconds to open the lock. I pulled the panel open and found myself staring at a command console with a tiny L.E.D. readout. 

“This is too easy,” I said. 

I hit the “Open Door” key and a spark went off. The shrill scream of a siren cut through the air. A recessed speaker in the ceiling overhead buzzed to life and a female voice said:

“Intruder Alert! Intruder Alert! Code Seventeen, Level Four, Section Nine!”

I stepped back, wondering where the hell I’d gone wrong. That was when I noticed the vague imprint of elven script at the top of the panel, revealed by the soot in the puff of smoke. Crap. Elven magic. Somebody had cast a protection spell on the elevators, and I’d set it off by tampering with the lock. I jammed my kit back into my pocket and looked left and right, considering my next move. That was when the door crashed open at the end of the tunnel and I heard someone shout: 

“He’s this way!” 

I glanced back and forth, contemplating ducking down another hallway or hiding in a janitor’s closet. That was no good, I realized. Every door in the place was bound to be locked, and if I went racing down one of those tunnels, I’d probably end up right in the arms of a squad of hobgoblins. Even if I did make it out of there, I’d never get back inside, and that wasn’t acceptable. I hadn’t come this far for nothing. 

I hit the “Open Door” button again, and nothing happened. The computer had locked me out. Frantically, I started pressing all of the buttons, hoping to short-circuit the system. That didn’t work, either. I heard a shout and turned my head just in time to see two massive hobgoblins come barreling around the corner behind me. They were going so fast that they slid on the tiles as they rounded the corner and slammed into the wall. They went down in a heap. I heard the guy on the bottom grunt loudly. 

“Get off me, moron!” he shouted. I saw his fist appear out of nowhere. He decked the second guard right between the eyes. He grunted and rolled to the side. 

I frantically dug through my trench coat pockets, looking for my magic ring. My hands closed on my car keys, my lock-picking kit, and then something soft and squishy that I’d probably been saving for a snack until I forgot about it. I checked my trousers. Nothing in the left pocket... ah, at last! I sighed like Frodo in a bar fight as my fingers closed on the ring. I pulled it out, shoved it onto the middle finger of my right hand, and then punched the control panel as hard as I could. 

There was an explosion of smoke and light. A thick black cloud rolled up towards the ceiling, and the scent of burning plastic filled my nostrils. The elevator doors slid open. A pleasant female voice said: “Welcome!” 

“Thanks,” I grumbled. 

The hobgoblins were back on their feet and barreling towards me like a freight train with no brakes. I heard a shout and turned, only to realize that a second pair of guards was closing in on me from behind. I closed my fist, feeling the weight of the ring, wondering if I had any chance whatsoever of coming out of there alive. 

I turned, glancing back and forth in each direction as the two groups closed in on me. I couldn’t help but wince, imagining what they’d do to me if they got their hands on me. 

Like I said before, I’m not that big. These guys could break my bones like toothpicks. I wanted to duck and run, but I couldn’t. I knew I’d never get away. I had to do something else: I had to outsmart them. So I waited. I stood there in breathless anticipation, knowing full well that when they hit me I’d squish like a frog under the tire of my hot rod. I fought the cowardly urge to run for my life, because I knew there was nowhere to go. I tried to focus. 

Think of money, I told myself. Truckloads and truckloads of cash! 

They closed in on me and the floor rattled under my feet like the tracks of the undercity subway tram. Then, at the very last second, an instant before they pulverized me into a puddle of green snot, I stepped backwards into the elevator. 

Just as I’d expected, the hobgoblins were too stupid to react. Even if they’d had the reflexes, they were still going too fast. With the sound of a dump truck crashing into a ravine, they slammed into each other at full speed. For a second, their bodies seemed to compress into one single solid mass: a creature made of arms, legs, flashlights and blue trousers. Then they hit the floor with a rumble and a whole lot of shouting. Before they could even move, I reacted. 

I leapt out of the elevator and hit the guy on top of the pile as hard as I could, right in the forehead. My ring worked its magic. His head snapped back. His eyes rolled up as the imprint of my ring turned into a red horizontal stripe across his forehead. He went limp. The other guards grunted and moaned as the full weight of his body pressed down on the hobgoblins beneath him. 

I hopped back into the elevator and pressed the button for the top level. Then, just as the doors closed, I reached out and snagged a keychain from one of the guard’s belts. 

I felt myself rising into the air, and the pleasant sounds of Kenny G came rolling out of the speakers. I smiled and tucked my ring back into my pocket. I began thumbing through the keys. I wasn’t sure if I’d need them or not, but I was sure they’d come in handy some other time. Think ahead!

Half a minute later, the elevator came to a gentle rest. I stood near the back wall, the fingers of my right hand doing a tap dance on the grip of the taser hanging from the back of my belt. I didn’t have much of a plan. If there were guards waiting for me, I was going to shoot and run, and hope I made it through.

Thankfully, that wasn’t necessary. The bell chimed, the doors opened, and I found myself staring into the doorway of Pretty Boy’s flat. The news of my break-in must not have reached the top floor yet, because the place was quiet and dark. I stepped into the hallway and the lights automatically came up. The doors slid shut behind me, and the jazzy sounds of Freita Garble came drifting out of the ceiling. 
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