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I thought spring and its sneeze-inducing plague of flowers had come early when I saw white and red petals flying toward me. A handful slammed into my face. As I was unsticking them from my tongue, I realized they were bits of paper. Even worse. The muck rakers had a hard enough time keeping this city clean, despite the new sewer system, and clouds of paper flying around didn’t help.

Then I heard cheers. It reminded me of the gladiatorial combats in Archon, where bloodthirsty cries of triumph ebbed and swelled with each blow from a fighter’s blade. 

Highcrowne, thankfully, did not have a coliseum. The elves, humans, and dwarves who dwelled here barely tolerated each other, goblins hating them all, so I had no idea what would gather such a crowd and elicit applause. I hoped it wasn’t another war.

I followed the bits of paper blowing down the empty street. Some detective I was, not noticing the quiet in my neighborhood. Even the bazaar was closed, curtains down, ‘back in five minutes’ signs up for every shop. What was going on?

The mystery was solved when I turned the corner to the Outskirts Temple District and a wall of sound hit me, followed by more confetti. A parade meandered down the cobbled street, hordes of Citizens barely held in check by Guard-manned barricades. Fists were raised, both angry and joyous, and I glimpsed an auto carriage draped in bunting headed up the hill toward the Central City. I fought my way through the crowd and hopped over a wooden barricade, hoping to learn what all the fuss was about.

A needle-toothed grimace from a goblin greeted me. “Back with the others, Citizen.”

I waved my Avian badge at the guard. There were no Avians left in the city to enforce my authority, but the magic compulsion on it still worked well enough to give anyone, lawful or criminal, pause. “Official business.”

The goblin backed off—a first, as in my experience they usually required sword-rattling threats—and I jogged up the street after the auto carriage. The crowd pressed in behind me now that the excitement had passed. Citizens or no, most would never get access to the Central City to see what happened next, so they returned to business as usual.

How had I missed a tickertape parade? 

Because I had been buried in work when not buried in sorrows. The only time I livened up was with Dawn, smiling and playing and feeling happy as I got to be a real mother, not just a bodyguard. She had Mister Gardens for that now. The elf butler often soured my already glum mood. It’s saying something when I preferred Nanny’s company. 

When I went to work (aka drinking whisky at my desk waiting for clients), it really hit me how much I’d given up. I was skilled in magic from all over the world, but it was academic knowledge. The real power I’d once possessed, granted by primal forces, was gone, and even the necromancy I should have been able to command as a Solhan, as a Thorne, had vanished with it. I felt as mundane as Duane.

Was that him in the middle carriage?

Must be seeing things. I rubbed my eyes, which weren’t as blurry from drink as they would be at midday, which is when I cut myself off to sober up before supper and Dawn playtime. 

Duane had been away for months. No word about how his hunt for Aguragas was going. He could be dead for all I knew. But that niggling moment of recognition wouldn’t leave me, and soon I was fighting more crowds and waving my badge to get through, until I was at the base of the Assembly steps where the Crowns were arrayed awaiting the motorcade. Not even I could get past the cordon of EEPs (aka Elven Elite Protectorate) and royal bodyguards protecting the Crowns. The Dwarf King, Harley, the Human King (for now), Moore, and the Elf Queen, Hilja, all looked resplendent in their finest regalia. Hilja was even smiling. Rare for her of late.

I supposed I had a different view of the Elf Queen than most. She often sneaked into my house to visit her half-sister, my daughter. Long story. Suffice it to say that while Hilja and Dawn were getting along well, thanks to shared tea parties with stuffed animals to help act out the political schooling required for a secret heir, Hilja still resented me for ‘seducing’ her father. Probably also for getting him killed. Essentially. More long stories, which I was not in the mood to rehash in my head as I eagerly awaited the stars of the hour to ascend the dais.

Duane had been with the motorcade. I knew it! I’d recognize his walk anywhere. The fact he was wearing a fancy suit and standing in plain view, rather than skulking alleyways in the Outskirts or hooding his features when slitting throats and performing other Shadow King work, also made it easier to identify him. Since when was the Three Kingdom’s spymaster willing to expose himself to such public view?

A shock of white hair against black skin answered that question for me. Gas.

The erstwhile leader of the Upside Down Party, exiled heir to the throne of Darrub, former assassin and current terrorist—otherwise known as Aguragas, or Gas in my mental monologue—was the most hated person in Highcrowne. That explained the angry yet jubilant shouts from the crowd. Gas had blown up the mountain, sent our Avian rulers fleeing for sanctuary in the High Reaches, and killed hundreds of people in the recent uprising he’d started. Now everyone understood why I hated him so much. My reasons went way back and were personal, so I especially loved how he was dragged up to the dais in chains.

By arming disgruntled humans with dangerous rifles from Darrub and recruiting terrorists for his operations throughout the Kingdoms, Gas had also precipitated mass arrests when the uprising was put down. The courts and jails were still full, while miscreants were questioned and ever so slowly processed for release. Working for lawyers trying to win their clients’ freedom, with whatever exonerating testimony I could dredge up, was the mainstay of my private investigator work these days. 

I hated trying to find little old ladies helped across the street by terrorists so they could have character witnesses. That’s why business was slow. I was happy to hand over a stack of exonerating evidence for the guiltless bakers, butchers, and candlestick makers wrongly arrested in the purge—but as soon as I found evidence to support a criminal’s guilt, I tended to hand that over to the prosecutors rather than my clients. Unfortunately, word of said betrayals had spread, and I had even less business these days than when I worked as a pet detective.

Poor me. I felt a huge grin spread across my face, though, as an EEP kicked the back of Gas’s knees and forced him to bow to the Crowns.

“At last, the notorious Aguragas is brought to justice.” Hilja’s voice carried over the roar of the mob, amplified by elvish magic. 

It was not surprising she assumed preeminent authority among the Crowns. While all were supposed to be equal, some were more equal than others. 

Humans had only gained Citizenship a handful of years ago, and the dwarves used to have a ghost as their King until the war, so Harley and Moore were not as well established as Hilja in their power base. 

Elves already controlled most aspects of government, from the City Guard to courts and banks and temples, not to mention the ever-growing jackbooted march of EEPs everywhere. They were barely kept in check by the Avians, who now gone, weren’t keeping them in check at all. The controversial laws abolishing slavery in Faellion had already been overturned, and there was worry Highcrowne would be next to slide back into old, wretched ways. Ways which elves preferred. 

The human and dwarf experiments in democracy were not looked kindly upon by elvish slave masters, and I knew Hilja herself detested anything that eroded royal privilege, so there was a very good chance that most of the people in prison would stay there, and that even King Moore and King Harley could be joining them soon. 

Hilja’s power was real, and dangerous, and so no one interrupted or dared overshadow her speech.

“With your execution on the morrow, Aguragas,” she continued, “we will not only celebrate an end to the ridiculous ‘Upside Down Party’ but an end to the radical idea than an insignificant Darrubian lordling like yourself can command here, in the Kingdoms, which was forged from the primitive wilderness millennia before your ilk set foot on this world.” That was Hilja insulting all humans in case you missed it. 

Dwarves helped build the Kingdoms too, but she left out the part that Avians and Solhans were even older, the first nations of this world, and that once upon a time elves had been immigrants as well, brought here from distant worlds through void portals as they escaped the Devourer and the annihilation of ‘contaminated’ planets and universes. 

All that existential, multiverse thinking made me wish I’d brought my bottle of whisky along. The First Soul, the Devourer ... I had more personal experience with the really bad things than I liked. Aguragas and Crown politics were a fun and welcome diversion from my real worries.

“Take this piece of filth to the dungeons.” There were huge cheers accompanying this decree, and more fists raised as Aguragas was dragged off to prison. 

I knew from his expression that Gas had hoped for a chance to orate, to rile up the few humans in the crowd—and he was good, possibly even able to sway this crowd, all picked by Hilja’s, Harley’s, and Moore’s people no doubt and as loyal as they come—but it looked like he’d have to save his last words for the execution. I hoped it was beheading. 

Before you assume I miss the blood of the coliseum, I was only thinking about the certainty that a beheading brings. Poison, hanging, drowning ... lots of things can be messed up, faked even with magic, but not a nice simple separating of head from body. It killed most things, except powerful vampires and Risen.... Okay it wasn’t perfect, but I reviled Gas so much, I wanted to make sure I was there. I hate stories where the hero walks away before making sure the bad guy is truly dead. Even worse when the bad guy comes back to life.

I was ready to wheedle my way forward and volunteer to be part of the execution inner circle, but Hilja was not done with her speech.

“More cheers for the Hero of Highcrowne...” That was me. I’d saved everyone, the world really, during the war, only Hilja wasn’t looking at me but at Duane. “...Mister Adder Rose, who singlehandedly hunted this terrorist down. I present him with the Crowns Medal of Valor.” She draped something gold and gaudy around his neck. Why didn’t I get one of those? “And also, my personal and heartfelt thanks.” 

The way she looked him in his gorgeous green eyes made a wave of jealousy pass through me I didn’t like: Shivers and muscles tightening from my arms to my gut, even my knees. Was I getting the flu? And then she kissed him. On the cheek, but the way his hand was at her waist, her body pressed against his....

Wait a minute. Were Duane and Hilja together?

I turned my back on them and shoved gawking sycophants in the crowd aside, trying to run. I needed my neighborhood, my office, and a dark corner to be sick. I wanted to wretch. The chills were worse than ever, and I really either had the flu, some plague, or ... or I had feelings for Duane and had never told him. I had run away when he told me he loved me, actually, and now he’d forgotten about me. Moved on. 

Whisky time.

I couldn’t get through the newly reopened bazaar to my office, not with the flood of people on the street after the parade, so I made the mistake of using the front steps to my house. The butler, Mister Gardens, greeted me with a less than welcome look. 

“My house, my daughter,” I reminded him. Same words I said every time we crossed paths.

Problem was the butler didn’t work for me—he worked for Queen Hilja—and he wasn’t a butler so much as a tutor and bodyguard for Dawn, heir to the elvish Crown.

Dawn was on the couch, reading and trying not to smile as she watched us from the corner of her eye. She was only part elvish: a golden cast to her skin, sharp points on her ears, delicate features, but otherwise all Solhan from her black hair to her, I suspected, equally black heart.

Mister Gardens, on the other hand, was the epitome of elvish: short, superior, and utterly disdainful. It didn’t help that he was the famed Elf Butler Detective, the hero of my favorite dime novels. Although, since I learned he penned them himself, I doubted their veracity. I knew names were changed from his cases, and I knew he was brilliant, observant, and a far better detective than me if we were thrown on a desert island together with no resources but our brains to discover the culprit of the great coconut heist or whatever—where was I going with this? Oh, yes, he was naturally better at all things detective than me, but he lacked my magical talents (admittedly I lacked them too of late) and my Solhan stubbornness, not to mention general willingness to go as far as I needed to go, to cross whatever lines were necessary, to see something through. In this case, it was getting past him and his judgements to reach my liquor stash.

I pushed past him and even snuck in a Dawn hug. She stiffened as all Solhans tended to do—hugs weren’t our thing—but she was growing up quick, and I wanted to hold her as often as I could for as long as I could. “See you at six,” I said, referring to our mother-daughter appointment time. 

Yes, I had to schedule in time with the butler to see her, as her days were packed with studies ranging from history and philosophy to politics and languages, not to mention defense training, including sword practice with Morgan which I had fought tooth and nail for. She needed a proper Solhan education as well as an elvish one. That had meant less ‘us’ time, but more than fearing her growing up too soon, I feared for her future. Everyone who knew who she was, which was more people than I liked, wanted her as a pawn in their games of power, and I wouldn’t be able to protect her from the royal court. She needed to be able to protect herself.

She patted my hand. “I’ll be alright mum.”

Did she read minds too? And where had this ‘mum’ come from? Adopting elvish words.

“I believe you were on your way to ‘work’?” Mister Gardens reminded me.

I no longer wanted a drink, but I did want to escape the uncomfortable atmosphere, so I snuck in one last kiss on Dawn’s forehead and retreated to the kitchen. Nanny was there and glaring out at the butler.

“I’ve tried poisoning him,” she said. “And not with my stew. Good, subtle poison slipped into his tooth polish, laced into his aftershave, sprinkled on the food he prepares himself when he’s not looking.... Why won’t he die?”

“I suspect he regularly ingests toxins to build up resistance to them. Been doing it for decades, according to Chapter Three of ‘The Case of the Ivory Fox’. You’re just helping him grow his tolerance.”

“Like you’ve been with alcohol?” She pulled a few bottles from the trash she’d been emptying and gave me the look she once gave me and Viktor when she caught us disrespecting the gods or stealing things with Duane.

Duane. I grabbed a bottle from her and drained the last drops. Can’t believe I’d left nearly a thimble full behind in that one.

Then it hit me. I had become the cliché.

“I’m the washed-up detective with suffocating guilt from the people I’ve lost or gotten killed, full of war stories and reminisces of old glory, shamelessly destroying my reputation by taking on questionable cases, and so full of self-loathing I’m trying to drown in alcohol with ever diminishing success. How did this happen?”

“You tried to be the good guy,” Nanny explained. “You should have killed more enemies sooner: Aguragas, Fharen, Ilsa....”

Killing was Nanny’s knee jerk answer to everything. “If I’d killed Fharen, I would never have had Dawn,” I pointed out.

“Nor that butler.” She didn’t mean it. Well, she did mean that she wanted Mister Gardens dead, but she loved Dawn. After Little Viktor went to boarding school, she had been at a loss, and Dawn gave her renewed vigor. She’d easily live another century with such restored purpose, and she was loving having a mortal enemy under the same roof as her. Solhans thrived in such situations.

Except me. I got maudlin. Morose. Some other ‘m’ words if I could think of them.

“I’ll be in my office.”

She frowned. “Giving up again?”

“Hibernating. Or pickling myself for later. There will come a time when Dawn, Little Viktor, maybe even you, but certainly this city will need me. Until then, I’ll make sure I’m numb and have no chance for self-reflection.”

That time came sooner than I suspected when I went downstairs to find a mob hammering at my office door.

“Oi, this ain’t the bathroom!” I shouted over the banging, not making a move to open it. People often wandered over from the bazaar, but usually not this many. Good thing I kept the door locked anyway.

How am I to get real clients, you ask? I’m not. Gave up that pretense two months ago.

I kicked back in my chair and frowned. Not only had Nanny taken out the trash, she’d cleaned. The piles of papers on my desk were all sorted into neat piles, just like I didn’t want, so I scattered them about artfully before reaching into my drawer.

She wouldn’t have? My full bottle was gone.

“Nanny! And quit that racket!” I shouted upstairs and at my front door simultaneously.

Nanny’s feet pattered down the stairs like repeater rifle fire. She was at least two centuries old already, acted frail when she wanted to, but this burst of energy made me reassess my earlier calculation: she probably had a millennium left. Good old necromancy.

“Have you seen this?” She held out some pamphlet that looked suspiciously like the ones being smashed against the glass of my office door by the boisterous crowd outside.

“I’m not interested in religion or whatever they’re selling.”

“It’s politics.”

“My other hated topic. Where’s my whisky?”

“Where you can’t find it. This is about the election.”

“What election? And were you just waiting for me to step outside for two seconds so you could sneak in here and clean?”

“Yes, and you know full well what election—General Moore is keeping his promise of putting the Human Crown up to a vote. He’s not even added his own name to the ballot list, but you know whose name is on there?”

“Let me guess. Duane?” The Avians had hand picked him for something, and the way Hilja had feted him today ... didn’t want to replay them together on the dais but it kept looping in my mind ... and no one held as much power in the Kingdoms as the spymaster. It was the obvious choice—if he didn’t care about his life anymore. “How can a Shadow King function when no longer in the shadows?” I wondered.

“Look here, you idiot girl.” She shoved the pamphlet in my face. 

Exasperated, I took it and read. It was blurry without the double vision of alcohol poisoning I’d become accustomed to, but I made out quite a few names on the candidate list. Mostly priests and merchants hungry for power—and thieves. There was Duane’s name, or I should say ‘Mister Rose’ as expected. What wasn’t expected was the name just above his. The one at the very top, actually (I always read backwards from the end)—Eva Thorne.

“What in the hells?”

“Exactly.”

“Who nominated me? Me! Nobody likes me.”

Then I spotted a small green goblin with huge spectacles and a smile full of sharp teeth at my door hopping excitedly, fighting back the humans in the mob, biting a few hands here and there, and trying to get my attention through the window. 

“Miss Thorne!” he shouted, the sound muffled by my heavily ensorcelled and thick glass.

“Doctor Ghunnan. Of course.”
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I signaled to the goblin, indicating he should take the back way. I had no intention of opening my public door. He winked knowingly and disappeared from view.

With a long-suffering sigh, I stood up and went upstairs to the kitchen and out the rear door to the alleyway. I noticed clots in the saucer of cream I kept by the stoop. That wouldn’t do. I washed it up and put some fresh cream out, just as the goblin doctor arrived.

“I don’t mind if I do,” he said, reaching for it.

I smacked his hand away. “This is for Sandy, Viktor’s fairy godmother and my sometimes friend. What do you think protects this alley from just anyone wandering around?”

“Perhaps the smell? Nothing impeded my progress.”

“That’s because I wanted you here. And before you ask, no, you can’t come inside. I’m not dropping my good wards for anyone. No one goes into the house except a select few. I prefer the alley for my real work, which is where Sandy’s fairy protections come into play. You can enter here if you have a case I’m interested in, but no weapons or double-crosses permitted.”

“Fairy magic now? What utter nonsense....” He felt his pockets and suddenly looked worried. “Where did it go?”

“Let me guess, some weapon?”

“A charged lightning pistol.”

“Told you the fairy protections work.”

“I must have left it at home.”

“That’s where you’ll find it later, I’m sure. So, why did you add me to the election ballot? Are you trying to ruin my day?”

“No. I’m not responsible, but as soon as I saw your name I hurried over to offer whatever help I can. Thus, the lightning pistol. If Highcrowne elections are anything like goblin elections, you will need all the defensive weaponry you can get. Candidates can win simply by eliminating all their rivals so there’s no one else left to vote for. That is the goblin way.” He winked.

“I though the goblins had an Emperor?”

“Yes, but all the key bureaucratic postings and ministerial offices are appointed by a majority vote. Mayors, sheriffs, even the Postmaster.”

“Postmaster?”

“A very influential role—similar to a spymaster.”

“I see. Actually, I don’t care. That is what I mean. That is why I should not be on the ballot. I am not Crown material. I—do—not—care.”

“Come now, Miss Thorne. As your official historian and biographer, I beg to disagree with that statement. Would someone who did not care risk their life to stop the so-called ‘Dead God’ from conquering the world?”

“Actually, He wasn’t my enemy and was really my ally in the end.”

“What about advocating for freedom for humans, Citizenship?”

“Just wanted to stick it in the eye of elves everywhere. I hate those annoying jerks.”

“And what about defending Highcrowne from invasion?”

“Hello? I live here. A very selfish no brainer.”

“I see what you are doing, Miss Thorne. You are very good at protecting your cover, but I was quite the spy myself in my heyday.”

What was he talking about? 

Oh yes. I had taken to using goblin muckrakers and other invisible workers as informants, and the best way to get them to share information was to claim I was a double agent for the Avians and Solhans and secretly allied with their Emperor. A triple agent. Some tale like that. I tended to weave elaborate yarns that I forgot—which got me into a lot of trouble at times. I thought it wouldn’t have hurt for Doctor Ghunnan to think I worked for the same master as him ... unless he’d been responsible for this ridiculous election ballot. In which case, this whole thing was probably my own fault. Typical.

“In any event,” the doctor continued his lecture, “I do care. We have been through thick and thin, so to say, you and I, and I do not want to see this election bring about your untimely demise. Regardless of your wishes, you are now a candidate for the Human Crown. You have new enemies.”

“Just what I needed.”

“But you also have my help to thwart them.”

“And mine,” a new voice chimed in.

I recognized the dwarf. His suit and fedora were more stylish, but the briefcase was the same one that had once held forged documents used to defend me from imprisonment as an emancipationist. He stood at the end of the alley, not yet bidden to enter. 

“Sir Markham? It’s been years. What are you doing here?”

“Gypsum sent me.” He took a step forward, feeling the barrier drop. I was glad to see him. 

“I thought none of Gypsum’s husbands were talking to her.” 

My old friend, turned betrayer turned semi-friend again, was doing time in the highest tower of Northcliff Prison for siding with the enemy during the war. Her many husbands and children had all shunned her for it, understandably, but I’d seen how it had broken Gypsum’s heart.

“Gypsum has made a real effort to atone, Miss Thorne. I certainly recognize that. My co-husbands in Gernwold are not as convinced, but I have been in Highcrowne these past months since the terrorist attack working on freeing the dissenters wrongly imprisoned in the purge. Some of their rhetoric has swayed me to be more open minded and forgiving.”

“Rhetoric—like democracy and an end to all Crowns?” I said.

I had heard some of the same rhetoric during my investigations for other attorneys. Odd that Sir Markham and I had not crossed paths in the halls of justice. Had he been hiding from me? Was he lying about his real reason for being in Highcrowne? Was I just super suspicious of everyone at all times? Probably.

“An end to Crowns? I wouldn’t go that far,” Sir Markham said. “Although some dwarves, even King Harley’s new wife, do agree with the populist democratic ideal. That is why this election for the Human Crown is so important. All eyes are on what happens next and whether it can serve as a mold for the other races to follow.”

“I’m no mold. ‘Moldy’ some days when I stay in my subterranean office too long without bathing, but I am no example to anyone. And now that you’re here, with your legal expertise, you can tell me how to get my name off the hit list.”

“That’s quite impossible. You have been nominated, and according to King Moore who established the rules of this election, there is no withdrawal. Whomever is called to serve must serve ... or be executed for failing their duty to the Three Kingdoms.”

“Executed?” This was worse than I thought. Then I relaxed. “This is me we’re talking about. No one is going to vote for a Solhan, let alone a known Solhan necromancer and all around bad news femme fatale turned detective. Why am I even worried? They’ll take the priest of the Lightbringer temple over me. Even Duane.”

“Who?”

“Mister Adder Rose.”

“Yes, the Shadow King.” Sir Markham went strangely still. 

Doctor Ghunnan waved a hand in front of his face. “Excuse me, Sir Markham? Are you alright? ...Perhaps it is some sort of epileptic fit?” 

“I am quite alright,” he said, suddenly blinking again. “What were we discussing?”

“The fact I have nothing to worry about, as no one will vote for me, so the two of you can go home now and leave me to my melancholy. That is the ‘m’ word I’ve been looking for!”

“I cannot do that,” the goblin said.

“Neither can I. I must impress upon you the seriousness of this election. We have only thirty days, and Gypsum desires that you be triumphant. She told me to tell you that this is the best way to ensure the young one’s safety.”

She meant Dawn. How could my being a Crown make her safer? It could only make things worse. Nonsense anyway. I hated the Crowns deep down. No way could I be one.

“I’m here!” Another visitor. This one was a tall redhead wearing a white lab coat and lugging a black satchel. Katherine. She ran into the invisible wall protecting my alley and bounced, landing on her backside.

You’d think with such protections in place the alley would be a mess, as no muckrakers were able to enter to collect trash, but it was strangely cleaner, probably because my Bogle friends licked the place clean. One of the leathery skinned creatures dropped its camouflage and started digging through the leather satchel.

“Ick! Get away!” Katherine shooed it off and resealed the bag protectively.

“What in all the worlds are you doing here, Doctor Suttner?” the goblin asked.

“Doctor?” Katherine placed a hand against the barrier, wide-eyed with curiosity. Unlike her mentor, she did believe in magic, so I didn’t grant her admittance, giving her a chance to appreciate Sandy’s handiwork. She shook herself, finally saying, “Oh yes, still getting used to my new position, Doctor Ghunnan. I’ve come to offer Miss Thorne my assistance.”

“You too?” I asked. Why did so many people want to help? I tried to make people hate me, and obviously I wasn’t doing a very good job of it. I needed to try harder.

“What assistance can you possibly provide?” Doctor Ghunnan asked dismissively. “Miss Thorne already has the Kingdoms’ preeminent lawyer and the Empire’s preeminent scientist ... And why are you standing there petting the air?”

“I’m investigating yet another magical phenomenon you are blind to, and it is precisely the work you shun that will make me invaluable to Eva.” She pulled a glass phial out of her lab coat pocket. It was full of green, glowing fluid. “I believe this substance can give her the edge she needs.”

“Did you...?” The goblin went wide eyed and hurried over to examine the vial, donning goggles to examine different wavelengths of light. I knew he had fruitlessly been trying to recreate the Avian goo for years. “How did you...?” He reached for it, but she put the vial back in her pocket.

“This is for Eva.”

I waved her over. “Okay, I won’t say no to that.” 

I had amassed a vast collection of runes, cords containing concentrated magic, potions, powders—all to offset my missing magic—but Avian goo was impossible to come by anymore, and it was the most powerful magic of all. It could be used to create artifacts with abilities limited only by the craftsman’s imagination. 

Katherine smiled as the alley’s barrier let her through. “Oh, I must understand this invisible force field. How do you control it?”

“With my thoughts.” I waved my fingers mysteriously. “Hand the goo over and go. All of you.”

Katherine patted her pocket. “In due time. First, we need to make some election posters, prepare for the upcoming debates, craft a victory speech....”

“Whoa, hold on,” I said. “I am not campaigning. I am not even technically human, being Solhan, so I cannot be the Human Crown.”

“Solhans have the oldest and best claim to these lands now the Avians have abdicated,” Sir Markham argued. 

“Abdicated? They’re just hiding someplace safe.” I wasn’t sure where, which was the point—they didn’t want anyone to know, especially human terrorists, like Gas’s compatriots.

“According to the ancient laws, if a Crown representative is absent from Highcrowne for greater than half the length of a year, they abdicate their claim, and the remaining Crowns in residence decide who shall take their place. I am an expert in Crown law.”

“So, am I running for the Human or the Avian Crown?” I asked. “Scratch that. I am not running for anything. I’m not qualified to rule anything. I can’t even rule my own house!”

Katherine gave me her determined expression. “You are merely expressing the defeatist and repressive cultural training all humans, and Solhans, have been conditioned to feel after years of oppression, slavery, and now second-class, no third-class, Citizenship. Of course you don’t believe you’re worthy, because every elf and most dwarves have told you that your whole life. Even worse, other humans have told you to be meek and stay quiet.”

“You may have noticed I don’t do meek and quiet,” I said.

“Exactly! We need a woman like you to wear the Human Crown. Did you notice that you were the only woman on the ballot?”

I did. I disliked the idea of being a role model even more than I disliked being nominated.

“If none of you are leaving, then I am.” I held up my hands, defeated, and walked out into the main street. 

There was so much noise, masses of people pressed together, I thought I’d wandered into another parade. The people were all lined up outside the bazaar, which led to my office, formerly Distant Imports Ltd, which had shut when Kali fled with Bell and Gas’s other associates. Another line reached around it all and up to my front door.

This was not happening.

Someone recognized me. “Miss Thorne!” It was the butcher’s wife, and she still had a bloody cleaver in her grip, apron smeared with blood. 

I backed away and ran into the herbologist, the Widow Kilpatrick, whose husband had mysteriously died shortly after their marriage from what gossips suspected was poisoning. She squinted at me and reached into her satchel for something.

I got clear and pulled my Ashur, the serrated sword hidden in my cane was scary when unsheathed, humming with ghosts of past kills. “Everyone stay back,” I warned.

“I have a list of demands for when you are elected.” That was the butcher, his bloody fingerprints all over a great sheet of paper with tiny writing he held up and started reading. “The first is lower taxes for small business....”

His wife nodded. “And don’t forget a reduction in icehouse fees, or better yet subsidies for switching to warlock power. I’d like our operation to be more environmentally friendly if possible.”

“Then I hope your cattle are grass fed,” the Widow Kilpatrick cut in. “Wait, that would require you clearing yet more of my forests. Where do you think medicinal herbs come from? Bare rock? We need to protect the old growth trees....”

“What?” I had no idea what anyone was talking about.

Katherine was suddenly beside me, holding some sort of auto recording device. “Go on, Citizen. Your concerns are of the utmost concern to Miss Thorne.”

I slunk back into my alley, breathing hard, while Katherine polled the gathered crowd for their top election issues. 

“Maybe I’ll just stay here,” I said, hugging a wall

“Doctor Suttner is right,” Sir Markham said, putting a hand on my shoulder, which meant standing on tiptoes for him. “You need to start campaigning. I will work on the more influential members of the human community, those who gather in smoking rooms and the halls of power. Your being a woman is a disadvantage among your kind, so I will ensure we get some leverage. I know where many skeletons are buried. Good day.” He tipped his fedora and vanished into the throng on the street.

“How in the worlds did she recreate the green fluid?” The goblin was mumbling to himself. “It’s impossible.”

“Feeling inadequate? Like a failure?” I guessed. “Welcome to the club.”

“We cannot sit still, Miss Thorne. When a challenge presents itself, we must face it head on. Come with me!” 

For a goblin one quarter my height, he had an iron grip. Probably because he wore mechanized gloves similar to the mechanical legs hidden under his trousers that whirred as he dragged me back out into the main street.

“Important person coming through,” he said, using his enhanced strength to push people aside. Katherine came behind us, being conciliatory and adding more information to her poll.

“Where are we going?” I asked. Pulling free would require me cutting his hand off, so I tried the diplomatic approach first. Not killing or maiming as a first reaction? Maybe I could be a politician?

“To assess the competition,” the goblin said.

Soon we were out of my neighborhood and nearing the air docks. We couldn’t reach them, because there was a crowd three times larger than the one outside my house blocking the way. A dirigible hovered a little off the ground, and its lowest level of windows were open. I saw Duane there waving and smiling, tossing out gifts which were fought over by the jubilant crowd.

“We love you!” One young girl called out starry-eyed. She wasn’t even voting age.

I thought I had a lot of female supporters, but Duane had more, as well as plenty of men waving placards which said things like “Humans Out of the Shadows”, “Real Power for Real People”, and my favorite, “Will You Marry Me?”.

“He was voted Highcrowne’s most eligible bachelor in the last issue of the Times,” Doctor Ghunnan noted. “It was on page three after the announcement of the parade to celebrate capture of the terrorist.”

That’s how everyone knew what was happening. I made it my business to never read the news, figuring I was unhappy enough as it was, and if something important happened I’d find out about it by word of mouth. That hadn’t worked out so well.

“Duane!” I shouted. He couldn’t hear me above the cheers and whistles. “This is not you!”

This wasn’t me either. I couldn’t get the image of Hilja and Duane out of my head, and it made me mad. Seeing him surrounded by an adoring crowd that didn’t know the first thing about who he really was made me mad. He was a thief, an assassin, a killer ... a survivor. 

So was I.

Damn him. I couldn’t huddle in the dark anymore, being pathetic when he got back up again, over and over. I would not go down without a fight.

I was going to win this stupid election if it killed me.

––––––––

[image: ]


BY THE TIME DOCTOR Ghunnan and I finished the rounds, scoping out the other human candidates and listening to their speeches in temples and on soapboxes at street corners, I was certain Duane was my only real rival. The rest were idiots.

Katherine, unable to get into my house or office, had taken over the vegetable shop in the bazaar, transforming it into my election headquarters. The greengrocer was her assistant campaign manager, and in between fetching her ink and parchment, poster paints and signage, he was trying to sell lettuce and the flavorless tomatoes grown in Highcrowne greenhouses. I really missed ripe Keshian fruit and vegetables grown on the vine. 

“Based on the polls,” Katherine was saying as she scribbled, “I think our platform should be about small business, supporting the average hardworking human to succeed and build a future for their family. A better world for their children.”

“Not the woman issue?”

“No, and if any of the others bring it up, we attack them on their backward thinking. How can a Human Crown afraid of a female rival ever hope to stand up to the Elf Queen?”

“I like it.” I wanted to more than stand up to Hilja, I wanted to smack her smug face. 

How many times had she been over visiting Dawn and never once mentioned Duane? Were they sending letters to one another? Had she been out to Faellion to see him? He’d kissed me not six months ago, and we were kind of working on things. Admittedly, six months to a human was a long time, but for Solhans and elves it was an eyeblink. She knew she had crossed a line.

“Mister Rose’s criminal past is not forgotten among our constituents,” Katherine added. “They resent shakedowns and gang law, and now they are Citizens, they want full access to all the privileges elves and dwarves enjoy.”

I squirmed. “You do know that it was my uncle who ran all those gangs and shakedowns? Duane was just working for him. The Thorne name is not as beloved amongst our ‘constituents’ as you might think.”

“You saved the world, defeated the Dead God. Fought for their Citizenship. That’s what people remember,” she said, waving away my worries. “The data backs me up. Now, we just need a slogan.”

Doctor Ghunnan’s face lit up with an idea. “How about ‘No choice? Vote Thorne!’ I fully intend to make sure her political rivals are all dead before the election. Poison is crude, and difficult to place in their food now that their guard is up, so I was thinking of setting up a device on their doorstep which will electrocute them as soon as they step outside for the morning paper. There may be collateral damage, but we can always blame freak weather phenomenon.”

“I know it’s the goblin way—and I know how un-Solhan this sounds—but we should try not to kill anyone. Especially Duane,” I said.

“Whatever for? I know he has been our ally and travelling companion on numerous occasions, but a politician should never place morals above winning.”

“I admit I’m no expert on morals, hypocrisy yes, and Katherine’s platform of middle-class family values is as boring as a cardboard sandwich ... where am I going with all this? Oh, yes, I think our slogan should be a bit more radical, truthful: ‘Thorne was borne to piss them all off’ or ‘She doesn’t care who she angers’ or ‘She’ll fight for your rights because she just likes to fight’....”

“Needs some work,” Katherine said, musing. “You are on to something, though. They don’t need you claiming to be a mother and small business owner like them, because you are, from all accounts, terrible at those things. They need someone scrappy, someone willing to do what they’re too afraid to do.”

“’Beware, she’s too dumb to care’.” Doctor Ghunnan was starting to have too much fun with this.

“No slogans,” I said finally. “We all suck at them.” I grabbed poster paint and roughly scrawled ‘Vote’ and drew a tick box with my name next to it. “I’m at the top of the ballot: that is the key factor in my favor. People will not scroll down.”

“Very shrewd, Miss Thorne.” Doctor Ghunnan pulled out his own copy of the ballot which was already covered in his scribbled notes. He rubbed a wetted thumb across it and frowned. “This was printed using human technology; I’d recognize the imperfections of a handset typeface anywhere, yet the ink and paper are indestructible. Clearly more sophisticated materials, such as those used by elves and goblins. I wonder who produced it?”

I wanted to know who had put my name on it. And strangle them. “I think I have a private investigation case—mine. See you both later.”

“We need to campaign!” Katherine protested.

“Doctor Ghunnan can help, right?”

“I will gather my miniature printing press,” he said. “It will enable mass production of high-quality campaign flyers. I’ll also retrieve a few electrical devices ...  just in case you change your mind and want to eliminate Mister Rose and the others.”

I still had the image of him and Hilja burnt on my retinas. “Ok. Just in case.”

I left Katherine and her ever growing horde of volunteers (the greengrocer had roped in the rope seller and the urn painter) to designing the signs and pamphlets, while I headed for the Central City.

The one benefit of having the Avian sanctuary and half the mountain blown up by Aguragas was the opportunity to redesign. Goblins had built an embassy, and humans were using all that felled stone to build a proper palace for their Crown. I knew I’d find the current person wearing that title, if not a real crown because he preferred his military uniform, overseeing the operation: General Moore was the hands-on sort of ruler.

“Daniel,” I said when I found him. I usually called him ‘General’, never ‘King’ so the use of his first name made him frown at me. 

“Miss Thorne.”

“You have some explaining to do,” I said.

“Do I?”

“The election. Bad idea. You know I think you should just stay in charge. It’ so much simpler, and you’re so much better at this than Duane or I could ever be.”

“I made a promise to the people of the Kingdoms, and I intend to keep it. My home is the river lands, the Fortress of Mages, what remains of it, and I intend to go back there and reclaim what belongs to me and my people. I will not be staying in Highcrowne, and so you will need someone else to rule.”

“You’re leaving? With all your people? Do they know this?” That would take a significant chunk out of the human population in the city.

“Not all of them, not yet. I need to make things safe for their return, and then they will come.”

“Is that the reason for all the strange voting rules? Surprise nominations, thirty-day campaign, serve or die? Let me guess, you want to retake the Fortress of Mages from the risen in late spring.”

“Yes, after the water recedes but while the soil is damp enough to impede the movement of the undead.”

“If you remained our Crown, you could have all of Highcrowne’s forces at your command if you wanted.”

“The others will not fight. Harley is concerned for dwarves, Hilja for elves. As they should be. Someone needs to be concerned for the humans.”

“And the Solhans?”

“Is there any chance of saving your people from themselves?”

“True. Okay, so why did you put me at the top of the ballot?”

“It was randomized. As much as I feel you would be an adequate candidate, I do not want to interfere with the process. All nominees had equal chance.”

“Adequate? Thanks, I guess. But that listing does not look random. Me then Duane? Who nominated me anyway?”

“It was anonymous. Not me, in case you were wondering. I need to remain impartial if I am to oversee a fair and peaceful transition.”

As much as I respected General Moore, I couldn’t believe how naïve he was. 

“While I appreciate that you told everyone to make it random and impartial—not everyone obeys orders. People have agendas, other allegiances, and you can be certain some of those people may be responsible for making or printing ballots, or at the mercy of those with money or power who understand how much this election can influence the future of the Kingdoms.”

“Who would go to the effort of rigging the ballot just to put you first on the list, Miss Thorne?”

“That is what I want to know. Who tallied the nominations? I want to question them.”

“My personal aide, Laric, who should be working in my office now.”

“I’ll start there. Thank you, General.” 

“And Miss Thorne...”

“Yes?”

“Good luck.”

“That doesn’t sound very impartial of you.”

“Then I should say I wish both you and Mister Rose luck—and the rest of the candidates of course.”

So, the general did have some favorites. I smiled as I made my way to the barracks where Moore’s office was located. The smiling must have made people think I was campaigning, because random Citizens waved or stopped to shake my hand or tell me about their problems. By the time I reached my destination, I wasn’t smiling anymore and was in fact darting from the concealment of one shrub or statue to the next. I rushed into the general’s office unannounced, to find the aide standing and staring at nothing.

“Hello?” I waved a hand in front of his face. “Laric?”

He blinked. “Yes? What can I do for you?”

“Is the general overworking you? Maybe you should get more sleep? And not while standing up.”

“The general is not here, Miss Thorne.”

“You know me?”

“Of course. I was responsible for screening all nominations to ensure they were eligible—Citizens and human being the only requirement.”

“How was I nominated?”
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