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        MAZEWEAVER

      

      

      The shifting shadows within the cave became imagined monsters.

      Henrik started, jostling his lantern. Which made the shadows jump again. Which scared him again. Even his echoed gasp sounded to his panicky ears like a cavern crawler inching closer on its hundred scuttling claws.

      “They don’t really have a hundred legs,” Henrik whispered to himself. Even six-foot-long giant centipedes didn’t really have “centi-” legs. Scores maybe, but not a hundred. “Get a hold of yourself, Mazeweaver.”

      He swept the surrounding cavern with his lantern light again. Irregular limestone walls, a scattering of drippy stalactites, a small stand of knee-high stalagmites. Like the shrubbery his wife tended in front of their modest home.

      Home... Would he ever see Margorie or that cramped little luxury shack again?

      “Get a hold of yourself!” he echoed. “You’re not lost. You’re Henrik Mazeweaver, for Zyurr’s sake!”

      Of course, Mazeweaver was not his actual surname. His parents were not “Mazeweavers,” they were Branigans. But how would the master of the mining and minerals guild ever be thought of as a hero with a name like Henrik Branigan? He was renowned for his instincts and natural affinity for earth, gemstones, and precious metals. The man could practically smell a new vein! And his ability to blindly navigate the treacherous traps of cave-realms was the stuff of legends.

      “Bah!” he scoffed. “Mazeweaver, my ass. You’re lost, Henrik.”

      He peered into the light of his lantern, stinging his eyes to measure how much oil was left to burn. Of course, he’d brought several vials, but he’d also planned on being home hours ago.

      “Not lost,” he denied, “just exploring.

      “Just explorr-ring...” he singsonged.

      When he gazed around the gloomy cavern again he saw nothing but a blur of red fog, the aftereffect of staring into the light. Luckily for him, his peripheral vision was still intact: he was able to see something move on the ceiling ten feet above him.

      Henrik jerked his head, cocked his mace arm, and stumbled a bit. Now the red blur was between him and the black space above. Had his eyes just played tricks on him again, or...?

      A chitinous, segmented beast snaked down from the darkness!

      Gravity dropped it through the haze in his vision, right on top of him. The monster’s pincer-like mandibles locked around his helmet, its sinuous body wrapped around him, and scores of two-foot-long insect legs latched on where they could. Henrik screamed and fell to the stony floor.

      The light fell from his grasp too, rolled and flared as the remaining oil inside spilled and caught fire.

      But that was the least of his mortal worries! The iron helm wiggled on his head as the cavern crawler wrestled to devour him.

      In a burst of strength, Henrik exploded from the beast’s grasp, slipped out of his helmet, and scurried backward away from his attacker. A hundred tiny claws (it certainly felt like a hundred!) scratched his skin and scrambled for purchase against his iron breastplate. And never did he lose the multi-flanged mace clamped firmly in his right hand. The mace struck now to cover his retreat and smashed a hole in the creature’s exoskeletal belly.

      The double stingers of its poisonous tail clanged against his armored flank. He swung backward with a panicky yelp, knocked the two-pronged tail away, then bashed it with the flanged mace against the cave floor, again and again.

      Henrik paused, huffing and puffing for breath.

      The lead half of the elongated creature separated, dragging sticky strands of bug guts as it crawled away for safety. The wicked beast had changed its mind about its meal and was trying to scuttle away with what was left of itself.

      “Oh no, you don’t!” he cried, spittle flying from his frenzied mouth. “You messed with Henrik Mazeweaver, monster! Now you get his mace!”

      Several more savage blows finished the crawler, leaving a mess of fractured exoskeleton and glistening intestines.

      Henrik stood catching his breath, bent over and panting, for what felt like several minutes. The smoke that stung his nose barely registered. Then he chuckled to himself. “They laughed at old Mazeweaver... going into the caves with all his... expensive armor on.” He tapped his lost helm where it lay on the floor with his now gory mace. “But are they brave enough to come exploring the depths? No! And this...” He knocked at his breastplate with his left hand. “‘You come into the dark prepared,’ I told them. Ha!”

      With the safe reach of his weapon, Henrik dragged the lost lantern from the spread of burning oil on the cave floor. That flicking firelight wouldn’t last long and wasn’t much good to him as it was. After allowing time for the residue to burn off and the lantern to cool, he fished a new vial of oil from his pouch and lit the lantern anew.

      “Now that the excitement’s over, I’m back where I left off: thrice-damned and lost!”

      Henrik shined his light at each of his two options. “I came from that way,” he reasoned aloud. “And it came from this way.” Deliberately going into a potential nest of cavern crawlers sounded like an incredibly bad idea. “Although... the sticky beasties tend to roam where they can find prey, and there’s always more food toward the surface, rather than deeper beneath it. By that logic, I should go toward the source of the crawler... So, I guess we’re going this way. Stay alert!” he told his trusty mace.

      Mazeweaver did just that: wove through the rocky labyrinth, crawled low, climbed high, and slid sideways, following a trickle of water that he reasoned might be coming from the sun-blessed surface.

      It wasn’t long before he discovered a large open chamber, at least thirty feet wide, its ceiling outside the reach of the lantern light, with smooth walls and right angles. And the noise of babbling water was stronger here.

      “Manmade for sure! Or Dwarf-made, more likely. I’m on the right track. I can almost taste Margorie’s biscuits and gravy now. I don’t care if it’s breakfast time or not when I find my way out of here, that’s what we’re eating!”

      A few yards further into the darkened chamber revealed an irregular carpet of thick moss, or perhaps furry black mold. Maybe both.

      Henrik moved carefully, slowly, with his lantern held in front of him and his mace arm cocked at the ready. Then he stopped.

      His feeble light etched out shapes several yards ahead. Human shapes. Or human-like, anyway; could be hobgoblins, especially tall kobolds, or Zyurr-knew-what.

      His heart began pounding. His lungs sped up. His fingers tightened on the haft of his weapon. He licked his dry lips while his forehead broke out into drops.

      Still, those shapes in the dark ahead did not move.

      “Hello?” he whispered. Then a little louder: “Hello there?”

      No response. No movement.

      Not real, he thought. Imagining things in the stalagmites again.

      Henrik relaxed just slightly and shuffled forward.

      The light revealed more of the chamber’s secret occupants. They were man-like, certainly, but statues. Just statues. Eight of them. Some standing, some kneeling, more than one with hands or weapons held up in a defensive posture.

      “Creepy,” Henrik breathed. He nudged one with his mace, tapped another. “Solid stone.” Then he leaned in closer, felt the texture with his guild master’s sensitive fingertips. “Not limestone, though. Or anything else I would expect to find here. I’m not quite sure what kind of stone this is...”

      That was perplexing. He was Henrik Mazeweaver, after all! There wasn’t a rock that the god Zyurr squatted out into the world that he couldn’t identify.

      Henrik shined his light close, really scrutinized a couple statues. The details were fantastic, the faces so real. Even the clothes carved into them...

      “Pilgrims,” he gasped in awe. He ran his hand over the chest of one stone person, feeling the design on what looked like leather armor carved from unknown earth. It was the familiar symbol of a small bird with a pointy beak and a long, stiff tail standing within a circle: the icon of the Wren, fabled hero from the Hand of Six and legendary patron of the city Overlook. The Wren, who disappeared over two-hundred years ago along with his retinue of warrior-priest followers, known as The Pilgrims.

      “By the Nine Remaining Gods, where am I?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        IGGY

      

      

      Ichabod “Iggy” Wrenfield was strutting.

      Yes, a Wrenfield in a strut! Not since his great, great, great grandfather had returned to Overlook a hero—over two hundred years ago, probably far more than three “greats” worth of grandfathers—had a Wrenfield any reason to be proud. But today, at only fifteen years of age, Iggy was proud. And his mother would be proud when he got home to tell her.

      “Lab assistant,” he whispered in awe. “At the Guild House.”

      A smile touched his thin lips. He raked—no, combed—raked was a crude gesture for yesterday, not today—the long black hair from his eyes and puffed out his narrow little chest. A few eyes from passersby found him. A wealthy-looking merchant in a big hat with a pretty girl on his arm. Some dusty miners with picks cast over their shoulders and a thirsty exhaustion on their pale faces. They were probably headed for a tavern. Or a brothel. A young girl about his age with a basket on her arm, selling flowers in the street. She gave him a shy grin and her shiny blue irises held his as he walked past. The whole damn town could see the pride radiating from him!

      Of course, it was hard for him to tell if this was different; his gaze was usually cast toward the ground as he walked. Maybe others noticed him more often, he just didn’t see their faces to know.

      But he knew it today!

      “Lab assistant,” he deliberately told the next person he passed, a startled man with a bushy mustache and a battle-axe on his back. Even the hardened adventurer smiled back at him.

      Yes, today was Iggy’s day!

      He thrust his hand into the pocket of his good black trousers. Mom had sewn several pockets to the outside of the simple garment to hold all the things he collected. Usually, Iggy kept interestingly shaped rocks and luckily found trinkets in his many pockets. His hand on this afternoon, however, found a magic device at his right hip, front pocket.

      “Well, not magic,” he imagined telling his mom. “Well, sort of magic. It’s alchemy. And artifice. It’s science.”

      “What is science?” his mom would ask.

      “It’s what we Guild-types work with,” Iggy whispered to himself. “Well, some of the guilds. Just a few, actually. But it’s rocks and math and constellations and such. It’s… hard to explain.

      “It’s a compass,” he said louder, pulling the handheld artifact into the light. In his palm rested a small circle of metal and glass with a needle at its heart. A needle that moved all on its own. Right now, it was pointing directly at Iggy. “It finds things,” he whispered, still in his imagined conversation. “This one specifically finds north. Which is behind me right now. Which is why it’s pointing at me… Like it knows I’m special today. It always knows. It’s magic. Er, uh, alchemy and artifice. Which are like magic. Part magic, part sci⁠—”

      Iggy looked up. He was standing in the middle of the cobblestone street, talking to his hand, while an old woman in a bonnet and cloak stared at him.

      “Good day, madam,” Iggy said. He shoved the secret item back into one of his many pockets, yanked his black rain cloak more tightly around him, and hurried along.

      That was another reason his mom would be so excited by the eldritch device. Not only had her son been granted apprenticeship at the Guild House—the first in generations of Wrenfields to be more than laborers or table maids or shop clerks—but the compass was so like that relic of legend passed down in secret. It was so fitting. An omen of good things to come for him and his poor mother.

      He entered the shadowy interior of the South Town Tunnel. The tunnel was a hundred feet of arched darkness that separated Overlook Proper from Limestone Lanes, where Iggy lived. During the day, even a grey, overcast day like today, the tunnel wasn’t bad. It still made him slightly anxious, though. What if bullies were waiting along the stony walls for perpetual victims like himself to pass through? Or there was a sudden cave-in? But at night… He dreaded walking through the tunnel at night. It was pitch black then. There were sconces with torches bolted to the walls, but the torches weren’t always lit. The city didn’t always care enough to spend the oil on the South Town Tunnel. Limestone Lanes was not a wealthy neighborhood, after all. Far from it.

      His strut was fading.

      As Iggy re-emerged back into his own neighborhood, the old mantle reasserted itself over him. He was a shy, quiet kid dressed in black again. A skinny little weirdo with too many pockets sewn onto his clothes. His long bangs fell over his eyes again and he made no effort to sweep them aside. His gaze fell more to the ground again than to the world in front of him. He glanced up every few seconds to see where he was going, but otherwise assumed the usual hunched-over, almost invisible shuffle that he’d known his whole life.

      Lab assistant, a little voice within him said. Lab assistant!

      “Yeah,” Iggy reassured himself, licking his lips and feeling the little lump at his hip from the outside. “Yeah, I remember.”

      A city guardsman stood at the corner. He wore a chainmail shirt, a sword on his belt, and a pointy helm on his head. He and Iggy met eyes... for an instant too long. The guard spat black tobacco juice onto the cobblestones. Iggy felt himself go pale, jerked his eyes away too suddenly, and shuffled at double speed.

      Act natural, act natural! that quiet voice insisted in his head. You didn’t do anything wrong. You didn’t steal the compass. You just borrowed it. You’re a lab⁠—

      “I know, I know,” Iggy growled. “A lab assistant!”

      His sudden outburst caught the attention of another guardsman, this one leaning against a shop wall with his arms crossed. He eyed Iggy suspiciously.

      Iggy put his head down, as low as it ever went, long before he had petitioned for apprenticeship at the Guild House. Guide me home, he willed to the compass in his pocket. The borrowed compass. He hadn’t stolen it, just borrowed it. Without permission. On his first day, the very same day he’d been accepted. And if Guild Chairman Smecker or any of the Guild Masters—or even just guild members, for that matter—found out that he’d borrowed it, he’d be out the very same day. Maybe even arrested.

      And while the Consortium City Guard may be the champions of law and order in other neighborhoods of Overlook, they were generally no friends to the residents of Limestone Lanes. Especially of late. Especially under Sergeant Hob.

      Iggy didn’t know Sergeant Hob’s actual, full name. He just knew that you didn’t want to call him “Sergeant Hob” to his face. Not unless you wanted to be taught a very public lesson and then be hauled to the South Precinct for some jail time. Maybe even end up in Underlook Prison.

      But Sergeant Hob was a hobgoblin, that’s why they called him that. Not the only hobgoblin in Limestone Lanes—Iggy could think of a couple of impoverished, generally unpopular families there—but the only hob with any rank, prestige, or significance. He was also the South Precinct’s only sergeant, the only city guardsman in the Lanes to hold that rank. It gave him an unbalanced amount of authority, Iggy’s neighbors said. Iggy preferred not to get involved in all that, preferred not to think about it. And preferred not to even be within the Guard’s field of vision at all. Socially speaking, he was nearly invisible. Hardly anyone ever noticed the slumped over kid, dressed in black, who never made eye contact.

      Until now.

      Iggy chanced a look behind him.

      Both of those guardsmen—the tobacco spitter and the leaner on the corner—were trailing him now, no more than ten yards back.

      Iggy felt a cold sweat break on his face.

      “I didn’t steal it,” he heard himself mumbling.

      Stop talking! that voice in his head warned.

      Despite his lifetime of perceived invisibility, Iggy was obviously quite detectable. The guards were closing on him. They knew, somehow they knew. If he didn’t do something fast, his mom would never get to see the compass. He might end up in jail. And he could even lose his amazing Guild House apprenticeship on the very same day he’d finally gotten it!

      At the next gap between hovels, Iggy jerked left down an alleyway.

      One of the guards following him gave a frightening, summoning shout: “Ser-geant!”

      “Sergeant Hob!” Iggy gasped.

      His swift shuffle broke into a full-out run. For a moment all he could hear were the slaps of his simple, worn-out shoes on cobblestones, his ragged breathing, and his own pulse pounding in his ears. But just as he was wondering if maybe his pathetic dodge had succeeded, he heard the jingling of jogging chainmail behind him. He glanced over one shoulder: both guardsmen were a dozen yards behind, easily keeping pace!

      Iggy bleated like a panicked goat and poured on as much speed as his lanky, awkward legs could manage.

      “Stop!” one pursuer finally ordered.

      Obviously, Iggy ignored him. He arced right, turning the alley corner in such a wide circle that he almost bounced off the rear of the plaster-walled home there.

      And standing in the next lane, waiting for him, was Sergeant Hob.

      The Boogeyman of Limestone Lanes was not very tall, not very broad, but was more frightening to behold than the biggest drunken bruisers stumbling about Mead Hall Meadow. While your typical city guardsman had only a plain chain shirt and helm, the sergeant wore the full chainmail armor, surcoat, and cape of a man even above his station, complete with the green and brown heraldry of Overlook—that stylized eye staring accusingly out above the harshly hooked curve that represented the cliffside. His visage would be a paragon of official authority, were it not for his bestial head. He was not one of the near-faceless guardsmen hiding behind helm and nose guard. His ears would never have allowed for that. Sergeant Hob had the ochre-hued pallor of a hobgoblin with thick brown hair, huge tufts for sideburns, and two great pointed ears as big as Iggy’s hands, planed out like wings at the side of his head. And the irises of his terrible, piercing eyes were as yellow as the sun.

      Over Sergeant’s right shoulder rested the famous “blackjack,” a three-foot length of bone wrapped in jet-colored leather and brutally knobbed at the end. Rumor had it that Hob’s club was fashioned from a troll’s thigh bone. The thought that he might have killed and harvested the leg of such a terrible creature added even more to his legend. The weapon was another icon of the Boogeyman of the Lanes. Hob had a broadsword sheathed on his hip too, but he rarely drew it. The skeletal blunt instrument was his preferred method of maintaining order and meting out punishment.

      Sergeant Hob stood there waiting, blackjack in his right hand and holding up his left. “Stop,” he commanded.

      The panicky goat sounded again and Iggy changed directions. He pivoted on his heel so fast that he fell down to his opposite knee.

      But this lucky accident saved him.

      One guard lunged, brown tobacco slobber leaking down his chin, arms sweeping closed like a giant pincer, but he missed and instead tripped over Iggy’s crumpled form. The clatter of mail on cobblestones rang in echo down the alleyways.

      Iggy recovered, somehow dodged past his second clumsy pursuer, and sprinted off again.

      “Stop, thief!”

      “I’m taking it back tomorrow!” Iggy screeched back, on the edge of tears. “I just wanted to show my mom!”

      He slipped at the next opening to the right, clawed back to his feet, and ran again.

      Iggy neared the southern-most rim of the city now, where the settled neighborhood of Overlook’s civilized expansion butted up against the rocky outcroppings of the mountain itself. Where the yawning mouths of caves sucked air from the surface world. Iggy knew better than to go far into those caves. Every child of the Lanes had nightmares about being chased and devoured by the giant centipedes known as cavern crawlers. But they were still kids, so naturally they still went there. Therefore, Iggy also knew that the darkened tunnels were the best place to hide in the whole city. And that his chances in that semi-known darkness were better than the odds against Sergeant Hob and the City Guard. Besides, when was the last time he’d heard of anyone being attacked by an actual cavern crawler? In reality, the monsters were probably even rarer than goblin folk in Overlook. Heck, maybe cavern crawlers were just made-up stories used to keep troublesome children out of the caves?

      One thing was certain: Sergeant Hob was no made-up bedtime story.

      Iggy’s legs burned through the adrenaline haze and he pushed on as fast as they would carry him.

      The grey light of the overcast afternoon sky barely penetrated the gloom of that first cave mouth. He could see the irregular shadows of rocks and depressions maybe ten yards deep. Beyond that, nothing but black.

      Behind him, Sergeant Hob and his men had not given up. The pair of trooper guardsmen were visibly winded and trailing their leader, but none were far behind. Hob’s sword scabbard wagged like a stiff tail as he jogged in. He carried the blackjack mid-shaft beside him.

      “Nowhere left to go,” the sergeant growled, breathing heavily. “It’s the precinct or the crawlers now. Get on your knees, boy.”

      The crawlers? He knew they weren’t just bedtime stories! Iggy’s own mind had tried to talk him into suicide!

      Still...

      He licked his lips and looked to the cave. The unknown veil inside was only half as distant as the known danger of arrest now. If he dashed inside, he’d disappear. And if Hob knew the crawlers were real, he wouldn’t dare pursue. Would he?

      By the time Iggy glanced back toward town, Sergeant Hob was on top of him. The knobby end of his leather-wrapped club crashed upside Iggy’s fragile little noggin.

      The world spun. The ground came flying up hard to meet him. Rocks bit into his knee, palms, and cheek.

      A booted foot impacted his ribs. His lungs sucked in panic, fearing it might be his last breath.

      “Thrice-damned kid!” the guardsman above him barked. “You made me run! I hates to run!”

      Another kick, ejecting a whimper from Iggy’s throat.

      “I didn’t steal it!” he cried. “Just borrowed! To show my moooommm!”

      “Won’t your mommy be proud?” Sergeant Hob chided somewhere above. “Put the manacles on his ankles, boys. We’ll drag him back to town. Let everyone see what happens⁠—”

      A sound issued from the dark cave. A long, deep, gurgling growl.

      The kicking stopped. The guardsmen looked at each other.

      “Did you hear that?” one asked.

      “Do crawlers make noise?” the other wondered. His voice quivered slightly.

      “Not like that, they don’t,” said the first.

      Another monstrous sound rattled from within the rocky throat of darkness, a savage snarl of warning.

      Something charged forward into the overcast daylight.

      One of the guards screamed like a frightened old woman.

      Both armored men were knocked from Iggy’s view. The sound was like two huge sacks of coins slammed against a wall. Something large and green straddled the boy’s body, roared a challenge, and leaped forward.

      Iggy swooned. Images of the emerald-scaled beast, flashes of teeth, and a thick, waving tail flashed before and behind his eyes. He clenched them shut and curled into a protective ball on the stony ground, praying to ViQaar, protector of the meek, that the boy might be able to crawl inside himself and disappear. Terror and dread shoved his consciousness down into the depths his own mind. From inside that well, Iggy heard grunts of pain and the ring of weapons and armor.

      But it was the miserable scream of Sergeant Hob, the most formidable and feared man in the Lanes, throbbing in tandem with his injured head, that finally chased Iggy away from the waking world.
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      Abigail Ax’l organized her thoughts again aloud; there was little else to do on the road.

      “Plan A, then, Sergeant Peppercorn, is to track down Gwendolyn and avenge our father. After so many towns and long roads and... tasting the bitter bile of so much injustice, that is our highest priority.”

      She drew a deep breath and sighed. The sun had dipped below the tree line and irregular peaks of the Zyurr’s Brow Mountains and the air rapidly cooled in its absence. The days had grown shorter since she’d last been on the road, Abbey noted. Leaves were losing their color now. Or were they gaining it, those greens becoming orange, yellow, red, and brown? Was there a woodsy smell in the wake of that transformation or was she just imagining it?

      “Overlook,” she breathed, determined to stay focused. “We have a good lead that she’s there, Sergeant. Guild information is meticulously reliable, even between towns. But, if Gwen is still nowhere to be found, then it falls to Plan B. Which is... to go into hiding and just go crazy, I guess.” 

      Abbey scratched her pony lovingly between his ears. She knew that Sergeant Peppercorn wasn’t going to argue either plan. And if he did, then it meant that she finally had gone crazy after all.

      The sky through the canopy of trees was shifting like the leaves, from daytime’s brilliant blue to oranges, pinks, and purples, stratifying the western sky above the mountains. Abbey turned in her saddle to glimpse the moon creeping up behind her, exposed in the darkening sky, and the first winks of starlight far to the east.

      “The daylight’s fading fast,” she told her mount. “And so am I. You too, I bet. You’re doing all the work.”

      Even just riding in the saddle, traveling all day was tiring. By her estimation, the city Overlook was still several miles west. And continuing down the wooded road by night was not a good idea. Camping was slightly better, but the nights were getting colder with the seasons and an inn was much preferred to sleeping on the ground.

      “Then again,” she told herself, eyes probing the forest around her, “sleeping under the trees costs no money. We’re not flat broke yet, Peppercorn, but those last couple projects didn’t pay as well as I’d have liked.”

      She’d taken on several odd jobs over the past several months, as both crafter and investigator, but all under the table and out of Guild view. Which was dangerous, professionally speaking. The name Ax’l was no longer in good standing in Stargaze and there was that reliable, meticulous order to the Consortium ways of business to consider. However unlikely that word of had travelled quite this far, it was possible that any town, city, or village within the Consortium might know by now not to allow an Ax’l to work within their professions. In which case, Gwen would already be burned out of wherever she was operating. That, by now, might have driven her even further west, maybe right out of Consortium territory. Abbey hadn’t decided if she was willing to go that far quite yet. If that were the case, she had another plan in mind. “Plan C, I suppose,” she mumbled.

      “And hopefully, that doesn’t involve having to part with you just to put more coin in my pocket,” she told Peppercorn, petting his furry neck.

      Assuming you don’t get eaten first, she thought, but dared not vocalize. Abbey was confident in her ability to defend herself and her mount, but only when awake. What if some nocturnal predator came for horse flesh while she was fast asleep?

      Or gnome flesh, for that matter?

      She had traveling supplies, but only for basic needs. Abbey touched a shoulder strap of the limbo bag to assure herself that it was still there. The near-limitless pocket dimension within the enchanted backpack held all that remained of the Ax’l family holdings from their estates in Stargaze.

      Correction: Their former estates.

      Some relative amount of wealth still rested within that bottomless bag. But one of Abbey’s most useful tools was her practicality. She knew she had to budget herself rather tightly. An easy task for her, though. Discipline—and stubbornness—were also tools on her well-worn belt.

      Darkness fell more quickly over the sky, valley, and forest. A smudge of pale orange barely edged the western sky now.

      “The sun must have finally found that distant horizon beyond the mountains,” she told Peppercorn. “We’re going to have to find a good spot to camp, sooner rather than later.”

      As a gnome, Abbey’s eyes were better in the dark than any human, yet gnomish night vision wasn’t what it used to be. The gnomes were children of the earth god Zyurr and cousins of the race of dwarves (what was left of them). But unlike their cousins, Abbey’s ancestors had come out of the subterranean world in favor of a life above ground generations ago. As such, she could make out shapes and outlines fairly well on pale starlight alone, but to spy a good campsite in a strange patch of night-dark forest? Unlikely.

      Nor could she locate food and water well in the dark. Shelter, that was easier for her. Abbey was an engineer, among other things. And fire? Her training in elemental magic made fire a ready tool at her fingertips. But even with all her talents, she couldn’t just make food and water and both were getting low. Although brave, determined, and adventurous (not to mention being a hard, overbearing bitch, as her sister often said—more often shouted), Abbey was a city girl and her skills at hunting, foraging, and wilderness survival were… Well, not part of her training.

      The dusking sky had all turned bruise blue now. The shadows settled their dominance over the forest.

      Abbey and her ride, the honorary Sergeant at Arms of what remained of the Ax’l household, rounded a bend in the darkened road. Suddenly Peppercorn stopped and snorted. His ears twitched.

      “What is it?” Abbey asked, placing a calming hand against his neck. She strained her own ears and peered through the woods.

      Nothing.

      At first.

      Then the quiet dark growled.

      A furry shape stalked from the underbrush a few yards ahead. In Abbey’s night vision, the beast’s eyes reflected what little light there was, lending it an even more sinister visage. It was a wolf.

      “And where there’s one...” Abbey mumbled. She took the witch rod from her belt just as another wolf emerged cautiously from the left. A third and fourth padded from the forest a little further up the road. Leaves and brush rustled behind her too.

      Peppercorn stamped his hooves and backed up a few steps.

      “No, no, no.” Abbey laid her hand to his neck again, trying to calm the little horse before he panicked. If the pony tried to bolt, any opportunity for defense would be gone. The wolves would converge on their fleeing prey and easily take horse and rider down for their dinner. Abbey smoothed his soft, dapple-grey fur. “Calm down, boy. Calm down.”

      The wolves closed in.

      Shifting around in her saddle, Abbey spied five of them and knew there were more. The nearest beast bared its fangs.

      “Not today,” Abbey growled back. “Not without a fight.”

      With a snap of her wrist, the top of her six-inch witch rod unraveled, becoming a ten-foot whip of metallic ribbon. She cracked the first wolf in the face, the tip of her unique weapon biting it right between the eyes. Without waiting for a response, Abbey immediately turned over her shoulder and snapped backward as well. The weapon extended and cracked another creeping wolf in its flank. Both beasts yelped and leapt away.

      One of the mongrels lunged from her left, salivating jaws open, aiming for Peppercorn’s front leg.

      Purple flare lit the trees as a mystic bolt of fire streaked from Abbey’s left hand. It caught the wolf mid-stride with enough force to knock it off course, scorch its flesh, and light embers in its fur. The beast ran for cover, whimpers and wisps of smoke trailing behind it.

      Peppercorn staggered backward again, threatening to run.

      “Steady boy!” Abbey seized the reigns again with a handful of the pony’s mane. It was time to take charge, master over mount. Anything less would throw the fight at the threshold of victory.

      She cracked her whip twice more, not quite hitting the next wolf but driving it back nonetheless. It showed its glistening white teeth, turned calmly aside, as if conserving its pride, then darted away. Noise in the brush signaled the others retreating as well.

      Abbey sighed in relief. It was now safe to notice how intensely her heart was beating in her chest. She gave Peppercorn a reassuring scratch between his ears.

      “That was close. Just as I was worrying about our dinner, we almost became dinner.”

      Another snap of the wrist and her eldritch invention coiled itself back together, once again becoming a six-inch metal rod. Abbey lay fully on Peppercorn’s muscular neck and stroked his throat and chest.

      “Now what do we do, Sergeant? It’s getting too dark to find a good clearing...”
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      Once darkness settles in, the wolves might come back for another try.

      Abbey kept that thought to herself, though, so her pony wouldn’t pick up on the anxiety in her voice.

      But another quarter mile down the road, orange firelight flickered from somewhere between the trees. Voices and the sounds of labor echoed out of the gloom.

      “A camp!” Abbey said excitedly. With a gentle kick, Peppercorn’s tired pace advanced to a trot.

      There was indeed a camp going up amid several lanterns and torchlights. A short wagon train of carnival folk had found a clearing not far from the road and were setting up for the night. They invited Abbey to join them. And while she was grateful and pleased to have someone other than her tiny horse to talk to, she accepted their invitation with caution. Carnies were notorious for two things: friendly conversation and picking pockets.

      Abbey Ax’l was also known for two things: skill and skepticism.

      Plus a few other things, besides, she told herself. But she didn’t need reminding of the insults and fragile egos of others.

      “Trust but verify,” Papa had always said. It had proven good advice over many years, especially in dealings with humans. All these carnies were human, of course, as were ninety percent or more of the people in the vast green valley known as Zyurr’s Drinking Horn. The towns and cities of the Consortium populated the valley and the mountains that bordered it, and thus the Consortium was mostly human. Abbey’s own home city of Stargaze had a large gnome population, as well as some dwarves. She’d heard that the Consortium’s farthest city, Westgate, had a large goblin kin population, sharing the Thirsted Plains with the infamous and ancient city of Five Kings.

      But all people were essentially the same, no matter their height, ear shape, or heritage. And in recent years, Abbey had become distrustful of nearly all of them, save her own very small family. With her father dead—passed away from unbearable shame and grief—and her sister Gwen gone, that left Abbey trusting pretty much no one, except herself.

      She set up her own camp site at the border of the clearing, a respectful distance from the traveling troop but close enough yet to enjoy their firelight and the gracious invitation to share their pot of soup. She was happy to have the turnips but ate around the bits of rabbit meat, hoping they wouldn’t notice or be offended. She was a gnome, after all, and all the gnomes of Stargaze were vegetarians.

      After supper, most of the carnies gathered in a big circle round the fire, swapping stories, songs, and a jug of hard cider. Not wanting to be rude, Abbey took a couple small sips from the jug and laughed along with the revelry. As long as she didn’t allow herself to become intoxicated (and thus vulnerable), she was glad to enjoy the company of other people for a change. Even on her travels and short stays through the towns of the valley, Abbey had generally kept to herself. Since this was only a single-night association, she could afford to be a little less formal.

      After a while, Abbey noticed another tent had been erected near her own. The woman inside opened and secured the door flap, visible to Abbey’s place by the fire. She was a tall, slender woman in a colorful dress and pinned-back red curls. Inside her tent, she had a small foldable table and two chairs. Candles burned brightly on the table. The woman flashed her a quick smile, nonchalantly, then took the seat on the opposite side and pretended not to be watching her.

      The flap was probably open toward Peppercorn and my tent first, Abbey thought, waiting for me to come back and notice. But I stayed to show fellowship with my hosts. It seemed obvious to her that the woman had set up her act for an audience of one: the stranger in their midst, the lone travelling gnome. She certainly wouldn’t need to perform for the rest of her own troop.

      What’s her routine? Abbey wondered. Mind reader? Fortuneteller? She fit the stereotyped style for it. Half of advertising yourself to the paying masses was meeting their expectation so they knew to seek you out.

      “Okay,” Abbey mumbled. “I’ll bite.”

      She stood from the log she’d been using as a stool and approached the tent.

      The woman pretended not to notice until Abbey was standing in the open flap’s threshold. “Ah, good evening!” she said. The candlelight lent ominous shadows to her aquiline face.

      “Good evening. I couldn’t help but notice,” Abbey told her, “that you seem set up for business tonight.”

      “Business?” The woman flushed with slight embarrassment. She apparently wasn’t expecting the direct approach. “I was just feeling… antsy, you might say. Anxious. I could feel the brush of moonlight on my skin, like the tender fingers of a lover. The whispers of the stars so far away in their heavens. I knew it was a night of prophecy. I just had to prepare myself and wait for them to send their message.”

      Oh, she’s good, Abbey thought, taking the open seat at the table.

      “My name is Ezmerelda,” the carnie said, offering her hand. Her skin was fair, soft, and perfect, her nails lacquered ruby red.

      “I might have guessed it was,” Abbey said, with just a tiny sting of sarcasm. She shook hands. “Abigail Norm’l.”

      The woman’s shining blue eyes narrowed at her, skeptical of that answer. “Is it?” she asked.

      Wow, Abbey thought, maybe she is the real thing after all. Abbey had been traveling under the clan name Norm’l, since the Guild in Stargaze had ruined her father’s name. And this woman questioned the truth of it when presented with that alias? Abbey had some skill in the craft of magic, but seers were a different kind of magician. Divination and second sight were rare gifts, very difficult to learn; they usually required the seeds of inborn talent to fully blossom.

      “Where are you travelling to, Abigail Norm’l?”

      “Why don’t you tell me?”

      Pearly white teeth revealed themselves beneath the curtain of red-glossed lips. It was the practiced smile of a salesman.

      Illusionist too? Abbey wondered. Nobody’s teeth look that good. Unless... Unless she’d been using the edible soap and mouth brush her father had invented. More intellectual property stolen from her family.

      Ezmerelda produced a deck of cards from seemingly nowhere. The cards were well worn, their backs inked in shades of purple with intricate, swirling designs, their edges frayed and yellowed. She placed the deck on the table and cut it several times into smaller piles, then waved her hand over them. “Now we see what secrets the stars have been whispering to me all day, waiting for the veil of daylight to draw back so they could see me better. Traveling this road. The same road the both of us have shared on our respective journeys.”

      Ezmerelda built a new deck of cards from the various small ones, stacked in a new order. Her hand hovered above it, swimming back and forth like a fish in an ethereal sea. Her charming blue irises disappeared, rolled back and showed their brilliant white underbellies.

      With a blink, the blue eyes returned. They focused on the small woman before her.

      “Ah, yes,” the fortuneteller said, as if she’d just been told the answer to a question that had vexed her all day long. Her fingers deftly slid off the top card and revealed it. Ezmerelda seemed to already know it without the need to see it. “The Firebrand.”

      Designs were carved into the surface of the small, round table: triangles of various sizes and angles, concentric circles like ripples in a pond, shallow outlines of perfect squares and rectangles. It gave Abbey the impression of a strange map that only the fortuneteller could read. The designated place for this first card was not obvious until Ezmerelda set it down; once revealed, it seemed the only place for it.

      The image inked on the card was rather elementary in design: a nondescript figure holding a torch in its hand. The fire was bright orange, casting a circle of white in which the figure stood. Blood red painted the card outside that circle to its edges.

      “This first card,” Ezmerelda explained, “represents the subject of the reading. That’s you. The Firebrand upsets the balance. Can be a bringer of chaos or establish new order. She might also be a leader of others. A visionary. A beacon of hope and inspiration in a dark world.”

      Abbey scoffed. She hadn’t meant to, it just burst through her lips. “You’re half right,” she chuckled. “Sorry, I don’t mean to be rude. But if you knew me and my situation, you’d laugh too.”

      The woman’s cool blue eyes showed no offense. Her gaze was steady, unfazed. “Perhaps you don’t know yourself as well as you think,” she said.

      Abbey’s head shook of its own accord. So much for being the real thing, she thought. But she would indulge the woman. At least enough to let her finish her act.

      She apologized again, licked her lips and fought down a smile, then added, “Please continue.”

      The fortuneteller drew the next card from the deck with dramatic pause and flare.

      “The Veiled Moon,” she announced. Ezmerelda placed the card on the table, below and left of the Firebrand. By the positioning, Abbey guessed there’d be two more to follow. On this one, a grey circle was obscured by blue clouds on a black field. “The Veiled Moon foretells a mystery. Something hidden. Perhaps betrayal, traps, or an ambush waiting to be sprung.”

      “Perhaps? That’s not very helpful,” Abbey said, almost playfully. She wasn’t taking this performance very seriously but was willing to play along. To a point. The Ax’ls had already suffered enough betrayal and didn’t need any more. Maybe this was telling of the past instead of the future? Abbey was also a member of the Zodiac Guild, who were seekers and solvers of mysteries. In fact, she had done some investigations in a few of the smaller Consortium towns she’d passed through recently, though she couldn’t claim her Guild rights (or rates) for doing so.

      Ezmerelda apologized. “The meaning of the cards, like the future itself, are not always certain. They are sign posts along our journey, not maps. They can only point the way but not explain how to get there.”

      “Life is full of mystery,” Abbey agreed.

      “Indeed.” The look in the fortuneteller’s blue eyes told Abbey that she was also reading her skepticism. But she went on and drew a third from the top of her purple-inked tarot deck. This one she placed beside the Veiled Moon and directly below the Firebrand. It featured two figures. The rear figure was tall and skull-faced, a cloaked silhouette of black with a long scythe standing next to it. Its white, skeletal hand rested on the shoulder of the second figure, who was smaller, clothed in grey with its head bowed, standing in front of the reaper.

      “The Orphan,” Ezmerelda said. “One who is lost and alone. Perhaps the victim of tragedy.”

      That card hit closer to home than Abbey cared to admit. Her father was dead. Her sister had left more than a year ago. Abbey had been left alone in Stargaze and was utterly more so wandering the Consortium.

      But she still wasn’t ready to accept this as more than a parlor game or a con for rubes. In fact, she felt nearly offended by it.

      Ire rose in her voice: “Just because I’m traveling alo—by myself, doesn’t mean that⁠—”

      “I did not arrange these cards,” Ezmerelda insisted. “If you remember, you saw me stack the cuts blindly. But perhaps now you believe in them, just slightly?”

      Of course she can read you, Abbey told herself. That’s part of her job.

      “I’m sorry if my skepticism is so obvious,” she said.

      Ezmerelda turned up both hands and shrugged. “Half of my customers are true believers, half are waiting to become so. It’s nothing new for me, Mistress Norm’l. But I think, perhaps, this is all new to you. The possibility that you might have sat down so confident in your denial and now find that you were... wrong?”

      Abbey was rarely accused of being wrong and she didn’t care for it. She swallowed her pride, though, and blew off steam with a sigh. “Let’s just say that skepticism is part of my profession. But perhaps you should join the Zodiac Guild yourself. Seers and prognosticators are rare there but certainly welcome.”

      This struck the woman funny and her sudden bark of laughter startled Abbey. “You hear that, Pierre? The lady thinks I should join a guild!” Those at the fire shared her laugh. Ezmerelda narrowed her painted eyes at Abbey. “Thank you for what I assume was meant as a compliment, but the guilds don’t welcome folks like us.”

      Abbey knew what she meant and it was probably true. There was an elitist aspect to the whole Guild concept and structure. Just as Abbey had looked down on the carnies when she’d discovered them here, so the Guild would too, with an even more intense glare down their noses.

      “I’m sorry,” Abbey said. “I didn’t mean it as an insult. Please.” She gestured at the cards. “Continue.”

      “Your doubts are fading, perhaps?” Ezmerelda arched a carefully sculpted eyebrow. Her red-lacquered nails teased the top card. “You didn’t believe at first, but now you’re not so sure. And I don’t need to be a seer to see that.” She winked.

      Her playfulness vanished, though, when she saw the final card.

      “A hand of fate,” she announced ceremoniously, her demeanor suddenly dry and serious. “That is, a complete reading of four cards.”

      She placed the last one at the end of the row and pinned it with one red fingernail. A black serpentine monster wound around and attacked a slender grey tower in silhouette. The background was entirely red and inked with waves of flame.

      “The Dragon.”

      Sympathy showed in her blue eyes. The bravado and showmanship had left her voice.

      “It foretells destruction.”

      She sighed now and gave a small shrug. “But, perhaps, with the possibility of rebirth.”

      “Your tone has certainly changed,” Abbey noted.

      “I’m sorry, my dear. The cards are never wrong.”
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      The Hungry Flame.

      That was what Mentor had called her.

      It had started with a compliment from one of the Enclave elders. He’d noted the speed at which Selene absorbed training. The comment gave her the nourishment of pride and encouragement, rare treats in the arduous life of the monastery, like a draught of water after several days’ journey through the desert.

      But Mentor had turned it against her.

      “Yes,” he’d agreed. “Selene is like a hungry flame, ready to consume everything in sight. The fire that would consume even ice, if not careful. Or if it doesn’t know ice when it sees it.”

      She knew what her teacher had meant: the dangers of a passion untempered by caution or wisdom. A flame that is so ignorant or arrogant that it tries to burn ice instead melts it, thus extinguishing itself.

      Obviously, Mentor’s nickname had purpose, a lesson to be learned. And she’d... mostly learned it. Though it hadn’t extinguished that flame and was not meant to.

      Her hungry fire had gotten her this far.

      Selene straightened her back and extended her arms, stretching her waiting muscles. The vast night sky opened above her. The silvery moon, nearly full, shined down on her with its blessing and approval.

      If late night passersby were to look up, or exhausted lovers to throw open their windows for a cool breeze, they might have seen a peculiar sight cast against the moonlight: the lithe form of a woman sitting comfortably atop the tiled roof of one of the tallest buildings in Bexley.

      How in the Nine Circles did she get up there? they might wonder. And why? And how will she get down?

      She was not up there to show off, however. It was better, in fact if no one saw her.

      Tonight, Selene had purpose.

      Since coming to Overlook, she’d spent most of her time fitting in. Finding employment where she might be positioned to hear things. Filling the role of a lone traveler seeking meager means of getting by.

      No one here knew of the Enclave. Or what it meant to be Eclipsed, happily exiled from that underground monastery to seek the next stage of enlightenment.

      Aerys’s love, Selene realized, no one here even knows my true face.

      Perched on a high rooftop in the well-to-do neighborhood of Bexley, Selene had dressed as both a thief and a fighter for tonight’s activity. For stealth and freedom of movement. For dashing quick and striking fast. She dressed as a Sun Shadow, shrouded head-to-ankle in black: a loose-fitting blouse, wide-cuffed cotton trousers, and a hooded cloak. The hood was cast back now, allowing the gentle wind to play in her thick, curly hair. As one of the night kindred (called “dark elves” by the ignorance of others), her body was evening-hued by nature: deep blue skin, raven hair, pale lavender eyes. The pointed tips of her ears barely poked free of her wild locks, listening intently to the world around her. She straddled the roof with bare feet resting on the cool clay tiles of either slope. Two large, curved kukri knives hid in their sheaths, crossing over her buttocks; thus, they also straddled the roof ridge. Her five-and-a-half-foot bo staff waited in a thong on her back. And the mystic relic Pain of Waking was in its idle form as a ring on her right hand.

      She was armed to the teeth, including a few shuriken throwing stars hidden on her person. Tonight, she anticipated action.

      Not just anticipated—hunted for it.

      Selene’s destiny name was Moon Huntress, after all. Though the Sun Shadows of the Enclave dismissed their destiny names. These were granted to all night kindred as infants by a priest or priestess of Aerys, foretelling the child’s future. At the Enclave, therefore, they thought of these as children’s names and simply went by their given first names. Selene Moon Huntress... well, she wasn’t quite a Sun Shadow yet. Not fully. And that name describing her fate had meant so much to her growing up. She wasn’t ready to let it drop like an out of fashion garment quite yet.

      The cool breeze kissed her face, sent a chill through her muscles and down her spine.

      Comfortable as she was on this perch, she couldn’t sit here much longer. Selene was a creature of motion. Adrenaline for her was as alcohol for the lazy cattle who wasted their lives sitting in taverns, drinking to forget how bored they are with their lack of purpose. She had always been that way. Sitting still for too long was a slow death. Waiting passively for life to happen to you was waiting to become a victim and then complaining that Fate had dealt you a vicious blow. Selene understood that pathetic vantage point because she had been born into it, as most people had. The difference was that most people are not just born asleep but refuse to wake up. They clutch the blankets up under their chins, or over their heads entirely, and just lie in bed, denying life and waiting for dreams to distract them from their misery.

      Selene was born to life as a victim too, but no more and never again. She’d spent her childhood as a street urchin, stealing to feed and clothe herself and her mother. Her mother who was born a victim and never aspired to more. Selene soon learned to fight tooth and nail for what was hers, including the food or money she’d stolen. First to live, then for the excitement that made life worthwhile.

      But she hadn’t known true prowess as a warrior, or even true purpose, until she’d joined the Enclave. She was in her twenty-second year before being taken in by her people. Her true people. Not just the dark elves of Five Kings and the Thirsted Plains, but the Sun Shadows. Those who thought of themselves merely as dark elves were no more than the dying embers of a fiery, ancient race. They would eventually wink out of existence, as their old enemies had intended. Night kindred in the city of Five Kings spoke of the Sun Shadows as idealized beings who only existed in the time of myth, the most glorious version of their race from a lost golden age, never to be realized again.

      Selene had been born a dark elf, to dark elf parents. Her father, she had never known. Her mother... might as well have been the same. Just another impoverished, diminished animal, locked in survival mode because she could not imagine anything more. Had it not been for Selene, her mother would have died of starvation far sooner than the violence that eventually took her.

      It was shortly after that—and after her revenge on those who had murdered her mother—that the Sun Shadows found Selene. By then, Selene had become a person to be feared on the streets. She had mistakenly thought that she was on the rise to power. But it was only power from the perspective of the violent and desperate beings of that cruel city. She could only ascend as high as any other criminal or enforcer, one of many thousands.

      Instead, she had been discovered and saved through invitation by the true paragons of her people. Taken away to their stronghold beneath sand and stone. And trained to be more.

      Into the Enclave, beneath the earth and away from the sun that gave them their name. Hidden from their enemies but also from the eternal eyes of Aerys, goddess of the sky and mother of all elven people. Selene had never enjoyed that aspect of it, the cramped darkness beneath the desert.

      But she had only been in Enclave for six years. There were some who stayed for decades before becoming Eclipsed. Others never achieved that at all or left the Enclave as mere night kindred. They would never become Sun Shadows.

      Even now, at twenty-seven years of age, Selene was practically a child in the long lifespan of the elves. But she had lived a hard life and that aged a person. Much harder than the people here...

      Overlook was a Consortium city. They didn’t have kings or queens. They were ruled over by a council of educated men and women from among the populace. A system with some merits, she supposed. Certainly better than power by birthright. But all people were born animals, especially humans, and the Consortium was vastly human. Overlook was perched hundreds of feet above the eastern edge of the Thirsted Plains, at the end of the high mountains and green valley known as Aerys’s Challis. Life thrived in a temperate region like this, with less struggle than in the desert. Therefore, she reasoned, most of its people were softer and spoiled. And like any city, Overlook and its four boroughs were the grazing grounds of human sheep, people who chewed cud and slept through their lives, waiting to be fleeced by thieves or killed by predators.

      Listen to yourself, she thought. You’re becoming a thrice-damned zealot. That’s the enforcer of Five Kings talking, not an Eclipsed on the path to enlightenment.

      Selene closed her eyes, rolled her head back. Drew a deep breath, slowly released it.

      You shouldn’t get so worked up, she told herself. Perhaps that “hungry fire” was anger after all, as Mentor had suggested.

      “And anger is not as useful a tool as it would have you believe.”

      Her teacher’s words stuck in her head.

      As they should, she admitted. But six years of training cannot blot out twenty-one years in the war for survival.

      That’s what being Eclipsed is all about, she reminded herself. Years more to learn. And, with Aerys’s love, to eventually find enlightenment within myself.

      “Still, enlightenment’s a hard road,” she grumbled aloud. “And this bo staff isn’t a walking stick.”

      Selene scanned the neighborhood below. Contrary to popular belief, even dark elves did not have what others called “night vision” or “dark sight.” But their senses were many times more acute than those of humans and other races. She could certainly see better than most at night, able to pick out fine details and shifting auras in the moonlight. Her awareness had sharpened even more during her training in the Enclave. She’d learned to fight in spaces of crippling darkness too, trusting her other senses, and to become one with the invisible environment.

      From her perch now, the irregular grid of Bexley’s cobblestone streets and slated rooftops spread out before her like a giant game board. It must be nearly midnight by now. She’d heard the Guild House clocktower across town strike eleven bells a while ago. Most citizens of Overlook were fast asleep. Especially the working and merchant class citizens of Bexley. This was one of the nicer neighborhoods in the city and largely residential. She expected that the pitter-patter of any feet this late, in this district, were likely those of rats. Big ones.

      “Not literally rats,” she clarified to herself, tapdancing her bare toes against the clay roof tiles. Because she had heard rumors of that nature too: rodents and vermin, organized and oversized in the city sewers.

      Those were not the rats she was interested in. The city had been plagued by different vermin of late. Burglaries were on the rise. The “rats” above ground were getting organized too.

      Of course, Overlook was a city like any other. Concentrate any large population of people—be they human, elf, or goblin kin— within city walls and there was bound to be trouble. It was in the animalistic nature of every being. Selfishness and survival were powerful instincts. And few creatures, even intelligent ones like your average civilized, cosmopolitan city person, ever matured much beyond their baser instincts.

      Oh, how easily you look down on others, she thought, mimicking Mentor again.

      It’s easy, once you’ve climbed out of the gutter. This had been her retort then and it was to herself again now.

      No matter now advanced the Consortium thought it was, the baser natures of all beings still held true here. As she understood it, the Consortium was kind of a brotherhood of cities and towns, all loosely connected by the same principles and experimental form of government. Most people would think the monstrous city of Five Kings was odd, having five different kingdoms occupying the same place. But the Consortium was ruled over by merchants, lawyers, and guildsmen. That seemed an odd system to her. She had to admit, though, there were advantages. Money being chief among them. There was certainly more wealth to go around in a Consortium city, not that it did go around. The greedy and powerful tended to horde most for themselves. Which left more people in need. And so, like any other civilization in the world, thief and brigand were valid career tracks.

      Bexley, she thought, was a good neighborhood for her to stake out for such activity.

      Bedford Falls, just west of the Guild House, was the richest district in Overlook. The elite who lived there surely had the nicest things worth taking. But the City Guard were also more attentive and vigilant there, protecting their “best” citizens. For thieves daring to seek fortune there, the greater rewards came with greater risk of getting caught.

      Overlooked Proper probably had the most crime, but that was well known. Crime in plain sight, business as usual. Especially on Midway, the main avenue of travel, revelry, and commerce. Pickpockets, gambling, price gouging, and rolling lonely out-of-towners in darkened alleyways. That was daily life and largely unavoidable.

      The last borough of Overlook was Limestone Lanes, to the south. These were more Selene’s people. The most impoverished sector of the city, barely getting by with little more than two copper scept coins to rub together. Of course there was crime in the Lanes, but that was because they had more need. Those wretched animals had little choice but to operate in survival mode and probably would their entire lives.

      “Just like home,” she muttered.

      But poor people stealing from poor people never accomplished much. The authorities—be they Consortium City Guard or the Regent Pikes of the various fiefs in Five Kings—they don’t much care about crime among the impoverished. As a long as the scum kept it amongst themselves and didn’t let it spill out into the affairs of people that matter...

      Selene sighed through clenched teeth. “See, that’s where the anger comes in.”

      She rose onto the balls of her feet, reached back to the hilts of her thick, curved kukri knives, then settled into a crouch on the rooftop.

      “Who are the victims and who are the perpetrators?” she whispered. Should she be protecting the comfortable people of Bexley or defending the cutpurses who steal from them? Who needed her more, those with means or those who need? The haves or the have-nots?

      That wasn’t a call to make for tonight. Maybe one day it would come to that—challenging the real power of the city—but not now. Tonight, she was investigating. There was a definite buzz in the underworld, a reason burglars were so busy of late. The tension and temperature were up all over town and she wanted to know why.

      That was her quest. Part of being Eclipsed was atonement and she had most of her life to atone for. Restitution for living as a criminal was to defeat crime elsewhere. Or so she imagined. And she would educate those offenders the best way she knew how: with fists and kicks, bo staff and blades.

      This was one aspect of her quest. Selene had been exiled from the Enclave to discover and enrich herself by way of experience. That was being Eclipsed. Denied the light of the Enclave to find your own way. To seek enlightenment by discovering her true self and the truths of the world. Once achieved, she could return to the monastery with new wisdom and finish her training. Only after that would she become a true Sun Shadow.

      That was why there were so few of them. Some died on the path and never completed it. Others simply spent their entire lives Eclipsed. Perhaps they gave up and found contentment in a lesser state of being? Or at least told themselves as much.

      This was Selene’s secret fear. That she would never pass through that shroud of darkness, never find true enlightenment. That seemed a much more likely destiny to her. She had a hard time imagining herself on the other side. Selene Moon Huntress, enlightened? Wise beyond those who have tried and failed and died seeking the same for centuries?

      She shook her head now, up on that roof, still unable to see it. Mentor believed in her, or so he had said. Selene believed it was remotely possible, but...

      She would not be at all surprised if she never passed through to the other side of ignorance. It was easier to imagine herself returning to the Enclave centuries from now, just to gloat to a more aged Mentor about how she had been right all along. Right about not being a true Sun Shadow, but only night kindred. Perhaps just a dark elf. “I told you so.”

      She slammed her fist against the roof.

      A clay tile broke into four uneven pieces and earth-red crumbs. The crack echoed over Bexley’s sleeping populace.

      Just as he had told you, she thought to herself.

      “So much anger,” Mentor had said one day. “So ready to doubt, so ready to hate yourself, yet angry when you do. And angrier still when you don’t. Like any child.”

      She’d been insulted every time he’d referred to her as a child. She was a woman nearing thirty. She’d left childhood behind when she was barely tall enough to pick a pocket and just strong enough to beat back the older boys who assaulted her.

      “But you recognize it,” Mentor had said, poking her forehead with the blunt tip of his bo staff. The tiny blow had nearly knocked her off the precarious balance of the pose she struggled to hold. “Because you know the rage and weakness are there, you can learn to see it in yourself. Grow around it. Eventually defeat it. Those doomed to ignorance don’t know that they can be more than an animal. You do. Doubting your own potential is the first step to reaching it.”

      Selene closed her eyes again, shutting out the moonlit city below.

      Deep breath in. Frustration breathed out.

      “I am Eclipsed now. I have grown past all that. Or I would not be here.”

      She opened them.

      Her keen eyes picked out an owl in a tree. A few small bats flew around in looping patterns, sweeping up mosquitos for supper. Tiny firelights winked at her from the neighborhood hunting grounds below and those sprawling away. Beyond the crowded buildings and distant city walls were mountains standing eternal watch.

      “It’s not about anger,” she told herself. “Is the leopardess angry at the gazelle? No. The hunt is not revenge. It’s the order of things, just as the sun chases the moon, who also chases the sun.”

      Another meditative breath. This one empowering.

      “I may never find enlightenment, nor end my educational exile. And if that’s my fate then, at least, I can always take comfort in being an animal.”

      Voices broke the still air, sharp and sudden, echoing down the alleys of Bexley.

      Selene’s attention snapped right. Her keen ears tuned in to trace the voices toward their source. Her elven eyes narrowed, scanning the blue-black shades of night for movement.

      “Not just an animal,” she whispered. “A predator...”
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