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1│ Highcrowne Noir
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I’ve read a few of those hard-boiled detective novels. You know, The Maltese Griffin, Murder on the Troll Road ... the classics. None of them ever mentioned the smell. Mister Hylar, my last hope, smelled like old sweat mixed with fermented stomach contents, some of which stained his shirt collar. City elves were like their country cousins, filthy.

The detective lounged at his desk, cigar in his mouth, glass of whisky at his elbow. When he took a swig from the bottle, the caramel alcohol scent swirled with the cloud of cheap cologne he wore, and I thought I might pass out.

I pinched my nose shut and tried to bat my eyelashes like every femme fatale should. The effect was ruined by the hand clamped over my nose and how green I was turning. I wasn’t a good femme fatale. That’s another thing those detective stories never told you—how tough it was to be the dame with a problem.

“I’m in trouble,” I said nasally.

Mr. Hylar turned his full attention to the near empty glass, seeming to wonder if he should bother with the sip remaining. He shrugged and chugged it back, decision made.

“Look.” I tried again. “My brother died and left me a fortune.” All my life I’d been told to keep Thorne troubles in the family, not to show weakness. Yet, here I was asking for help and hating it.

“A fortune? How is that bad? Other than your brother being deceased of course. Though, with you people, it might not be.” The detective curled his lip. I was accustomed to the expression and the way he said, ‘you people’. He meant Solhans, like me. We were a whole different category of human, one other races tended to hate. Not without good reason.

I needed the elf, so I closed my nose tighter and went on. “Viktor was attacked in an alley ... his heart cut out.”

He perked up with professional interest. “Odd for a robbery.”

“Nothing stolen, not even his jeweled dagger. Where did Viktor get one anyway? My brother always had the same vow of poverty as me.”

“You’re broke?” The detective sat up, ready to see me out.

“Not anymore. Remember?”

He slouched back in his chair and eyed me head to toe, not like he was appraising a client but more like he was looking to buy property. “Right. I’m listening. What’s your name, gorgeous?”

“Eva Thorne.”

“Thorne.” He stood all the way up this time, crossed the room and held open the door. “Sorry.”

Was he kicking me out? “My brother was murdered. People are saying it was me, but I loved him. I need to find his killer. You are a private investigator?”

“Private means I choose my clients. I don’t choose you or your troubles.”

I wanted to smash that cigar into his face, but I kept my anger in check. “What should I do then?”

“Talk to the City Guard.” He took my arm.

I pulled away, not about to let him push me around. “Why won’t you help me?”

“I’m not the first person you came to.”

I should have known. These jerks were all in the same business and talked to one another. “The other guy took off with my money. He never got back to me.”

“Your last detective, Oberon, is dead, murdered, and he was better than me. Whoever killed your brother is making sure no one finds out. I advise you to go home, have a good cry, and be done with it. Your brother isn’t coming back, assuming he was cremated. He was, I hope?”

“Of course.” I was off balance from hearing the dwarf I’d hired was dead, Gypsum’s brother-in-law. She would be upset when she found out.

“Best if we all get on with our lives.” The detective took advantage of my daze to usher me to the exit.

I was stunned. Other people were dying? What had Viktor been into? The elf nudged me the last few inches out the door. I wobbled on unfamiliar heels and then there was nothing but unvarnished wood in my face. The lock clicked.

The shock wore off along with any desire to keep up the pretense I was a lady. I was mad. I kicked off the heels, tore the large, decorative pin out of my hair, and stabbed it right into the ‘P’ of ‘Stanley Hylar Private Detective’ painted on the door. It thunked like a throwing knife hitting its target.

“If you’re going to sit around all day and do nothing, Stanley, you might as well take a bath,” I screamed, making sure he heard me. I turned on my bare toes and fumed down the hall and all the way out to the street.

Talk to a guard? Some advice. Guards were mostly elves and dwarves, paid by the Three Crowns to police the Central City, which meant no profit, no incentive to help those of us who lived in the Outskirts. What I needed was a human guard, which was impossible.... I paused, remembering something: Karolyne’s cousin. That would be my next stop after I grabbed a pair of decent shoes.

There was dirty snow and ice in the cracks of the cobbles. Solhans loved the cold, but we didn’t like going around barefoot in it. I put the atrocious high heels I’d pinched from Ilsa back on and headed for home, trying not to break an ankle. My sister bragged about the shoes’ no slip enchantment, but it didn’t guarantee I wouldn’t fall off them.

It was early morning, the district busy with elves going to market, human servants trailing, arms laden with baskets of produce or bolts of cloth. Their smiles were as fake as Stanley the detective. All he could detect was the bottom of a bottle. Why had I come here?

Everyone stared as I cursed my way across the treacherously uneven cobbles. I wasn’t a servant, dressed as I was, but I certainly didn’t look like any of them. Ilsa could have glided through the crowd, charming her way into any company. I imagined her mocking laugh as she chided me, saying something like, ‘Sugar, don’t even try. You’re not in their class.’

“Eva?”

The wall I’d run into was talking. I looked up at a guileless expression and recognized the slab of muscle, Gormless, a thug from the neighborhood. Why had he followed me here?

“Please move. I’m in no mood.” I was always courteous to Gormless. I like to think it’s because I have a heart—who could be angry with someone so simple—but, really, it was my survival instinct.

Someone stepped up behind me. I hadn’t heard him coming. That would be Grim, Gormless’ smaller, more slithery companion. He was the unlucky one. I didn’t like having him at my back. I didn’t like having Gormless at my front either. If only I could get these shoes to work, I might escape sideways.

“We worried you was Ilsa, what with the dress and all. You look just like her,” Grim said.

“Don’t ever say that!”

“You’s twins,” he reminded me.

“Well, I’m Eva. Now, what do you want?”

“Boss wants to see you.”

I rolled my eyes. “Duane? He’s not my boss.”

“Don’t call him that. He don’t like it.” Grim shook his head.

“I’ll call him whatever I damn well want. Get out of my way.” There was no pushing past Gormless, so I mowed over the little one.

I shouldn’t have touched him, because his notorious bad luck rubbed off on me, and I fell on the hard stones. My palms were scraped, arms twanging, but I’d saved my chin. Grim was less fortunate. He landed on a pitchfork. Where did that come from? One tine was poking into a buttock, and he spit blood.

“I ‘it my ‘ongue!”

“He bit his tongue,” I translated.

“Oh no.” Gormless helped his friend to stand, pulled out the short pitchfork—it was the size of a trowel, really—and flung it behind him.

Miraculously, it landed back on the table in the blacksmith’s stall from which it had fallen. That’s where Grim’s luck went: Gormless sucked it all up. I didn’t know which of them I was more nervous being around.

My shoes were standing where I’d been. Definitely non-slip. Gormless lifted me up and set me back in them, easy as dressing a doll for him.

“You’s gotta be more careful.” He was genuinely concerned for me. “I’ll helps you walk.”

Meaty hands clamped over my shoulders, guiding me and lifting me into the air every few feet. Grim cursed eloquently, though it was the kind of eloquence the elven ladies weren’t accustomed to, judging by their aghast expressions, and limped along behind us.

Looked like I was going to see Duane.

I dreaded this meeting for three reasons. First, while he and my brother had been best friends their entire lives, he and I ... ‘clashed’ would be the polite way of putting it. I was seldom polite, so I called it ‘hating his guts’. Second, Viktor’s will gave Duane guardianship of my five-year-old nephew. My uncle was contesting it, as the boy was his only remaining male heir. I didn’t care to choose sides, not when Duane and Ulric were equally evil.

Although, Ilsa could teach them both a thing or two. I shuddered. Best not to think the Dark One’s name. My twin was extra grouchy these days after being excluded from Viktor’s estate. She didn’t like all this ‘male heir’ talk either. With Viktor gone, my sister assumed she would inherit Uncle Ulric’s nefarious enterprises. I wanted no part of them.

Of course, with no alternative prospects, I was living in a dingy room above the tavern where I worked. Cleaning tables at Karolyne’s wasn’t enough to pay for both her over-priced food and supposed friend’s rates. After six months, I’d squandered all my savings on rent.

Viktor’s will could save me, which is why some people believed Ilsa’s stories about me having him killed. I’d started moving into Viktor’s old house, just to watch out for Nanny, but none of it sat well with me. I was stupid that way. I knew from being a member of one of the oldest and richest Solhan clans, there was a long trail of blood behind any fortune. I tried to avoid money, and in return it had avoided me—until now.

Viktor had never accepted family money either. He’d had a legitimate job as a bookseller. Yet, somehow, he managed to leave me a house in the expensive section the neighborhood and enough silver coins to keep me footloose and fancy-free for a year. Not to mention the pile of gems he bequeathed to Little Viktor’s new guardian, and the fund held in the Highcrowne bank for when his son came of age. My brother’s gains were ill-gotten; they had to be.

By the time I and my unwanted escorts passed through the Market Gate and into the Outskirts, I allowed myself to consider the third reason I didn’t want to see Duane. He may have been the one who killed Viktor.

I didn’t know whether to be sick or fall back on my old favorite, furious.

Even when Duane was nothing but a grimy street urchin, he had been shrewd. He knew who Uncle was and befriended his heir, a real coup. The urchin grew up to be a thug and killer. Now he ran a gang and extorted protection money from the local businesses, including my friend’s tavern.

The money, the violent end.... Viktor had been pulled into Duane’s world, and he died because of it. All I needed was proof.

More than convincing everyone else, I needed to know what happened. I missed Viktor. No one else could make me smile.

Gormless set me down in an ironworks, one of many fronts for Duane’s real business.

Such places never existed in the Three Kingdoms before the tide of human refugees came to escape the Dead God’s war. Why melt metal with fire when it was so much easier to craft swords from magic?

Now there were whole nations where those with knowledge of magic had been obliterated on the battlefield, leaving behind the untalented. Human ingenuity found other ways. Less efficient and stupid ways with no place in a civilized society, like Highcrowne, but I could see how they might be useful when you had no other choice.

The heat was suffocating. Sweaty workers manned contraptions with long, mechanized arms and poured molten iron from smelting pots into molds for ingots, which would be used to make more implements like the one that had skewered Grim. Ah, the circle of life.

I recognized a diminutive form in the distance wearing soot-smeared overalls. Plaits of blonde hair bounced up and down as Bell shouted over the boom of automated bellows and the clanking of mechanoids. When one started jittering about, she donned her goggles, scrambled up its side, and ripped out some hoses to make it stop. 

Bell was Duane’s most intelligent flunky. She operated the ironworks, and they wouldn’t have a legitimate business to hide behind if it weren’t for her. I never understood why she worked for him when she.... Okay, there weren’t a lot of options for human women in Highcrowne.

Elves and dwarfs could join the Guard, own land, even rule. One of the Crowns, the Avian, was a female, though it was difficult to tell with birds. But human society was ruled by men—you could tell by looking at the state of it. Duane was one of those who added to the mess.

He perched agilely on a high platform, watching me with jade eyes. Black hair hung halfway to his shoulders, framing a strong jaw. He had presence, I could say that about him. 

I didn’t know how he withstood this place with the heat and noise, but it was his preferred office. His ancestors came from the shores of the Western Sea. It must have been sweltering there, because his bronze skin was dry. Gormless, Grim, and I were all sweating as profusely as the iron workers.

“Since I’m here, I can tell you to your face I don’t want to see you, Duane.” I emphasized his real name, hoping to irritate him as much as he irritated me.

Message delivered, I twisted around, trying to spot the door. Gormless took up most of the space. A ladder leaned above the only direct route to the exit. Damn, those things were hazardous. Walking beneath one was tempting fate. People told me I was superstitious, angry too, but I usually told them to go to hell.

“You’re searching for his murderer. Stop it.” Duane’s voice was as smooth and dangerous as the liquid iron sizzling through the air.

Here it was—the intimidation. Would he kill me too? Had he killed Viktor? After fifteen years of friendship, was Duane cold enough to have butchered him over money or some childish street gang nonsense?

My voice was steady. “No.”

“Eva, stay out of it. I know who’s responsible, and I’ll take care of it.”

“Is the murderer in this room? Someone he trusted? Is that why he never drew his weapon?” I was too angry to shout, but my voice dripped venom.

“You think it was me?” Wide eyes faked innocence.

“Are you saying it wasn’t? It wasn’t you who got him gems and a big house? I bet you ripped it all away for some stupid reason, some disrespect he might have shown, something I would never understand.”

“Viktor was my friend. I’m going to get the bastards who did it.” Duane jumped down from the platform and landed as graceful as a cat, or in his case, a cat burglar. He brushed past me and brazenly walked beneath the ladder.

I grabbed his shoulder, and he spun around, anger making his eyes gleam. He said, “How can you think...?”

“Maybe you’re a great actor, maybe you’re not. Even if you didn’t kill Viktor, or have him killed, you’re the reason he’s dead.”

Duane let black hair hide his features. “You’re right.” He started walking again, Grim and Gormless falling into step behind him.

I stood there. It was the first time he’d ever told me I was right about anything. My chest tightened, and it was hard to breathe in the searing air. 

I realized I was under the ladder. “Oh, crap.”

I ran after Duane and his goons. “If you know who did it, I want to be there.”

“I told you to keep out of it,” he repeated.

“Tell me all you want, but I do what I like.”

“You can never leave anything alone. This is something you don’t want to see.” 

“What are you going to do?”

He didn’t answer.

“Who was it?” Perhaps it was my black, Solhan heart talking, like the one that beat in Ilsa’s chest, but I wanted to see Viktor’s killer suffer. I fought the feeling, and my nature, as I’d done all my life.

Solhans weren’t called the Dark Race because of color—we were pale as death—it was because we had a reputation for cruelty. Our people were the ones who summoned the Dead God, the reason Solheim fell and half the world had been conquered. It all happened while I was a child, so I was innocent. Still, malice was in the blood.

Duane didn’t answer me. Instead, he set a brutal pace, hoping I’d fall behind. Highcrowne was built on a crag of rock. The inner city was tiered and connected by steep, switch-backed roads. The Outskirts weren’t as bad, having grown across the lower foothills like a cancer, but the streets were still hard on the calves. I gritted my teeth, fighting to stay balanced, and kept moving so my toes wouldn’t freeze.

We left the neighborhood, Duane’s neighborhood. I knew enough about street politics to know it meant trouble. 

“Who did Viktor know all the way over here?” I asked.

“Killian’s crew.”

“What? Why would he mess with them?” I clued in. “You sent him.”

“No. I didn’t own him, and I didn’t run his life. Vikky did what he wanted. He was working with someone, but when I learned he had business here, I asked him to feel the place out.”

“You’re expanding.” I knew it. I knew he had gotten my brother killed.

I wished I had my usual boots on, and my hairpin back, then I’d kick Duane to the ground and shove the needle in his eye. He had put Viktor in the middle of a brewing gang war.

I looked around nervously. There were only four of us. Gormless was as big as two people, but Grim’s diminutive form evened things out. Duane had never been stupid, but here he was challenging another gang on their turf, and he had no backup. I had no backup.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2│ The Wrong Crowd
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“Wait a minute.” I squeezed my way between Gormless and his boss. “Are you sure you should be here? Won’t Fink, Bell and the rest of your people feel left out?”

His stony gaze hit me, and I realized this was my fault. My accusation had set him off.

“You don’t have to get yourself killed to convince me you’re telling the truth,” I said.

“I’ve decided to stop second guessing and act. It has nothing to do with you.”

“Second guessing? You mean it might not have been Killian?”

“It had to be. By the time I’m done with him, I’ll know for sure, and I’ll find out what he did with the heart.”

Some people believed souls were trapped in flesh, which was why corpses strived to reach the Dead God’s side. Cremation was the only way to release them. Had Viktor’s soul been stolen along with his heart?

We were deep in the Slave Quarter now. I didn’t know why it was called that, because slaves lived everywhere. Most worked fields in the valleys of the Three Kingdoms, or manned barges trading up and down the river.

They were so dim-witted it made Gormless look like an Avian sage. It wasn’t their fault. They were branded with magic to smother their will. Slaves weren’t useful for any work requiring thought. Still, if you wanted one, this was where you came to buy.

I turned my gaze away from the cages crammed with people and the stage where ‘merchandise’ was beautifully presented in silks and fine linens. Duane headed right for it. 

There was a small group of shoppers, and we merged with them. He whispered something to Grim, who grabbed Gormless, and our only protection vanished into an alley beside the slave pens.

“What are you doing?” I hissed.

A lady glared at me. I glared back. Like most elves, she appeared beautiful, but it was all glamour. I caught sight of her shadow and saw it was twice as wide as mine. Her unwashed odor was poorly masked by cloying floral perfume. City elves were fake. The loveliest creature didn’t look so great with an extra forty pounds, and they compensated for their hedonism with expensive charms and natural glamours.

“If you’re going to be here,” Duane said, “blend in.”

“That’s impossible.” Three-quarters of the crowd was elves.

I’d never known an Avian or Dwarf to buy and sell people like property. They didn’t think that way. But elves? This was their favorite type of human—servile. They say a poor elf owns only one slave. 

Sadly, it wasn’t difficult to go unnoticed, once I stopped glaring at everyone, because humans made up the remainder of the buyers. We were worse, I thought. We did this to our own kind. Hell, we probably gave elves the idea in the first place.

The four-inch heels I wore made me two inches taller than Duane and a foot taller than most of the people around me. Well, maybe not that easy to blend in. For once, I wished Gormless was here. I could hide behind him and use him as a shield in case Killian’s gang attacked.

“You look nice,” Duane said.

I started. He was checking out my stocking-clad legs, black dress, and white fur jacket. Some rich girls had formed a club and went around badgering people about wearing furs, saying it was wrong. What were you supposed to wear? It was winter.

“I’m not nice,” I told him.

“I know. Appearances are deceiving. Why you all dolled up? You think you need to look like that to talk to an elf detective?”

“I hate it when you spy on me. You call me nosy, but you know everybody’s business. You send your cockroach friends scurrying around, fetching me whenever you want to argue. You act like this whole city is your domain, like the Elf King, but I’m not a slave with a brand on my arm.”

Being here was stupid and dangerous, and the company was worse. I wanted to leave, but it would mean obeying Duane, who had wanted to exclude me from the start. If he was going to stay here and be stupid, I’d prove I could be equally dumb.

“If you’re not going to tell me what you’re doing, then don’t tell me anything.”

He went quiet, staring at the alley where his henchmen had vanished.

“Stay here.” He couldn’t speak without it sounding like an order.

My stubborn reflex took over and I followed. We weaved through the crowd, which murmured as a new slave was directed to the block. He was the same race as Duane and muscled, but the similarities ended there. The slave had a faraway gaze and meekly stood where the slaver told him to. My glare came back when I recognized the slaver, Randall Kingsman, a Solhan and an old business partner of my uncle’s.

Surrounded by stinking elves, in a slave market in Killian’s territory, with Duane and Randall? A deep-down grime settled in my every pore.

I wasn’t the only person to have recognized someone. Duane brushed by Killian, who stood to the side of the stage. The slave market was Killian’s cash cow. He watched the proceedings with avarice, but he did a double take when he saw his rival.

“Hey!”

Duane took off, headed for the alley. Oh no, we were running. I didn’t have time to remove the shoes, so I tottered along and tried to keep up. Killian was almost beside me, but like a hungry predator, he was focused on his real quarry.

Two of Killian’s people caught sight of the chase and joined in. Not good, since one was headed for me. I reached the alley. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the gloom. Heavy breathing a few steps behind me, then one of the pursuers pinned my arms to my side. I was caught.

Killian barreled after Duane, but Grim stepped out of a recessed doorway and whacked the gang leader in the stomach with a small club. He doubled over, and Grim thumped him again on the back of the neck. Duane turned around, pulled a dagger and strode toward me.

“I’ll kill her!” the one holding me said. He clamped one hand around my throat and squeezed.

Enough of this. I elbowed my captor, stomped on his instep and then whipped my head back to crush his nose. There was a satisfying crunch, and he screamed. Duane was fast. He pulled the guy away from me and buried the knife beneath his rib cage. I put a hand to my mouth, stifling a yelp. This was serious. What was I doing here?

The straggler tore into the alley, a metal bar raised in one hand and ready to strike. A brick crashed squarely on his head, and he crumpled like a broken toy. Gormless smiled from a second story window. He stepped back and, a moment later, came through one of the lower doors, excited to see what he’d done. He gave Killian’s thug an inquisitive kick, and the man groaned.

I noted the pool of blood spreading around Ilsa’s shoes. Duane wiped his blade on the dead man’s shirt and glanced up at me, no trace of guilt in his eyes.

Highcrowne was the most civilized place in the world, but we were in the Outskirts. Here, generations of refugees had established their own city in the shadow of the Three Crowns. We had a crude police force, paid by the merchants to keep order, but they were corrupt and useless. It was people like Uncle Ulric, Killian, and Duane who actually ruled. He could get away with murder, and he knew it.

Still, if enough people died, like in a gang war, the Guard would get involved. Humans were the city’s workforce, its servants and slaves; too much chaos would not be tolerated. How far was Duane going to take this?

Grim found a frayed hunk of rope and trussed up Killian. 

Duane turned his back on me and went over to examine his prize. “Just the person I want to talk to.”

I thought I gave good glare, but Killian could carve stone with his dark eyes. “Go to the Dead God! What do you want in my territory, Adder?”

Was that what Duane called himself these days? It would have been funny, if I weren’t standing in blood.

“Territory is one of the things I’m here to talk about. Your ranks are thinning.” Duane pointed out the dead man. “I don’t think you can handle this place. Fortunately, I’m willing to help out.”

Killian spit. “You’re overreaching, and your hand is going to get chopped off.”

“Not by you. Good idea, though.” He grabbed Killian’s bound hands, wrenched a thumb up, and rested his dagger against the exposed webbing.

“Get off me. You mess with me and you’ll have both my crew and Jessup’s to deal with!” Killian bucked and tried to pull away. Gormless locked one hand on the captive and all struggle ceased.

“You think I can be reasoned with? Haven’t you heard? I recently lost a friend of mine.” Duane cut into the thumb, and Grim held Killian’s jaw closed to smother his cry.

I was transfixed. This was one of those situations where my brain was telling me to get out of there or do something to stop this insanity, but I couldn’t move. My heart ached, ached for Viktor and ached to hear whether this was the man I could blame for his death.

No one came to investigate. Grim gagged Killian during the interrogation, removing the rag only long enough to hear answers to Duane’s questions. Even so, there were enough stray shouts and pleading sobs to have attracted someone’s attention. People in the Slave Quarter must have learned not to be curious.

By the end, Killian wasn’t holding anything back. He tripped over his own tongue trying to answer fast enough. He told Duane everything about his operation and his allies’, but he swore he had nothing to do with Viktor. The state he was in—he wasn’t lying. Duane put him out of his misery.

Gormless had the remaining thug, who was still unconscious from being brained, slung over one shoulder. “What I do with this one, boss?”

“Leave him. All Killian’s men get the option of working for me.”

“What about the other one you murdered?”

Duane flinched at the scorn in my voice. “He threatened to kill you, and you’re upset he’s dead?”

“Not upset, more like disgusted.” I wanted to lay all the blame on Duane, but I was disgusted with myself as well. Had wearing Ilsa’s clothes turned me as pragmatic as her? “They were innocent.”

“Only of this. If Killian didn’t take Viktor’s heart, then who did?”

“You don’t care. This was all an excuse for your takeover.”

“No. I want vengeance, Eva. For both of us.”

“Leave me out of this from now on.” I would not allow myself to slide this far into the gray again. Gray? I was kidding myself. Murder and torture made this black, very black. This is what being around Duane did to you. This was how Viktor got mixed up in things he shouldn’t have.

I was going to the Guard.

I started walking, planning never to look back, but a question niggled at me. I stopped where the alley opened on the square, midday light before me, shadows at my back. “You said Viktor had his own business in the Slave Quarter. Did your cockroaches tell you what he was doing?”

Duane frowned. “Freeing slaves.” 

Plenty of people wouldn’t like that. I eyed Randall and other slavers in the distance. Instead of making progress, my list of suspects was growing. I’d keep my suspicions to myself for now. Nobody else deserved Duane’s baleful attention.

I stumbled into the open, my legs rubbery. I had already witnessed so much; my gaze did not shy from the cages when I passed them.

The merchandise smiled vacantly, and I envied their contentment, even knowing it was due to magic. Did some deeply buried part of them understand what was happening?

Randall pawed an attractive slave girl a few years younger than me. I knew how he liked them young. She was shiny as black shoe polish, made for a sunnier land than this. It was cruel to bring her here, where winter never ended. Randall combed her hair, preparing her for the evening sale. I shivered, remembering his fingers reaching for my hair when I was nine. I couldn’t stand to watch any more.

My head swam. I clutched metal bars to steady myself. Something soft and leathery moved beneath my fingers, and I snatched them back. The place where my hand had been shimmered, revealing a small creature with hairless, ashen skin and eyes like ripe cherries. A bogle. 

Ick! I wiped my palm on my dress, afraid of disease. The pests were everywhere, camouflaged, and impossible to eradicate. It snickered and scampered away.

I stood unevenly, a heel broken off. Great. I snapped off the other one, so the shoes matched. I must have exuded a miasma of anger, because no one disturbed me as I made my way back to the neighborhood.

The City Guard should have been my first stop. My untrusting nature made me suspect corruption everywhere, but they were the good guys. I really needed that right now. Still, I could improve my chances of being heard if I spoke to Karolyne’s cousin. 

I trudged into the restaurant where I worked most of the week. I was a customer today, so I took a seat and leaned back with a sigh.

Karolyne was tending the tables herself. With her deep red hair and stylish clothes, not to mention perfect deportment, she looked like she should have been surrounded by servants rather than doing the serving. She came over as soon as she saw me. “Were you sat on by a grall or something? You okay?”

“I will be, once I get a kick in the gut. Whisky, please.” It worked for Stanley the detective.

“Not before dusk.”

“What? Since when?” I had only taken a few days off for Viktor’s funeral. Left to her own devices, Karolyne tended to get strange notions. I should have been here to reason with her.

“It brought in the wrong sort. I’m trying for a better clientele.”

I shook my head. “Clientele? Sounds like an elf word.”

“And I’m catering to the elf crowd.” She pointed to a new placard mounted on the wall: Authentic human food available.

“There’s un-authentic human food?”

Karolyne fidgeted with energy, and I practically saw her thoughts buzzing with calculations.

“Gypsum told me about this new fad in the Central City—Southern food cooked by human servants. Plus, lots of young elves come to the Outskirts these days looking for some excitement. I thought I’d seize the opportunity. Elves have all the money.”

“Except what my uncle, or Duane, has stolen. Well, what do you serve in the day then?”

“Food.”

“No, I need a drink.”

“Try some kaffe.”

“What is it?”

“Southern. I’ll get you a stein. On the house.”

On the house? My old school chum never gave anybody anything. Since her parents went broke, thanks to bad caravan investments and gambling, she was stingy, keeping every last silver hidden. While the cut of her clothes was stylish, it was three seasons ago style, and her favorite shawl was moth eaten. She wouldn’t replace anything that didn’t disintegrate first. If the kaffe was free, it must be crap. But I was willing to drink sword polish right about then.

She came back with a steaming stein.

“It’s hot?” I was dubious.

“Yep, perfect for winter, which is about all we have here. Try it.”

I took a drink and a bitter taste sucked the moisture from my tongue. “Blaahhh.” I was right; it was awful. Yet ... there was something, a kick. “It needs sweetener.”

“How much?”

“Eight sugar ants.”

“Eight!” She would subtract the cost from my next pay I was sure.

After I sweetened the drink with a few popped ants—disgusting but better than the green cane they used in the South—I downed the whole cup. Wow. Now I understood why she was giving out free samples. It was addictive. I paid for the second one, and Karolyne grinned. She had a winner.

Feeling better, I said, “I wanted to ask you about your cousin.”

“Which one?”

“The one trying to join the Guard. Did they let him in?”

“Oh yes. Conrad. I already told Gypsum. It’s wonderful! They say he’s an example for his entire species. His dwarven captain said if he maintains his current level of performance, he’ll not only be the first human guard but the first lieutenant. An officer. Things are looking up, opportunities everywhere. We just have to keep our eyes open.”

I didn’t want to dampen her enthusiasm, but a token guard posting and an interest in human food did not mean equal rights was on the horizon. Solhans had further to go.

I forced a smile. “Great.”

A pewter mug clanged off the stone wall. “Kek!” A goblin retched at a corner table, a mercenary or caravan guard judging from his leathers and the sheath on his hip. Not everyone liked the kaffe.

“You trying to kill me?” The goblin accused Karolyne.

His friend made a phlegmy hacking sound that was supposed to be a laugh. It was best when goblins didn’t smile. They were all teeth: just two beady eyes, a pug nose, and a freakishly huge mouth brimming with ivory needles. Why bother with a restaurant? They ate their enemies.

Karolyne went over and spoke to them. After a few heated words, she handed them a bottle of fermented milk and blood from the back and asked them to leave. They knocked over the table before obliging her.

When she had righted things and calmed her other customers, she came back to me. “See what I mean? Wrong crowd.”

“Can I talk to Conrad? Where do I find him?”

Karolyne gave me his home address. I thanked her, freshened up in the bathroom upstairs, still technically mine until I moved out the few boxes of things I owned, and started for the city.

I had been ready to sleep the rest of the day away earlier, but the kaffe invigorated me. Some of Karolyne’s optimism had transferred as well. Perhaps her cousin could help?
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I found Conrad’s boarding house in the Goldsmith’s Quarter, north of Market Square, one tier up, and as deep into Highcrowne as our kind was allowed. He really must be the new poster boy for humanity. It was primarily a dwarven neighborhood, children running around, the corner pub crowded at noon.

The town clock chimed. It was louder the closer you were to the inner city. Purportedly, it was made of pure gold, crafted and fueled by magic of course, and mounted on the highest tower of the palace, but few had ever seen it.

I had to wait minutes before an elderly man answered the door. He barely reached my navel yet managed to look down at me.

“Quit that racket!”

I had been knocking continuously, waiting for someone to respond.

“I’m trying to find Conrad Faulconbridge.”

“He’s not here!”

“Do you know where he is?”

“I’m not his mamma!”

I could only take so much abrasiveness before my thin veneer of civility got stripped away. “What would your mamma say if she caught you being so rude to a lady?”

I didn’t actually consider myself a lady, despite having been to finishing school. I only wore a dress when I needed to show off my legs or attend a funeral. I couldn’t pour tea worth a damn either. Still, I knew how much dwarves respected their mothers.

“I’m,” his face turned sour, “sorry.”

“Apology accepted. Now...?”

“He’s at work! Sorry. He mentioned the Red Precinct.”

“Thank y—” He slammed the door before I finished. I bristled, but, if I couldn’t take it, I shouldn’t dish it out.

Red Precinct was the other side of the city. I wished I had a horse. I could come back tomorrow, but I had a fire burning in my belly and not just from Karolyne’s drink. I needed to see this through, needed answers, and I couldn’t get them sitting on my behind.

Highcrowne was like a layer cake with a mountain at its center, not the most scrumptious filling, but that’s as far as I wanted to take that analogy anyway. The fat, bottom piece held everything important to most people: pubs, markets, craftsmen, mills, foundries, steamworks, wetworks, dryworks ... the works. The road penetrated the outer wall in one well-guarded place and then spiraled around to the upper levels, where less useful things could be found. Like elf detectives and dwarven Guardhouses. Staircases connected the different levels at random points.

The inner city, the center, where the Three Crowns and nobility dwelt, was a fortress made of marble and stone. The walls were twenty feet high, most of it cut into the mountain, with no entrance, except through heavily guarded gates. I smiled at the soldiers, but they didn’t smile back.

It would be a terrific short cut, going through the middle, but I decided against sending a message to Gypsum. She would happily give me an escort, but I had hired her brother-in-law and gotten him killed. I felt guilty and wanted to put off sharing the bad news. I’d have to take the long way around. The newer, flatter version of Ilsa’s shoes would survive the trip, so I got walking.

It was a shorter distance than if I’d started from the bottom layer of the cake. I still wanted to drop the analogy, but it was stuck in my head, and I don’t let go of things easily.

The Outskirts didn’t qualify as a part of the dessert, not even a pretty doily around the edge, and was more like a ramshackle pile of garbage. So, picture Highcrowne like a layer cake with a mountain in the center resting on a pile of garbage. And everyone would rather be on the prettily frosted top where the Avians and The Crowns lived than down in the muck, but you had to start somewhere.

I was warm and breathing hard when I set foot in the Red Precinct. The dyers’ vats stunk up the place, red being the most popular color. 

I figured Conrad would be guarding the main square, where dripping cloths hung to catch the feeble warmth of the sun. I saw dozens of human workers, but they were slaves.

This was an elven-owned area. It took ten slaves to operate every mechanoid that hefted cloth from vat to vat or churned the liquid to keep the rare dyes in suspension. More inefficient human technology spreading like the plague.

A glint of golden hair and white, lacquered armor caught my attention. Was that Conrad? I wove between the clotheslines, dodging splatters. As I drew near, I really started to heat up. I completely forgot my recent decision to swear off men. He gleamed.

“Hello,” I said.

He was watching a group of traders gathered around a wagon but turned and smiled when I addressed him. “Hello, yourself.” 

Wow. He was the reason I was off balance this time. “Conrad?”

“How come you know my name and I don’t know yours?”

“It’s Eva. I’m a friend of Karolyne’s.”

“You’re the Solhan?” There was no distaste in his tone when he called me a ‘Solhan’. He was scoring very high on my test for perfection.

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“I don’t know why you’ve come looking for me, but I’m glad you did.”

I stared at him for a moment before I remembered why I was there. “I need a guard.”

“Trouble?” He instinctively put a hand on the hilt of his sword. I noticed the shield strapped to his back. He was ready to take on an army.

“Nothing immediate. It’s my brother—he was murdered.”

“I’m sorry. What can I do?”

“Find his killer.”

“Tell me everything.” He wiped off a seat for me, making use of a deep lintel in the window of the nearest building.

After hours of hiking around the city, it was a relief to sit. Conrad listened attentively to my sob story, his eyes regularly checking our surroundings. He was on duty and didn’t let my legs distract him. 

I explained about the inheritance, although I chose not to mention it was my sister spreading rumors of my guilt. I told him about Viktor, his kindness, how he was a good father ... but I left out the part about freeing slaves. It was illegal and, as much as I wanted to trust Conrad, he was a guardsman.

When I finished, Conrad thought for a moment, absorbing it all. “Anything else?”

I remembered Duane murdering Killian and one of his henchmen right in front of me, but I bit down on my tongue. Perhaps I was afraid to reveal the neighborhood’s business to the authorities, or maybe I did believe Duane had done it for Viktor. Either way, I couldn’t betray him.

I shook my head. “That’s it. Can you help?” I’d told him almost nothing useful.

“I’ll report this to my sergeant, but I can’t promise anything. I’m new, still learning the system, and no one owes me any favors.”

My hopes sunk. Who was I kidding? This would be classified as ‘a human problem’ and forgotten.

Conrad must have seen the dejected look on my face and rested a hand on my shoulder. “I swear I will do everything I can. I put on this uniform because I believe the Outskirts needs the rule of law. Someday, we will all live as safe as the Central City.”

He meant it. I sighed. Where had that come from? I hadn’t sighed since seeing Tommy the stable boy working with his shirt off when I was thirteen. I was not a sigh-er. Then I blushed. Blushed!

“Thank you.” I stood and took a few steps towards home.

“Eva, is it all right if I call on you? In case I have any more questions, I mean.”

“I’d like that. I mean, yes of course, if you need to.” 

I floated away. Could it be all men weren’t the same? Was there hope?

I ran into a robed merchant loading bolts of dyed cloth into a wagon. I recognized the keen brown eyes, crooked nose, and beardless chin. Ahsaed. Not my first disaster, but the latest. My burgeoning re-interest in men was quashed all over again. What were the chances of running into my ex right after meeting someone who might well be the ideal man? Was the universe trying to tell me something?

“Eva!” He put his arms around me, and I stiffened. “You’ve changed your mind!”

He didn’t believe I was here to see him, did he? The arrogance. “Get your hands off me.”

He obeyed immediately. He knew me well.

There was a time when I thought Ahsaed was as perfect as a man could get—only a few dozen things wrong with him—then I discovered he was married. A traveling merchant could have a woman in every town with none of us the wiser. He claimed it was an arranged marriage, and he didn’t love her, but I’m not the type to be anyone’s mistress. So, I broke up with him there and then. Oh, and I broke his nose.

“Are you well?” he asked carefully, like he was tiptoeing across a floor covered in snakes.

I folded my arms. “I think your nose is better this way.”

He stepped back, putting more space between us. After a moment of heavy silence, he took a bolt of sky blue linen from his wagon and held it out to me. “A peace offering. It’s your favorite color.”

“I know what my favorite color is.”

He cringed and held it out further. I yanked the bolt out of his hands and tossed it back on the pile. It was awkward, and I made a mess of the roll as I levered it over the wooden side panel, but it felt good to throw something. I straightened my hair and stomped off without another word.

“Wonderful seeing you again,” Ahsaed called.

This day was getting on my nerves. The sun was a few hours past its zenith, and I willed it to move faster. I had investigated a dead end with Duane—not funny, I told myself—and spoken to Conrad. What else could I do? 

I should go home, clean Ilsa’s clothes and finish packing. I was moving into the house Viktor left me. Part of me thought it was wrong, gaining from his death, but I’d be broke if I had to pay to live above Karolyne’s place much longer.

I caught sight of the Merchant’s Bank. My feet carried me inside before I was aware of what I was doing. This was where the silver Viktor left me was deposited: five hundred coins. I’d never seen so many in one place, so I spoke to the manager and asked to see my strongbox. The thin container was brought out and opened. Candlelight glinted on polished pieces.
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