
        
            [image: Cover]
        


 

Myth, Murder, & Madness

 

 

N E Riggs


 

 

 © 2021 by N E Riggs



All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.



N E Riggs

NRiggs0@gmail.com

NERiggs.com

 

Illustrator:

The Economics of Liberation:

Seth Pargin — SethPargin@hotmail.com — SethPargin.com


Want a free anthology, containing four stories?

Sign up for my free newsletter, which also contains updates, previews, and more fun stuff.

 

NERiggs.com/signup

 

 



	
[image:  ]


	
Sorcery, Spaceships, & Sarcasm Anthology

 

Shadows of an Empire:

Swift as the Wind

 

Only the Inevitable:

The Antlions of Vanlang

 

A More Efficient Fantasy:

Optimizing Evil

 

Thousand Eye Universe:

Chasing Relics







 

 

 

 

Introduction

 

This is a collection of some of the short stories I’ve written.

The Economics of Liberation is a prequel to the Shadows of an Empire series. Return to Vanlang is a side story from the Only the Inevitable series, and follows after the Anttions of Vanlang story.

The other stories I wrote for the anthologies put out by the Vincennes Writers Group, and later First City Books.

I hope you will enjoy this collection. I enjoyed writing all of it, even the weirder stories. Especially the weirder stories :)

 

-N E Riggs
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Mok sat at the table in front of the tea shop and watched the shoplifter’s death. He held the cup tight and forced himself to continue to drink, attempting to look casual. Four soldiers from the thirty-third rabet surrounded the man, swords drawn, blocking most of the death from view.

“Something like that shouldn’t happen in the south,” Perry said. He gripped the edge of the table with both hands, his body vibrating.

“Calm down,” Alizabeth hissed at him. “You want to get noticed?”

Perry huffed but released the table. “I get noticed anyway.” His dark skin stood out among the copper Giramites.

One soldier picked a package off the ground and walked it back down the street. He stood out worse than Perry, with his black and yellow uniform and pale skin. As the soldier passed, people looked away, resuming their conversations at louder volumes. Like Mok and his friends, they still watched all four soldiers. When Mok glanced down the street again, he could see the blood pooling around the shoplifter, sinking into the stones of the street. Mok hoped no one cleaned up the stain. The empire could kill the man, but part of him would stay in Giram.

They could never forget what they were and what they had been forced to become, no matter how much they might wish to forget.

The soldier stopped at the store next to the tea shop, a jewelry shop boasting gems from the Twin Sun Kingdoms to Precht, if the advertising was to be believed. “Your merchandise, sir.” The soldier handed the package to the store owner. The owner, a middle-aged woman with graying hair, immediately handed the package to a man wearing embroidered velvet.

Mok had seen the incident from the beginning. The man had purchased something and had continued to chat with the owner as he left the store. He hadn’t even seen the thief until the man snatched the package from his hands. The thief had been fast, but stupid. The rabet soldiers had been standing just a few meters down the street. They’d seen the entire thing. They had been primed to chase the thief down.

Had the Giramite Watch caught the thief instead, he’d still be alive. He’d be in jail, probably waiting for a sentence of years of hard labor after an extended trial. That was the Giramite way. Maybe it was slow, but it worked.

The empire believed in swift, brutal justice. There had been less crime in Giram in the twenty-four years since being annexed by the empire, and almost no violent crime at all — if one didn’t count murders committed by the rabet itself. Mok would rather a city with streets rife with crime.

When the rabet soldier passed barely a meter from their table, Perry ducked his head and Alizabeth gripped her teacup tight. Mok didn’t look away. He glared at the soldier. The man glanced back, his eyes pale and weak. His mouth tightened, and he walked faster to join his fellow rabet soldiers.

“Fool,” Alizabeth said to him. “Now you’ve been noticed.”

“I won’t be afraid. If we let them do as they please, we’ve already lost this war.”

Alizabeth shoved her teacup away from her. “The war was lost twenty-four years ago. Or have you forgotten?”

“I’ve forgotten nothing.”

The rabet soldiers wrapped the thief’s body in a rough blanket. They picked it up and carried it away. A brownish red stain was all that remained behind.

“But just because Giram lost a war two decades ago doesn’t mean we have to surrender now. Or do you plan to accept the empire?”

“Never!” Alizabeth clenched her broad hands into fists. She was no delicate woman, all thick muscle and restrained power. Mok had always admired her, ever since they first met in school.

Perry looked between them. “How can you fight now? The empire is already here. Giram barely has an army. We can’t defeat the rabet. They’ve had twenty-four years to consolidate their hold here. If we try to fight, we’ll all end up dead.”

Alizabeth raked her gaze over Perry, her lip curling. “Are you or are you not a son of the Twin Sun Kingdoms?”

“Of course I am!” Perry’s back went rigid, and he scowled back.

“Then act like it, and fight the empire.”

“How?”

Alizabeth opened her mouth but nothing came out. Mok sighed and stared into his tea. He had no response either. He wanted to fight the empire. He wanted to save his country and free his people. But it was easy to say that, easy to know what he wanted. How to get it: that was a much harder question.

“I’m going back to the Elementalist Guild,” Perry said, tone weary. He dropped a dollar on the table, enough to cover his tea.

Mok glared at the bill: the imperial dollar had a picture of a mountain, the symbol of the empire. Even their money wasn’t their own.

“I have work to do. I want to finish my thesis by the end of the month. See you.” Perry waved and walked off.

Neither Alizabeth nor Mok said anything until long after Perry was no longer in sight. “He’s right,” Alizabeth said at last. “We talk, but what do we do?”

“At least Perry has a real job. Maybe one day he can circle against the empire.”

Perry was an Elementalist, skilled and powerful and less than a month away from becoming a master. He didn’t need to be afraid of the rabet. That ignored that the rabet had its own Elementalists, but Mok wasn’t feeling fair.

He had no great talent like Perry did. He hadn’t excelled in school like Alizabeth had. He had passion aplenty, but no idea how to apply it.

“Let’s make a deal.” Alizabeth leaned over the table, lowering her voice. “When we meet up here again, we have something planned. We have something that we can do, and something only we can do.”

Mok leaned over the table too. “What, to fight the empire?” he whispered back.

Alizabeth shrugged. “Anything that will help. The details are up to you. Me, I’m going to talk to the Liberation Party.”

“What, that joke?” Mok huffed, his belly spasming against his jacket buttons. He needed to get more exercise, he reminded himself. He reminded himself of that every few days, but he hadn’t done anything about it yet. “The Liberation Party does nothing but whine about imperial policies. They can’t even hold a proper tax protest. No one pays them any attention.”

“Then maybe it’s time someone did something to change that. They have the right ideas. They just need help with action.” She nodded, though more to herself than to Mok. “Well, what about you? What are you going to do?”

Mok stared at his hands, splayed out on the tabletop. “I’ll think of something.”

She nodded. “Do that, or Perry and I won’t need you.” She left another dollar behind and left.

Mok stayed seated. His brain twisted and turned and offered up nothing of use. “Haunt it,” Mok muttered and flagged down a waiter for another cup of tea. He had a biscuit too, because he was hungry and maybe a biscuit would make him feel better. The biscuit tasted lovely — apples and cinnamon with a hint of nutmeg — but Mok still felt cranky as he licked the crumbs from his fingers.

He leaned back in his chair. Life and movement and noise had returned to the street again, most of the people milling around having arrived since the thief’s death. Mok wondered if they saw the bloodstain on the street. He wondered if they wanted to see it. Most people in Giram City would love to see the rabet gone, and the rest of the empire with them. Equally, few people were willing to do anything to get rid of the rabet. Most people didn’t even want to talk about freedom; it was seen as too dangerous. Better to keep their heads down and feel grateful that Giram wasn’t as bad off as many other countries.

The thief’s death would be in the newspapers in the morning. People would huff over the news, glare at the rabet soldiers, and demand that the First Minister do something. There would be lots of talking and for the next month or so, the rabet would play nice, and soon the incident would pass out of memory without anything having been changed in its wake.

A head popped briefly above the table next to Mok’s. A couple sat there, leaning close to one another and giggling together. The head paused near the couple, then a small hand shot up. It closed around the muffin on the table, then the hand and muffin both vanished under the table, the head following a moment later.

Mok leaned back, tilting his head to the side. When the little girl slipped away from the table and behind a stack of chairs, Mok was probably the only one to notice. None of the waiters were nearby. Thank the spirits, neither were any rabet soldiers.

He dug out two bills without checking their denomination and left them at the table. While winding his way through the maze of tables, he made himself walk slowly and casually. A small form darted out again, leaving the stack of chairs for the alley beside the tea shop.

“My wallet!” a man called, grabbing at his belt. “Where is it?” Everyone nearby turned to look, murmuring in concern.

Now Mok did hurry. He couldn’t remember if there was another way out of that alley, but there probably was. It likely reached the back of the stores; he once saw an air barge fly down the alley, doubtless with a delivery of goods.

He spotted the small form a short way down the alley. Hopefully out of sight of most of the patrons, Mok broke into a jog. He reached the girl in a few steps. He grabbed her shoulder and swung her around. “What were you doing?”

“What—” Large, dark eyes glared up at him from under a mess of dark hair. Dirt streaked clothing that was a few sizes too big. “Go haunt yourself, old man.” The girl clutched a wallet in one hand, the remains of the muffin in the other.

“What’s going on here?” another voice spoke, one from deeper in the alley. It had a foreign accent, one that Mok heard often.

His back stiffened, and he grabbed for the knife at his belt. The little girl looked between him and the other person, holding her stolen items close. A moment later, a man appeared from the shadows. His clothes were even rattier than the girl’s. He looked about the same age as Mok, but Mok couldn’t be sure. He didn’t know how to age northerners. The man had light brown hair and flat, pale eyes which Mok instinctively distrusted. Eyes like that could hold any number of secrets.

When the girl spied the man, she tried to get away from Mok, but he gripped her arm tighter. He could hear shouts from behind him, plus footsteps coming closer. Were other rabet soldiers nearby? If so, he couldn’t let go of this girl. The rabet wouldn’t care how young she was. They’d kill her with the same ease and lack of thought as they had the other thief.

“Go away,” Mok told the man.

The man looked over Mok’s shoulder. “I’m the one who got disturbed.”

“We’re busy. It’s none of your business.” The girl clawed at Mok’s hand. He hissed as rough nails broke his skin, but still he didn’t release her.

“Well, if you want to keep it your business and only your business, you should go that way.” The man nodded back the way he’d come. “There’s a deep recess there. If you crouch low, no one will see you.”

Shouts came again, closer this time. These voices also held the north in their accents. Mok hesitated only a moment. “Keep quiet if you want to live,” he said to the girl and dragged her in the direction the man had indicated. Only a few hurried steps, and he found what had once been a doorway. It was now bricked over, but it was large enough and deep enough to hide a grown man, so long as the man crouched down and stayed still. Mok hunkered in the corner and held the girl close.

“You believe that nord?” she whispered. “He’ll snitch.”

Mok shook his head. “We wouldn’t get away in time.” He couldn’t run far or fast. If rabet soldiers wanted to catch him, they would. He held his breath as he saw three figures come into view. If the northern man did intend to betray them, Mok would be dead in less than a minute. Regrets flashed through his mind. If nothing else, he decided, he would protect this girl from the rabet. Someone that young didn’t deserve to die.

“Did you see the thief?” One rabet soldier stepped in front of the others, frowning at the northern man. Mok wondered if they knew one another. Probably not. The north was a huge place, far larger than the south.

The man pointed down the alley. “They went that way, Sergeant, and turned left at the end of the alley.”

The rabet soldier — who Mok only now noticed had two bars on his left breast — nodded. “There should be more people like you here.” He and the other two soldiers rushed past. The man stood still and waited for them to pass. Then he walked after them, right past Mok.

Mok gaped. The rabet soldiers had been in too much of a rush to notice him, but why was this man ignoring him now? The soldiers were gone. He stood and stepped out. He released the girl, but she hovered behind him. “You saved us.”

“So it seems.” The man stopped at a doorway a little further down the alley. He played with the rotting door for a few moments, then it creaked open. “Well, are you coming?”

“Kidnapper,” the girl said and stuffed the rest of the muffin in her mouth.

“We can’t go back the way you came. People are watching. I assume you don’t want to follow the rabet soldiers either. I suppose you could stay here and wait for them to return, but I’d rather not. Most people get angry after they’ve been lied to.”

Mok and the girl shared a look. “He helped us before,” Mok said.

The girl nodded, solemn beyond her years. “He’s skinny. If he tries to hurt us, you and me can take him.”

Mok’s lips quirked. He was twice the width of the northern man. He took the girl’s hand again and followed the man through the door. To his surprise, the man crouched down inside the small room inside. There was a manhole cover. A lock covered in rust held it in place.

The man played with the lock, and a moment later it snapped open. “Go,” he said, pointing down. “There’s torch preiginds halfway down.”

Mok went first. The rungs on the ladder were damp. He gripped them hard. He couldn’t see how far the ladder went, and falling was not the ideal way to discover how great the distance was. It took forever before he spotted the first preigind. Gripping the ladder tight with one hand, he let go with the other and reached for the preigind. “Illuminate,” he said, touching damp vellum.

A white light shone from the preigind, and Mok climbed the rest of the way down. A narrow stone ledge ran along the side of the sewer. Mok moved aside and held out a hand for the girl. She ignored him, climbing much faster than he had and dropping two rungs from the bottom. The northern man joined them last.

The three of them stood in silence. High above, Mok could hear people moving around and muffled speech. Whether that was the rabet soldiers or other people, he couldn’t tell. After what felt like hours, the feet moved off.

“How did you know about this?” Mok waved a hand at the sewers. He’d lived all his life in Giram City without knowing about it. Oh, he knew the sewers existed, but he’d never been down in them. He tried to ignore the rancid smell down here. Purification preiginds covered the bottom and side of the sewer, glowing blue. They could make the water safe to drink when it got pumped up into homes, but it did nothing for the stench.

“There are worse places to sleep,” the northern man said. “I’m Teg v’Rildivmor.” He raised his right hand, palm out.

Mok stared at the hand blankly. Must be some northern greeting. “Mok Maturson. And who are you?” he asked the girl.

She crossed skinny arms over her chest. “Mel. Can we go back up now?”

“The rabet soldiers might still be nearby. Best to put some distance between us. This way.” Teg led the way down the ledge.

Mok hesitated a moment then followed, keeping Mel between him and Teg. If the northerner hadn’t hurt either of them yet, he probably wouldn’t now. Anyway, with the damp ledge, Mok was more worried about Mel slipping than about Teg doing something evil.

They walked maybe ten minutes before Teg found a ladder he liked. He climbed first, poking his head up the top before motioning the other two to follow him. Mel scurried up the ladder, trying to climb and pinch her nose shut at the same time. Mok lingered for a moment, staring at the sewers. He wondered what else was down here and what else could be down here. No one would come down here, not unless they had no other choice, not with the smell. It could make a good place to hide.

“No rabet soldiers here, but plenty of other people.” Teg nodded at the crowds. They were a few blocks from where they’d been; Mok recognized some of the shops. “Take care.”

He made to leave, but Mok stopped him. “I work in a florist a few blocks from the University. Find me if you need anything.”

Teg didn’t say anything but stepped into the street. The crowd made space for him. That he didn’t wear a rabet uniform meant nothing. He was a northerner — no Giramite would want to get close to him. The fact that the reek from the sewers lingered on him would only make things worse.

Without looking, Mok reached out and snagged Mel before she could run off.

“What’s your problem, old man?” She glared at him through dirty bangs. “Let me go.”

“Do you have a home?”

“Course I do.”

“Where is it?”

“That way.” She waved an arm, encompassing half the city.

Mok knelt down so he could look her in the eye. “You shouldn’t steal, especially not when rabet soldiers are in the area. Here.” He emptied the contents of his wallet and pushed it towards her.

Mel stared at the bills. “I don’t need haunting charity! I’m not a beggar!” She stomped her foot.

“It’s not charity. It’s a bribe.” Mel raised an eyebrow, so Mok winked and tapped the side of his nose. “We both had a close encounter with the rabet. I don’t want them to come after me. You could tell — you know my name and where I work. This is a bribe to keep quiet. Does that sound fair?”

She snatched the bills and stuffed them in her pocket. “I won’t talk to nobody. You can trust me.”

“Good. And you know where to find me if you need help.”

Mel sniffed. “I don’t need no help. I’m tough.” This time when she scurried off, Mok didn’t stop her.

He watched as she dashed around a corner and passed out of sight. There were far too many poor people in Giram, and far too many of them were children. He hoped she had a place to sleep and access to food. The current First Minister had built shelters in some of the poor quarters. They weren’t much, but they were better than nothing. And schools in the bad neighborhoods fed their pupils both breakfast and lunch if they showed up — it was the only way to guarantee some of those children came and stayed in school.

It wasn’t enough. It wasn’t nearly enough, but what else could Mok do? He’d kept her safe from the rabet, given her money, and told her where he lived. He couldn’t drag her off to his home and force her to stay there, much as he wanted to.

He sighed and started towards the nearest sky train station. He had enough problems, worrying about the empire. He didn’t need to add fixing poverty to that list.

* * *

The bouquet took shape under Mok’s hands. He spread it out, making sure no two of the same flowers touched. He liked an eclectic bouquet, not all one kind. Not all the customers agreed when they came in, but Mok usually changed their minds before they left. It exasperated his mother, but so long as customers left with something, she didn’t really care.

Flowers were easy to plan. Find complementary colors, make sure the smells worked, and cut off the thorns. After a lifetime of working here, Mok didn’t have to think about most of it. He wished everything in life could be shaped like a bouquet. Then, if something ended up somewhere he didn’t like it, he could move it or even snip it.

Over lunch, he finally got a chance to read the paper. The report on the thief killed yesterday was on the third to last page, small and near the bottom. ‘Jeralt Hagarson stole from a jewelry store and was killed by the rabet.’

“Appalling!” Mok slammed the paper down and glared at it.

“What is, dear?” His mother, Sheran, sat on the stool near the door. She didn’t even look up at his outburst.

Mok pushed the paper at her. “The rabet killed a man yesterday, and there’s barely any mention of it!”

“He was a thief. You can’t really expect me to get upset over a criminal, Mok.” Sheran handed him the paper back.

“He was a thief, but he was a Giramite citizen. He deserved a fair trial before a jury of his peers and a judge to pass down a reasonable sentence if he was convicted. The rabet doesn’t give trials — they don’t even ask questions! They just kill!”

Sheran shook her head. “Don’t say things without thinking, dear. This is the first person the rabet’s killed this year. I bet he ran. Usually they bring criminals in for trials. You just think— Welcome!” She sat up straight, broad smile pasted on as a young man stepped inside the store. Soon she was deep into her investigation of what the customer’s lady friend might like.

Mok turned his back on it, too upset to act friendly, even around a customer. He grabbed a Water preigind and waved it over the flowers, dousing them. He held the preigind too tight but didn’t care.

Why didn’t more people get angry? It didn’t matter that the rabet was comparatively nice most of the time. Even if it was kind all the time, he still wanted them gone. Giram didn’t belong in the empire. It should be free — every country should be!

If only Giram hadn’t been so weak. Twenty-four years ago, when no one expected it, the empire attacked both Giram and Relerio. Relerio put up a better fight, since they had an army and no bandit and pirate problems. In the end, both countries fell. Now a rabet watched over them both, terrifying the populace and ignoring local laws when it suited them.

Giram had even less of an army now. Really, what it had didn’t deserve to be called an army. They had enough soldiers to protect the ministers and other officials, most of Giram City, and sometimes the other, larger cities. Their navy had barely enough ships to patrol the ocean near Giram City and catch maybe two smugglers a year — the rabet wouldn’t permit a larger navy or army, and no one was willing to argue.

No one was willing to fight back against the rabet. Some memories lasted a long time. The memory of the very short war twenty-four years ago remained firmly lodged in Giramite minds. With less of an army now than they had then, it was no wonder no one wanted to fight. Giramites were many things, but stupid wasn’t one of them. They knew a losing fight when they saw it.

So maybe fighting back wasn’t a good idea. Still, there had to be something they could do. Perry had his Elementalism, and Alizabeth planned to join the Liberation Party. Maybe neither of those things would make much of a difference, but at least they had something. What was Mok doing?

He had no useful skills. He’d gone to University for a degree in literature and, since that produced no jobs, returned to his mother’s flower shop. Flowers couldn’t defeat the rabet and neither could books.

He had five more days to figure out something. If he didn’t come up with anything in that time, he’d have to admit his failure to Perry and Alizabeth. They would understand — of course they would; they were his friends. Perhaps they would have new suggestions for him to try. Maybe he should wait for their suggestions. He had few enough ideas of his own.

He wanted to come up with his own ideas, something useful and concrete that wouldn’t involve the rabet trying to kill him. It was easy, though, to say he needed a good idea. Coming up with a good idea was much harder.

However much Mok tried to make a difference, in the end he could do nothing. He hadn’t even been able to help Mel. Teg had to save them both.

Suddenly he sat up. When the customer left with a large bouquet in hands, Mok said, “Do you need my help this afternoon?”

Sheran raised an eyebrow as she sat back down on the stool beside the door. She made a face as she sat — she always complained about the stool not having a back against which to lean, but she hadn’t bought a new stool yet. Like Mok, she was heavy set. They both liked their snacks. “You have plans?”

“I do now.”

“I should be fine. Go on, have fun.” She waved him away.

Mok pecked a kiss to her cheek then left. He didn’t like leaving his mother behind because he was supposed to help her. If he came up with a viable idea, though, he might have to stop helping her at the shop. That was fine. Sheran could afford to pay another assistant. Their shop did good business.

He took the sky train across town, stopping at the same neighborhood he’d been in yesterday. It was calm today, no rabet soldiers in sight at the moment. Mok avoided the place where the thief had died. The blood on the road had probably been cleaned up by now, but he neither wanted nor needed a reminder of yesterday’s horror.

Instead he headed into the alley. He had a chance to see it properly today, note the doors leading into shops. The building on the right’s second story extended over most of the alley, casting it into shadows. Garbage lined both sides of the alley, and he wondered if anyone bothered to clean here.

Mok lingered outside the door, his hand hovering over the knob. At last, he twisted it. It didn’t move: it was locked. He sighed. “Of course.”

Teg had picked the lock yesterday. This door probably led past the other door behind it, to the kitchen of one of the restaurants. Of course it was locked. Mok studied the key hole, but it was no good. He didn’t know how to pick a lock, even if he had the right tools for the job, which he didn’t.

He left the alley and headed down the street. A few blocks later, he stepped into a second alley. This one looked much the same as the other, except the hole leading to the sewer didn’t hide behind a door. Mok stared at the round, heavy cover. Then he knelt down, grabbed the rim, and tugged.

It came up easily. Mok pulled a torch preigind out of his pocket. Lying flat on the ground, he dangled the preigind down and said, “Illuminate.” The white light showed the ladder. Far below, Mok could barely discern the murky water and the ledge. He couldn’t see much from here, but he could smell it. He should have brought something to help with the scent, but he hadn’t thought to and didn’t want to turn around now.

With a grimace, Mok started down the ladder. He pulled the cover back on behind him, and the sewers turned even darker around him. Every rung he paused to wave his preigind around. Eventually he reached the bottom. Mok wiped his damp hands against his trousers. He’d have to change anyway, as soon as he got home.

He stuffed the preigind under his arm and took paper and pencil out of his pocket. In the center of the page he marked his location then walked left, going back the way he traveled yesterday with Teg and Mel.

He passed many ladders and marked them on his paper, listing how many steps to get from one to the other. Then he climbed each ladder. Instead of covers, he found grates. He couldn’t get the grates to open, no matter how hard he pressed or tried to unhook them. Mok peered through the grates, looking for familiar sights. When he climbed back down, he listed those sights on his paper too.

Finally he reached a ladder that ended in a cover. He pushed the cover aside and saw the same small room he saw briefly yesterday. Shelves covered the walls, heavy with boxes of food. Both doors were locked, so Mok climbed back down, pulling the cover back in place after him.

He spent four hours in the sewers. He found many grates and fewer covers. Most of the covers ended in alleys, and Mok took note of each location. Once he got off the high street, he found other things than ladders in the sewers.

Doors dotted the side of the sewers. He tried them all, but none opened. “I have to learn how to pick locks,” Mok said after the sixth door.

As evening approached, Mok was ready to give up for the day. He had thought to find something amazing in the sewers or at least something useful. He found ways to escape the streets which might be useful if rabet soldiers ever chased him again. What else had he hoped to find down here? He didn’t know.

He tried the next door without thought, because he’d tried them all. To his shock, it opened. Mok stood there for a moment, so surprised he could only stare. Beyond the door he saw a narrow passage, too long for him to see the end. With a grin, he stepped inside.

The tunnel sloped up. Mok held his preigind before him, the other hand on the opposite wall. It was a close fit, and Mok told himself again to exercise more in the future. He couldn’t hear the sound of water, having finally left the sewer behind, and the silence disturbed him.

Fifty-three steps later — he’d been counting — the tunnel ended in another door. Already expecting that this trip had been in vain, Mok turned the knob. This door opened too, and his jaw dropped when he saw what lay beyond.

A large room stood before him. Two old couches sat to one side and cobwebs coated the ceiling and walls. The floor had no dust, though, and neither did the couches. As Mok stepped inside and held his preigind aloft, he saw other doors. Twelve of them, and he wondered where they went.

Before he could do more than take a few steps inside, one of the other doors slammed open and a person dashed out. Mok jumped back and held his hands out, mind already searching for an excuse for being here. He barely got “Sorry” out when he recognized the other person.

It was Teg, the northern man. He wore a ragged jacket, the cut a style Mok didn’t know — a northern style, no doubt. He held a knife and a preigind but lowered both as he in turn recognized Mok. “I wasn’t expecting company.” He put the knife and preigind away.

“What is this place?” A torch preigind balanced on the arm of one of the couches, already alight. Mok should have noticed that earlier, realized that someone else was staying here.

Teg shrugged. “I found it a few days ago. I think it belonged to smugglers once, or pirates.”

“What makes you say that?” Mok peered in the door Teg came out of. He saw a kitchen there.

It wasn’t much of a kitchen — the stove looked ancient, though new heating preiginds had been attached to it. A loaf of bread and a basket of apples sat on the counter, which had been cleared of dust and cobwebs. He could believe that Teg only found this place a few days ago. He obviously hadn’t had much time to make it homey.

“Who else is going to build a place like this?” Teg waved a hand around. “Most of those doors lead elsewhere in the sewers, and none are far from ladders to the streets. Escape routes, plus an underground, windowless place where a person could live in comfort for days? Legitimate merchants don’t need places like this.”

Mok nodded. “I suppose.” He’d never thought about it before.

Giram had a long history of piracy and smuggling and crime in general. It was different in his lifetime: the rabet had made sure of that. The evidence of Giram’s sordid past lingered for anyone who chose to see it. Alcoves and bays ran the entirety of the Giramite coast. Warehouses filled the city near the docks, with many more in the nearby towns. No merchant traveled towards the Arch Mountains and Fruit Pass without bodyguards, even now with the rabet patrolling the countryside.

“So, what are you smuggling?”

Teg stared at him for a moment then his lips quirked up at the side. “Myself? I haven’t got anywhere to live. No landlord will listen to me, and anyway I couldn’t pay the rent. I don’t have a job.”

“Of course you don’t.”

Just as no Giramite landlord would want a northern tenant, no Giramite would hire a northerner either. Not unless they had no one else, and maybe not even then.

Mok shook his head. “Why are you here? You should go back to the north.”

A handful of northerners lived in Giram — northerners not associated with the rabet, that was. Most were not first generation immigrants. Until the empire conquered Giram twenty-four years ago, many northerners fled here to escape the empire, the casual violence of the rabets, and the draft which required every person in the empire serve in a rabet.

Mok knew little about the north, but it had to be easier for a northern to find a job and an apartment there. The north was a horrible place, even for northerners. Could it really be worse than having to live somewhere like this?

Teg plucked an apple and bit into it. “There’s nothing for me in the north.”

“That’s not an answer.” Mok crossed his arms over his chest. Though he waited, Teg offered no other reasons. Something must have happened to him, Mok thought, because no one chose poverty and homelessness. He watched Teg eat. The northern man ate every last bite of the apple, pulling the seeds out to get the last pieces from the core. 

“Why are you here?” Teg asked, licking the last of the moisture from his fingers.

“Why did you save me and the girl from the rabet soldiers?”

“Not all northerners support the rabets.”

Mok nodded. He knew that — everyone knew that, though most Giramites found it easier to paint all northerners equally evil. The northerners who lived here in Giram were those who feared the empire. They or their ancestors moved to Giram because they had nowhere else safe to go. Giram wasn’t safe now either, not truly. It was better than anywhere else in the empire save Relerio, but it too suffered now. Only the Twin Sun Kingdoms were free of imperial control, and no outsiders ever passed their borders.

How many of the northerners who lived here in Giram would love to go home? How many wanted to be somewhere else, not caring where, so long as it brought safety? Mok had never given northerners much mind before. He had troubles enough. He didn’t have the time or energy to take on other troubles too.

Now he could think of nothing but northerners — specifically, northerners who, like Teg, didn’t support the empire. There were many such people, especially in the east and Komein.  Rebellions broke out in the northeast every other decade. The rabets demolished them. Thousands of people died in each rebellion, guilty and innocent alike. After the bloodbaths, peace descended on the north, only to birth new anger that soon resulted in another rebellion.

There were resistance movements in the north too, organizations that lived in the shadows and plotted against the rabets. At university, Mok took a course on the history of the empire. It wasn’t a popular course, but Mok listened to every word and read all the recommended books. How could he defeat the rabet if he knew nothing about how they worked? Many of his books mentioned those resistance movements, mostly as history or speculation, but there nonetheless.

Teg had turned away from Mok now, staring across the dusty kitchen. He’d left the north, despite the lack of a job in the south. He helped Mok and the girl escape rabet soldiers. A normal man didn’t do things like that. Those were the actions of someone who hated the empire — hated it, perhaps, as much as Mok did. He couldn’t believe that anyone hated it more than him.

“Were you part of a northern resistance?”

“Because, if I was, I’d admit it to a man I’ve just met.” Teg cut his eyes at Mok before returning to his study of the kitchen.

Mok smirked. “You weren’t offended by the suggestion. You didn’t say that northern resistance movements don’t exist, either. I don’t know much about the north, but those seem like better responses to me. We both know what you did yesterday. Don’t try to deny it.”

“There’s no resistance in Rildivmor. There doesn’t have to be. There’s no rabet there. Not openly, at least.”

Rildivmor. The name sang in Mok’s ears. Was there anywhere in the world with more mystery and history than Rildivmor? The old lianthe capital, now only humans lived there. At the end of the War of Ascension, when the diemthe took over the empire and started their subjugation of the north, the old lianthe emperor died placing a curse on Rildivmor. No diemthe could set foot in the old palace. Because the diemthe couldn’t go there, the rabets left Rildivmor alone. It was the only place in the north free of imperial control.

“Why would anyone leave Rildivmor? You can do what you like there.”

Teg snorted. “If you think that, you really don’t know anything about the north or Rildivmor. The fifteenth rabet stays outside the city, but it’s always there. Rildivmor pays imperial taxes and its citizens are still drafted into service. Trust me, it’s still part of the empire.”

“So you had to come south to be free with your opinions.”

“Still convinced I’m part of a resistance?”

Mok leaned a hand against the counter. “I’m counting on it, because you’re going to help me establish a resistance movement here.”

Teg stared at him. “You must be joking,” he finally managed.

“Not a bit.” Mok clenched a fist. “I hate the empire. I hate the rabets, the thirty-third most of all. I can’t start an open war against them. Giram has no standing army, and we aren’t used to fighting. If I tried something on my own, I’d be ignored or killed. I don’t fancy either of those options. If I want to make a difference, I need like-minded people to help me.”

“And you think I’m a like-minded person?”

“Yes. More importantly, you know enough about the rabets to predict what they’ll do and how we can effectively work against them while not risking ourselves unnecessarily.” Mok smirked. “If you help me, I’ll let you stay here.”

Teg left the kitchen. He sat down on the edge of the couch. That had only a little dust on it and a blanket folded over one arm. Teg had been sleeping on it, Mok guessed. The thin, worn cushions didn’t look comfortable. Mok’s back hurt just thinking of sleeping there.

“You can’t stop me from staying here. You don’t own this place. No one does.”

“I could start rumors about a mad northern man living in the sewers. If the guard doesn’t check it out, the rabet will. Especially if I tell people you’ve been removing the Purification preiginds from the sewer.” Without those preiginds, drinking water across the city would be disgusting. If Mok made sure the right people heard those rumors — and an old university friend of his worked for one of the newspapers — someone would have to investigate.
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