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​1│ Something in the Air
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I hate spring. And love. Why did they always seem to be happening at the same time? The flowers spraying us with their pollen, the sneezing, the crying ... and then people were giving you more flowers and asking you to dinner while snot is running everywhere. At least that’s how I saw it. Everyone else around me seemed to be having a wonderful time.

“Miss Thorne,” the grocer said, giving me a hug and a sloppy kiss on one cheek. “Please take this to Miss Karolyne.” He plonked a giant bouquet into my arms, and my nose immediately twitched and tried to crawl away. “I trust this will be to her liking. Have a delightful day, my dear.” 

He was humming and turned in a circle, arms out to grab his plump wife who was straightening the carrots. He twirled her about the small shop.

“Oh, Carl,” the wife said in faux protest as she smiled and danced to unheard music.

Bleh. I had to shut my eyes and start walking. It would have been easier to see where I was going with them open, but the flowers were making them swell shut. 

I managed to make out more blurry lovers in the street exchanging gifts and kisses, oblivious to the giant mud puddles they were standing in. Of course, because the streets were cobblestone and lacked gutters or sewers to contain the waste from horses or dumped from windows and lavatories frequented by humans, dwarfs, elves, goblins and every other resident or visitor to the Outskirts of Highcrowne, I highly doubted it was ‘mud’.

That was another thing I hated about spring: it thawed the wonderfully clean and unscented snow that usually hid the grime and the stinking pile of garbage that was the Outskirts. 

“Out of the way,” said a bright green goblin with a mouth of needle-sharp teeth. 

He pushed me aside just in time to avoid losing my toes to a street scraper being operated by his friend, an almost identical three-foot-tall green creature with patchy black hair and beady eyes. The friend, not the machine. The scraper was a coughing spluttering contraption of brass and steel and steam that rattled along the bumpy stone road on metal wheels and pushed a wide shovel in front to gather the muck from the spring melt. 

I wanted to say ‘thanks’, but instead said, “What are you doing pushing me around?” My usual anger was heightened at this time of year. I was hoping for a good row as an antidote to the love in the air, and goblins were guaranteed to give me one. “Keep that abominable machine out of my way.”

The goblin bared his needle fangs in an impossibly wide mouth, and I happily prepared to drop the bouquet I was carrying and grab the cane strapped to my back. 

The ‘cane’, called an Ashur, was made of carved bone and not a cane so much as a concealed sword with a nasty, serrated blade. I had no intention of drawing it, but the bone sheath would work to block goblin teeth.

“Oh no you don’t,” the goblin astride the scraping machine warned the one on the ground beside me. “We have a date tonight. No getting yourself locked up by the Guard.”

The other one was his girlfriend? Goblins all looked alike to me. There were a few grumbles, but the goblin threatening me hopped onto the machine beside his companion and trundled away.

How disappointing. Sometimes the Guard could be a massive pain. Of course, I’d wanted the Guard and the rule of law just last winter, when I’d been hunting for my brother’s murderer and trying to stop rogue slavers who were stealing humans off the street. 

Now that the outer wall had been completed, the Outskirts was almost Highcrowne proper. We were enclosed and on the Guard’s patrol route, thanks to Conrad, the only human guardsman and one of my more persistent friends. 

He’d been pretty persistent on other fronts as well, bringing flowers, until he saw my frightening reaction to them, and then sweets, which I turned away, as I was already putting on too many curves from sitting around in my office all day waiting for a case to show up.

I’d been dodging Conrad—as well as a few other people—because I’m not as easy going about kisses up against a wall as I was before my last lover. The one who tied me up for a dark ritual and nearly stole my soul before I was forced to kill him. Yeah, that did not end well. Best to avoid love. I mean lust. And flowers. Acht-chu!

I dodged a string of about ten male dwarfs, arms laden with cloths and jewelry, all trying to woo one female dwarf passing through the neighborhood on her way to the docks. She was coyly not looking at them, while really looking at them out of the corner of her eye, as she marched steadily forward down the street. 

Next were the elves in their carriages on their way to the slave quarter to purchase more servants. They didn’t have to be in the muck, and their silken clothes blew delicately on the wind. One lady with violet eyes and hair to match let her scarf entangle the elf on the seat beside her to hide their public kiss. I noticed the skin along their arms never touched, staying about three inches apart, a sure sign one or both were using glamour to conceal their true bulk. Elves usually only appeared lovely and waif-like. They tended to sit around more than I did and never said no to any fatty delicacy. 

It was wrong to stereotype. Some elves scrupulously avoided glamours and over-indulging, but the more active ones were even worse. Their favorite sport was dragon hunting, which is why you never saw many dragons these days, and when you did, they tended to attack first. 

A gang of muscled elves in leather armor, wearing yet more garlands of flowers, had managed to hunt down some poor creature and had its limp corpse strapped to the back of a wagon. The hand-painted sign around its neck said ‘dragon’ but I was certain it was a baby wyvern. A real dragon, even a baby one, would have taken a few more wagons to move it. And an army to have killed it. 

These elves strutted about, showing off the trophy to a handful of elven maidens who had gathered by the fountain to protest the treatment of refugees, or to tell us all to go back home. There seemed to be a couple of different groups with contradictory signs, but most dropped their placards to stroke natural elf muscle and gasp at the ‘dangerous’ creature they’d defeated. 

After that were the humans, who made up the bulk of the population of the Outskirts. They were holding a festival in the main square of the temple district. Flowered garlands everywhere, men and women taking up a ribbon from the festival pole in one hand and dancing in and out of one another’s reach as they tied the ribbons tighter and tighter to the pole, until they all converged. Hopeful lovers ending up face to face and a few shy looks away from a festival kiss. 

I shut my eyes again. Better to lose a few toes to street scrapers than watch any more. 

By the time I reached Karolyne’s café, I was ready for whisky-spiked kaffe and a dark corner to hide in until the spring festival was over. Of course, the full festival lasted about three weeks, so I’d need a lot of whisky.

I kicked the café door open with my boot and said, the words half smothered by flowers and my quickly swelling throat, “Someone take these hideous things now!”

“They’re beautiful,” Karolyne gushed, sweeping in to rescue her precious bouquet. 

She took a deep sniff and then added them to the mound of flower garlands, wreaths and other bouquets that had taken over one of the corner tables. 

“I may need to make two trips. Eva, can you help get these to the wagon? The ship docks tonight and we can start setting up as soon as it arrives.”

“No. They’re killing me.” 

I used a cloth napkin to plug my dripping nostrils and sat myself down, as planned, in the table farthest from the flowers. I had to shout to be heard across the distance. Fortunately, it was a weekday morning and the customers were non-existent this time of day, so I had my pick of tables to hide at.

“When I asked you to be my bridesmaid—” Karolyne began, putting her hand on her hip and tossing back her thick, red hair in a commanding posture I knew all too well from when she used to be my boss.

“—You didn’t ask me to be your slave,” I said. “Get Reginald or Bert to do it.” I indicated the two dwarves setting up tables and drying the freshly washed cutlery as they went.

“I’m no slave either,” Reginald grumbled. He gave a butter knife one last polish before setting it on the table with a clank.

“Parallel to the fork,” Karolyne reminded him in a voice that was the perfect imitation of our finishing school teacher. “Par-al-lel.”

“Kiss-my-a...” Reginald began, but Bert elbowed him in the gut so hard the wind went out of him. 

Trust Bert to keep his troublesome brother in line. Or was it second cousin? It was hard to keep dwarf genealogy straight, with polyandry the norm and massive herds of children arising from each union. I knew Bert and Reginald were my friend’s, Gypsum’s, cousins, but I didn’t know if they had the same father. 

Whatever their relationship to one another, I was disappointed in Bert always being the goody-two-shoes and stopping Reginald before he could give Karolyne a good comeback. But I suppose that’s why I chose Karolyne’s as my office. The bickering, and even late-night bar fights, made it far quieter than Nanny’s screeching at home.

“Shut up and take them to the wagon,” Karolyne said, and Bert hurried to obey, grabbing an armful of flowers. 

Reginald moved about one third speed and cursed under his breath as he picked up a single garland between thumb and forefinger, like he was picking up a diseased insect. 

Reginald was wearing a red sash tied around his bicep. I’d been seeing those on the most annoying dwarves lately. It was the mark of some new movement that was about male dwarves taking back their power and not listening to women anymore. From my perspective, the movement wasn’t making much headway beyond theory.

“And you,” Karolyne turned to me, “have a contractual arrangement with this establishment. Window. Now. If you’re ‘working’ instead of being my bridesmaid.” 

I was pretty sure I was my own boss, but sometimes with Karolyne I forgot. 

“Fine.” I moved to the table by the window as she’d ordered. 

I thought of myself as a reverse scarecrow. I got free kaffe on the house every hour in exchange for luring the customers in. No one visited a tavern, let alone the strange version my friend had created with its ‘authentic human food’, without seeing some customers inside to demonstrate the cuisine wasn’t toxic. 

Sure enough, as soon as I sat down and Karolyne reluctantly set a cup of unsweetened kaffe beside me—she still made me pay for the sugar ants—the bell over the front door rang, heralding the arrival of the first customer of the day. 

Karolyne’s smile of greeting froze when she recognized our friend, Gypsum. Another female dwarf was with her, decked out in fine silks and a veil covering her face like the dwarven matriarchs wore. Of course, Gypsum was dwarf royalty, so the other woman could well be a matriarch.

“What are you doing here?” Karolyne hissed. “Aren’t you supposed to be picking up my wedding dress and then the rings and then—”

“—Something came up,” Gypsum said matter of fact. 

It would have to be important for Gypsum to shirk her Maid of Honor duties. Gypsum was bedrock. I mean solid and reliable, which is why I’m sure Karolyne chose her over me as Maid of Honor. 

We’d all been friends at school, and maybe I’d known Karolyne a teensy bit longer than Gypsum had, years actually, and even though Karolyne and I had been roommates, and I’d covered for her all those nights she snuck out, and that one time with the ‘accident’ as we now called it, and I’d helped her bury ... but we didn’t speak of it, and I’m sure none of that was a factor in Karolyne’s choice. It was all about who could get the job done. I was not grumpy about not being chosen. No, sir. I didn’t want the extra trouble. I ... What was it Gypsum was saying now? I stopped my mental processes and tried to focus.

“We need to speak to Eva in private,” Gypsum repeated, pointing her head towards the back stairs.

“Me?” I was slow to start in the mornings. I took a swig of the kaffe to jolt me awake, retched at the lack of sugar and stood up. “Okay.”

I ignored Karolyne’s crossed arms of curiosity and followed Gypsum and her companion. We went up the stairs to the office. The door was open to my old room across the hall. Bert and Reginald lived there now, the odd couple, with clothes strewn across one half the room and the other as neat and tidy as though someone had drawn a line down the middle and told the Storm God to unleash his might on one side and not the other. 

Gypsum knew Karolyne’s place almost as well as I did, and she opened the office to let us all in. The room had the expected filing cabinet and solid wood desk, but it also sported a sleeping pallet and a small closet of Karolyne’s things. This is where she lived, and I always felt a bit uncomfortable going in here. 

I also felt guilty for having moved into the huge house my brother had left me in his will and spending the reward I’d gotten from the Crowns after my first case to make this private investigator gig work, but so far it wasn’t going so well. I mostly had requests from old ladies in the neighborhood to find lost pets, to deal with boggle infestations (not my job—I wasn’t an exterminator), or to sit and listen to a tirade of what was wrong with the world these days. And since these same little old ladies were from the era of barter, I had few coins left in my purse but plenty of chicken eggs and biscuits for the larder. I might soon be joining Karolyne in sleeping on a cot. 

Of course, her fortunes were changing, if the spend on this wedding were any indication. Karolyne’s husband-to-be was a windfall for her, and I’m sure money was the primary attractor, as he had few other worthwhile qualities.

“What is it, Gypsum?” I asked, still standing and unwilling to take Karolyne’s one chair. 

The dwarf in the veil took the seat right away and leaned back, comfortable in her makeshift throne, removing the veil as she did. 

“It is I who have requested this meeting, not my sister. I heard you were an amateur sleuth.”

“Baroness Syla?” 

Syla, Gypsum’s sister, had inherited the family title, which meant she was one of the residents of the Central City, with supreme authority over her clan of dwarfs, and a Matriarch on the Council that ruled all of dwarf-kind and had a one-third say over how all of Highcrowne and the Three Kingdoms was governed. She was more important than any client I’d ever had. At least I hoped she’d be my client. This could make my reputation.

“It’s professional private investigator. Not amateur. I get paid,” I said. I wanted to set the ground rules right away. No more freebies for friends of friends.

“Pardon me, Miss Eva Thorne, ‘Private Investigator’. I must admit you don’t look like one.”

I didn’t have the trench coat, cigar and flask of booze in my inner pocket. That was true. I was the tall boots and riding pants sort of gal. Sometimes I wore fur, but this was spring, so I was down to a sky-blue sweater. It was still Highcrowne and mildly freezing. I also wasn’t a man or an elf, as most detectives seemed to be in this city. I was quite a bit curvier, with dark hair, cat-shaped pale, pale blue eyes—ok, almost white eyes—and large lips that were red even when I didn’t wear lipstick. I looked more like the femme fatale than the detective, and people who got involved with me did tend to get dead, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t a good detective. Or at least I thought so.

“I’m sure my sister isn’t questioning your credentials,” Gypsum interjected.

“I’m sure she is,” I said, “but that’s fine. You wouldn’t be here if I weren’t your last hope.”

“You are not that,” Baroness Syla said, decidedly. “I prefer to act immediately and avoid any situation turning desperate. I merely have a small problem, and Gypsum speaks highly of you.”

A ‘small problem’. I hoped this wasn’t another lost pet case. Of course, even one of those for a baroness could be good for business.

“I’m listening. Tell me the Who, What, Where, When, Why and How Much,” I prompted. 

I wished I had the desk and the lounge chair, so I could lean forward and appraise my would-be client. As it was, Baroness Syla was the one who leaned forward, fingers forming a triangle that she rested her chin on as she looked me up and down with a cold gaze.

“This needs to remain confidential,” Syla said. “I remember the affair last winter with the rogue slavers you brought to justice. You were effective but noisy. A commotion like you made over King Fharen’s alleged involvement will not do in this situation.”

“It wasn’t alleged. The Elf King is a slimy racist who organized a round up refugees in order to sell them into slavery.”

“Eva,” Gypsum hissed a warning. “We agreed this would get us nowhere.”

I knew it wasn’t healthy accusing kings of anything, but while I’d stopped mentioning Fharen in public, I hadn’t forgotten. 

“I’m not shouting it from the rooftops. I can be discreet.” 

“Let’s go,” Syla said, standing up.

“Wait.” I know I sounded too desperate, but I needed the money. 

The gold the Crowns had given me after the ‘Slaver Affair’ was already gone. I’m not entirely sure where, as I’m awful with money, but gone was gone. 

“I can keep my mouth shut. I wasn’t a private investigator back then, but I am now, and I take my job and my clients seriously. You can rely on me, Baroness.”

“Gypsum believes in you,” Syla said, sitting back down. “Personally, I don’t trust humans, especially Solhans.”

I stiffened. The hatred for my people was nothing new. In a city ruled by dwarfs, elves and Avians, human refugees were at the bottom of the pecking order, and Solhans below them. We were the ones who had unleashed the Dead God into the world. By ‘we’ I meant my family, Thornes, not just Solhans in general, but few knew such details, and I wisely chose not to advertise the fact. 

Gods tended to be overachievers. And this one was bent on conquering the world. Our own nation, Solheim, was the first to fall, but others soon followed, and now, years later, humans had few places to hide. Highcrowne was the only refuge, protected by powerful magic and compacts between gods, and so it wouldn’t be wise of me to tell Syla, one of the ruling Matriarchs, to go to hell, when I had no place but ‘hell’ to go to if I were kicked out of the city. 

“See, discreet,” I told her, happy I’d managed to keep my anger and tongue in check. She must have noticed me struggling.

“I don’t trust Solhans,” Syla repeated, and I clenched my jaw, barely keeping it shut again. “But,” she continued, “I trust men even less, so you’re all I have. The only female investigator in this city.” 

“What about elves?” I asked. “Surely there’s a female elf investigator?” 

Elves weren’t like humans, for all the obvious reasons of pointy ears and height limitations, but they didn’t have the sexual inequalities found in other cultures either. Humans tended to keep women restricted to certain jobs and out of the halls of power, while dwarves were the opposite. With a ten to one excess of male dwarves to female, the women had become revered. Their Council of Matriarchs ruled. The elven sexes, in contrast, were equal in power—and rudeness—and you could find a female elf in the Guard or any profession.

“As of late, I trust elves even less than Solhans.” 

“There must be some female dwarves you could turn to?” 

I didn’t know why I was trying to talk her out of choosing me, but my curiosity was too strong. I really was the bottom of the barrel.

“No female investigators in my family, and I wouldn’t ask any other Matriarch for help. Opposing factions. I don’t trust them as far as I can throw them, and they’re heavier than me.” 

“So, you don’t trust anyone,” I summarized.

“Exactly.” 

“Welcome to the club.” I held out my hand to shake.

“Don’t you want to hear the details of the case?”

“Of course, but we might as well seal the deal before the lies start. Clients always lie. On purpose or by omission. I’ll find out the truth—and the real case—during the course of my investigation.”

Syla shook my hand. “Very good. Alright, on to the lying then. The body of Rutgard has been stolen.”

I had my back to the closed door, which was a good thing, as I swayed. This was no ‘little problem’. Highcrowne was the capital of the Three Kingdoms, a union of the three major races, and ruled jointly by a royal representative from each. Rutgard was the highest representative of the dwarves. 

“The Dwarf King is missing?” 

“His Presence remains with the Council. It is merely the body that has been misplaced.” 

I raised an eyebrow. “The truth is more helpful to me than fiction.”

Syla sighed. “Not a word to anyone ... And, yes, he’s gone, along with the Council’s legitimacy.”

“I’ve always been confused by this Council of Matriarchs, King Rutgard thing,” I said.

Gypsum stood a little straighter. “Let me explain. King Rutgard was the last dwarven king. He perished about five hundred years ago, but his body was preserved by magic and his soul trapped along with it. One of his last acts as king was to abolish the old, corrupt system that had kept dwarves at war for millennium. He said that it was dwarven women—the precious few who were the mothers of our kind—who should be the wise voice of Council and make the decisions that were best for their sons and daughters. He introduced the Council of Matriarchs to rule when he was gone, as he was gravely ill and knew he was dying. Rutgard’s act was not popular among the men, who were the clear majority, thus the Council saw to it that Rutgard was preserved and that his ghost could be turned to for advice. The men were more accepting of the Council’s orders when they believed they were relayed directly from the King.” Gypsum looked satisfied by her lecture. She’d always considered herself cut out to be a history professor.

“Believed to be from the King,” I said. “Does the Council really commune with Rutgard’s ghost?”

“Gypsum can’t and won’t answer that,” Syla said. “Such things are State secrets and not to be divulged to anyone outside the Matriarchy.”

“A likely ‘no’ then. Alright, so who would want to steal the body? Who has the most to gain?”

“Suffragists,” Syla said, a sour tone in her voice.

They certainly would have motive and opportunity. There were dwarf suffragists everywhere. Reginald’s red armband downstairs in the café attested to that. But that meant too many suspects. 

“I don’t suppose you know who the ringleaders of the suffragist movement are?” I asked Syla.

“If I did, they’d be in jail already.”

“From what I can tell, they’ve been peaceful. Irritating, but peaceful in their protests.” I couldn’t help defending the helpless. 

I’d seen a few groups of them around with their signs and chants saying things like, “No more skirts! Stop work and hit them where it hurts!” As a woman, I never got the friendliest looks from them, but I sympathized. Their mothers were always telling them what jobs to take, forcing them to work in the mines or, in Gypsum’s case, forcing Bert and Reginald to work at the café. There didn’t seem to be much choice for male dwarfs, and I could understand their resentment. I knew the feeling of being trapped. My family had kept me that way until recently. I was loving my new freedom and could understand other people wanting theirs.

“Don’t be fooled,” Syla said. “They are anarchists. They’d bring the whole system down and plunge us into war again. Menfolk need to be kept out of trouble. All you’ve seen is their political arm. There’s a militant wing that is doing real damage.”

“Those cave-ins,” I said, suddenly clueing in. “The targets were all dwarven workhouses, matriarch meeting places....”

“Yes, we’re keeping the details under wraps, but we know a violent group of suffragists is involved. They are likely the same group who stole the king.”

“This really sounds like something the Guard should handle,” I said, once more trying to put myself out of a job. Was I scared?

“They are working on finding these militants, but no one can know about Rutgard being gone. No one,” Syla warned.

“So, I’m supposed to butt in on a top-secret Guard investigation, find King Rutgard before they do, and return the body to the palace before anyone’s the wiser?”

“Exactly.”

“There is gold payment involved here? You’re not expecting this to be my civic duty or offering chickens in trade or anything?”

“You will be richly rewarded. Plus, Gypsum and I will use all of our influence to discreetly aid you in whatever way we can.”

“Can you show me where the body was kept?” I needed to see the scene of the crime, but I was also curious.

“Yes, we had planned to take you there first,” Gypsum said.

“What about the wedding?” I remembered. “We’re both supposed to be setting up the ship tonight. We leave tomorrow.” Dwarf militants weren’t as frightening as Karolyne would be when she found out we were ruining her big day.

“I’ll take care of it,” Syla said. “I’ll lend your friend some of my people. I’m sure she won’t turn down the assistance of a royal wedding planner. And I suppose this gives you one day to find Rutgard. I like that timeline very much.”

I didn’t. 

“I must go now,” the Baroness continued. She stood up and readjusted her veil. I had one last glimpse of eyes a swirling blue like the depths of a crystal-clear stream where a reflection of sky rippled and shimmered with light. 

Dwarfs had interesting eyes, probably to make up for uninteresting, squat bodies, muddy skin and hair that was always brown and unable to take any dyes. I figured that’s why the matriarchs wore their fancy silks head to toe. Made them look less generic.

“Let me get my sister back to her bodyguards,” Gypsum said. I hadn’t seen the guards but knew they must be close by. Probably part of the reason the café was still empty of customers, even though I’d done my reverse scarecrow routine. “I’ll make arrangements for you to pass into the Central City at the Market Gate and meet you there in an hour?”

I nodded. “See you there.” 

While the Outskirts had a wall around it these days, we were still a long way away from the Central City, where the nobility dwelled. No human had access, only Citizens, and most of them steered clear, staying confined to dwarven and elven neighborhoods around the periphery of the Central City. 

“It was lovely to see you, Baroness Syla.” I held out my hand. “Thank you for so few lies.”

“Likewise.”

We’d made our goodbyes, but I awkwardly continued to follow them downstairs and into the main room. The baronesses’ head turned toward Reginald who was back for more flowers and carrying them one at a time, which would take all day. I wished I could see Syla’s face through the veil and her reaction to the suffragist-red armband, but I did notice Gypsum’s narrowed eyes and tight lips. Reginald must be an embarrassment to her, but neither woman said anything. 

At the door, I also refrained from saying anything to anyone, practicing my discretion, and merely held it open for them. As soon as I shut it again, Karolyne was on me like a hovering bee, another springtime infestation that I was allergic to.

“What was that all about?” Karolyne asked, arms crossed again. I had no intention of indulging her curiosity.

“My business. But you should be happy to learn they will be sending over a royal wedding planner to help out.”

“Really? Wow. I knew I could count on Gypsum.” Karolyne looked giddy. 

I was glad to be escaping flower duty, and Reginald must have clued in he would be too, because he dropped the ones he had then and there. 

“Pick those up,” Karolyne ordered.

“No.”

“I can demote you lower than busboy,” she threatened. “There’s grease an inch thick along the drain pipes I could have you scrubbing out. Not to mention the oven needs scraping, the fryer oil needs replaced, the garbage bins could use a hosing....” 

Sounded like spring cleaning time. Once again, I was glad I didn’t work here anymore. Of course, I’d only done the fryer once and botched it, and most crap work usually went to goblins and other migratory workers, for which I and everyone else was glad. For while there were pipes to pull nasty things out of the kitchen and lavatories, there were no sewers to hold it, which meant everything went into the alley for the muck-rakers to deal with, which meant garbage bin duty involved clambering over a mountain of waste to even find the bins, as the rakers rarely came by. 

“No,” Reginald repeated. 

Karolyne took a deep breath to start her tirade again, when the bell above the door jangled and her fiancé walked in. 

Karo closed her mouth and hurried to take his coat. It was a light tweed with a few real gold threads thrown into the weave. Not as ostentatious a display as the gold chain jewelry hanging from his neck and wrists and the gold rings on every finger. It was difficult to see the person past the sparkle, but there was a flash of white teeth—a few diamond studs in those—skin the color and texture of red clay, short brown hair, and eyes like pools of green seawater. 

“...Wouldn’t let me in to see my own property,” The Jerk said, indignant. 

I’m sure he meant the café, which was soon to be his by marriage, but he could mean Karolyne. She was beautiful, and he liked to walk her around on his arm, showing her off like another one of his fancy necklaces. 

“The gall of those guardsmen,” he huffed. “And what was a Matriarch doing here? They wouldn’t let me in until she left.”

Not very discrete of Syla, but I supposed it was difficult for royalty to go about unnoticed.

“Gypsum’s sister, Dear,” Karolyne said sweetly. “She’s helping with the wedding. Here, let me hang your coat.”

I swear I didn’t recognize my old friend when The Jerk was near. Reginald seemed to be enjoying the change, because he sat down at a table, rolled a cigarette, and leaned back in a puff of smoke.

“I have to be going,” I said, trying to inch towards the exit, but Karolyne’s fiancé was twice as wide as me and blocking my route. 

He too was sporting a red armband, but that was no surprise. I’d heard him proselytizing to Reginald almost every day. 

I still couldn’t believe Karolyne was marrying a dwarf. I’m not species-ist but.... Okay, even thinking ‘but’ meant I was a little. But, I’d dislike this dwarf no matter what race he was, so maybe it wasn’t his being a dwarf which repulsed me so much as his overall sleaziness. 

“Won’t you have breakfast with Wade and me?” Karolyne asked. 

Oh, yeah, Wade was The Jerk’s name. I’m sure Karolyne only wanted me there so she’d have an excuse to stay seated and chat with me rather than be forced to hurry back and forth to the kitchen to fulfill Wade’s every need.

“No,” Wade pronounced before I could say anything. “I’ve been reading the old texts, and they state men and women should sup at separate tables. We’ll be instituting that mandate right here at this very café from now on.”

“Of course, Dear,” Karolyne said. “It’s amazing how much lost wisdom there is for anyone willing to read those dusty old tomes.”

The Jerk puffed his chest out when she agreed so readily. Most dwarves didn’t get to order women around, and Wade was clearly enjoying it.

“And that’s another thing,” Wade added. “No more women reading. It gives them ideas and words to spew back like serpent’s venom to their husbands and fathers, those whom they should be showing due respect.”

Karolyne nodded quickly, like a chicken pecking up kernels, her eyes wide and entranced. She could not possibly believe this idiocy? I knew she had a stack of books in a suitcase beneath her sleeping pallet. Was she planning on burning them next? 

She was clearly suffering from greed-poisoning, but I didn’t understand how she thought this could work in the long run. Karolyne was not the sort to be a meek little wife. Ask Bert and Reginald. If she were Solhan, I’d say she was planning a honeymoon murder, but most humans weren’t as bloodthirsty as my people, so I didn’t know what her plan was. She certainly wouldn’t be outliving him, as he was in his prime and dwarves lived twice as long as humans anyway. The way her eyes shone ... could she actually love him? I felt ill.

“Well, I don’t have any husbands or fathers,” I said. “Looks like I have to rely on my own perfectly functioning brain. You know, Karolyne is far cleverer than anyone in this room. She runs a successful business and balances the books, and she started from nothing.”

“Eva.” She gave me a warning jab with her elbow. 

“I would not call this hole in the Outskirts a ‘success’,” Wade said, his nose wrinkled with distaste. “The lack of male supervision explains much about you.” 

“And all that gold you wear makes me curious about you. I thought women controlled dwarven wealth? What kind of mother would let you leave the house looking like a thief’s dream?” I asked.

“His mother is dead,” Karolyne whispered, trying to make me feel bad. 

“I’m not afraid of thieves,” Wade said. “I’m not a weak woman.”

“Neither am I.” I gave him one of my good glares.

The remaining flower arrangements at Reginald’s table were making my tongue thicken and my throat swell shut, else I would have had a thing or two more to say to Wade. Instead, I shoved him aside and darted out the door.

I breathed in the stink of smoke and pollen and coughed and sneezed all at once. After wiping my face, I looked up and stopped cold when I saw the tax collector coming toward me. 

I glanced back but decided I would rather be drawn and quartered than go inside and listen to anymore of Wade’s nonsense. 

“Miss Thorne, you are difficult to track down,” the elf said. 

He was immaculately dressed in a black suit that wouldn’t look out of place on a mortician. He was older and thinner than any elf I’d seen, his skin wrinkled and sagging around his jowls, hair pure white and tied up in a bun he kept concealed beneath a black hat. 

Most elves used natural glamours to appear eternally young and beautiful—and to hide the fatty flesh put on by their hedonistic lifestyle. They still lived much longer than humans, but they did not age as gracefully as they wanted everyone to think. This elf seemed not to care about hiding his true appearance. Tax collectors were scary enough, but one that lacked vanity was even more frightening. 

“I keep odd hours,” I explained, hastily. “Investigation keeps me busy. Lots of lost pets. Usually they end up in a goblin’s stew, but tracking down the others often involves climbing through back alleys, and most cats and dogs are nocturnal. Fenurian flying fish only flit about at sunrise and sundown, and pet bats are difficult to catch until about midday when they’re roosting and deep asleep. As you can see, I need to be in odd places at odd times.” I fidgeted.

“So that’s why you dashed out of your brother’s bookshop the other day, took off down the alleyway and vanished?”

“I spotted Missus Henderson’s pet snake. It’s been missing since last fall. Must have come out of hibernation with the spring thaw.”

“Uh hum.” 

He opened his fanfold briefcase and pulled out a document packed with tiny elvish characters. I read and spoke elvish fluently, most everyone in Highcrowne did, as elves tended to be the ones running everything, especially the civil service, but this writing was difficult to make out because of the dense jargon and lawyer-ese. I was reading it at an odd angle, which didn’t help, but I was hoping to catch sight of the final tax amount owing, so I’d know if I needed to start running again.

“I’ve spotted an irregularity,” the tax collector continued.

“Really?” 

I looked for a good hiding place, but it was difficult with my eyes still puffy and swollen from the pollen. 

I sneezed. 

He would track me down if I jumped into a barrel around the corner; allergies would give me away. Best to aim for a good prolonged sprint. I could make it to the Market Gate and try to take refuge with Gypsum. 

Fortunately, I didn’t have to enact my plan to get away from the tax collector, because the militants chose that moment to strike, and we were both soon distracted with trying to stay alive.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2│ Not the Usual Suspects
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I hadn’t realized we were under attack until the screams and giggles from the spring festival activities down the lane turned into real screams. The crowd broke up, paired lovers clutching each other, or parents scooping up children, people running off in all directions. There was a central point they were running from, and I set my sights on that.

“Stay here,” I told the tax collector, but he wasn’t about to let me out of his sight again. He was at my heels as I waded into frightened throngs of people.

I smelled cinnamon. 

I pulled my sword. I used to keep the Ashur’s blade sheathed until I was in a situation so deep my life was at stake. Drawing steel tended to ensure a bloody outcome and it was best to avoid that. But if I was right about this situation, bloodshed was inevitable and even finely-honed, Solhan steel wouldn’t help much. 

Something stirred inside me, a jolt more powerful than kaffe could hope to achieve, and my fingertips tingled. A green glow emanated from my palms. I wrapped both hands tightly around the bone handle of the Ashur and tried hard to ignore the magic building in me. 

Magic was my family inheritance, or so Uncle Ulric said, but it wasn’t rainbows and sparkles—more the evil kind that involved necromancy and playing with souls like children played with marbles. 

It was also the kind of power that drew the attention of dark gods. The Dead God to be specific. He seemed to have an interest in Thornes, after my parents and Uncle helped summon Him into the world, and a special interest in me. I didn’t need that kind of attention. Magic brought out the worst in me and could do worse things than a blade, so I fought it down and focused on the walking corpse headed toward me.

Usually the term ‘corpse’ conjured images of rot and worms and a shambling gait if one happened to be moving about still, which really wasn’t he norm. But since the Dead God stepped into the world, He’d been calling the dead to Him as soldiers in His war of conquest. He wanted His soldiers a bit more ship shape than they were at the time of death and transformed them over three days into creatures of deadly beauty. The first one I’d encountered face-to-face had skin as hard and fair as alabaster, a grip like stone, plus speed and ferocity I’d only seen matched by a snow leopard. 

This corpse did not disappoint. Even though it had been an old man, his wrinkled skin was now like the marble replica of some ancient statesman immortalized for future generations to marvel at. Blood coated his hands, and a fine spray of red droplets covered the rest of him. Combined with his nakedness, it made him look painted for some primitive war. He walked more smoothly and swiftly than he must have managed for decades, and he came right up to me.

“Eva,” a hollow voice said. The man’s mouth was open, but a god was speaking from it.

I ignored the voice and whatever it planned to say next. Instead, I took a huge swing with my sword, narrowly avoiding the tax collector hiding behind me, and cut into the creature’s neck. The metal barely scratched the surface, but I kept cutting, taking advantage of the Ashur’s serrated edge to dig in deeper. 

I was an idiot for taking on a walking corpse. I knew it, but the blood on its hands meant at least one person was already dead, and I couldn’t let it take anyone else with it to Solheim. I was a good distraction.

The corpse clawed at me, and I danced aside. It kept reaching for the tax collector, and I had to give him a shove out of the way. It was hard enough trying to keep myself alive. 

“Get out of here,” I told the elf again. He listened this time and hurried back towards Karolyne’s. I breathed a sigh. A walking corpse wasn’t nearly as terrifying as taxes.

I dodged another swipe for my throat. Yes, keep up the funny, Eva. I’d be laughing in the Halls of the Dead soon. Where was the Guard? Then I heard them—finally!—clanking down the street.

“Positions!” the Guard leader, a dwarf with a massive wiry mustache, cried. 

The soldiers surrounded me, or the corpse I was fighting, but I felt fairly surrounded. 

“Out of the way, Eva.” It was Conrad, and he shoved me back. 

My usual impulse was to push into the fray again, but we were fighting one of the Risen dead, and I was happy to take a back seat. 

The soldiers were methodical in their methods. Hack, shift, hack ... shift position again, raise shields, and climb up again after the corpse knocked them down. My bet would have been on the corpse, if the Guard weren’t so relentless. They were like a self-repairing machine, replacing one wounded soldier with another fresh one as soon as the first fell, pushing in and chipping away as though they were demolishing a structure. 

In the end, it worked. They hacked the thing to bits. Nothing but twitching, bloodless, body parts remained when they were done. A guardsman came forward and bagged the pieces using large metal tongs. He carried the shifting sack of debris over one shoulder and marched off, leaving the square and the festival to recover as though nothing had happened.

“Move along,” a dwarven soldier told the few remaining bystanders. “Nothing to see.”

There certainly had been something to see a few moments ago. I’d heard of the rare corpse run amok. Usually, humans were aware of the danger and burned their dead long before the three-day time limit came up, but sometimes people were missed. This though, in the center of the temple district, was odd. And the Guard’s practiced response even more suspicious.

“This is not your first corpse,” I accused Conrad. 

The last time I’d seen him, he’d been offering chocolate and flowers to which I’d responded with a resounding ‘No, I will not go out with you.’ This was probably not the best segue back into a more comfortable conversational topic, but I wasn’t well known for my tact. 

“It’s our third today,” Conrad said, his hands shaking. 

He looked gleaming and immaculate in his white, shining armor, but apparently, he was still human. The only human in the Guard to be precise, which tended to be composed of elves and dwarves, with the odd goblin thrown in when they were understaffed. He was a representative for our species, with a lot on his shoulders, and I often wanted desperately to lean on those broad shoulders myself, but I resisted. Conrad was too good for me.

“Three in one day? How can that be?”

Conrad went quiet, and I knew when he was hiding something.

“This was deliberate,” I reasoned. “Someone secreted a few dead people around town, someplace where no one would smell them in the spring heat, and now they’ve all woken up at once. This was a planned attack. By suffragists.”

“How do you know that?” Conrad goggled. 

I was good, but this was all too easy to figure out after I had Baroness Syla’s information. Still, I liked him being bewildered by me. 

“A hunch. Now ... tell me the details. I can help with these militants.”

Conrad took a cautious step backwards. He knew I wouldn’t be happy with whatever he had to say. “You know I can’t. I have orders.” He turned away, falling into step with the rest of his squad, but he glanced back and said, “It was good to see you, Eva.”

“You too.” I meant it. 

I loved looking at Conrad with his golden good looks and gleaming armor. He was what every girl dreamed of—except me. I dreamed of dark gods whispering into my ear of power and eternity. I was Solhan, and Conrad was human. Most people in Highcrowne saw no difference between our people, but I knew better. We might as well be milk and blood. 

I watched Conrad disappear with his squad, and I knew I’d be seeing him again. Even if the Matriarch hadn’t hired me to butt into what was happening, I’d be nosing in anyway. Let Conrad have a breather after the battle. I’d be hitting him hard soon enough.

The tax collector frantically washed his gloved hands with a rag. 

“The dead. Walking,” he said with a shudder, before washing his gloves harder, even though he hadn’t touched a thing. Well, there may have been some splatter. “I can’t imagine anything more unhygienic.” 

He eventually composed himself and resumed his bored, yet relentless, bureaucratic body language. “As I was saying, Miss Thorne, I discovered something most irregular when I was reviewing your brother’s tax records.” 

I took off running. 

With no snow in the cobbles and my good boots on, I made it a full block before I got winded. Running was not my forte. The soldiers were way ahead of me, but that was okay. All that mattered was that I’d lost the tax collector. Seemed he disdained running even more than I did. I veered left and started climbing steps towards the Market District. Gypsum would soon be waiting to escort me into the Central City. 

I hated all the stairs in Highcrowne, but they were better than long, switch-backed roads that took forever to scale. The city was like a layer cake. The best parts, including the Central City where the nobility dwelled, were in the center, high on the mountain that looked down on the muck that made up the rest of the city. Most neighborhoods like the Market District, Goldsmiths Sector, and Red Precinct were well-to-do and inhabited by dwarf clans or snooty elves. The Outskirts surrounded everything, a nest of rats fleeing the wars in the human lands to cower against the base of the city for protection. 

The Outskirts had its own, less gaudy Temple District and Market, but they were pale imitations of the grand affairs found in the central parts of the city. The Outskirts was like a grimy ring of scum around the edge of a pond: full of interesting lifeforms, but not very nice to look at—or sniff. 

Still, with the war against the Dead God heating up, we’d been brought to the bosom of the city, given an outer wall to protect us and a Guard patrol available to hack up misplaced corpses as well. As Karolyne liked to say, things were looking up every day. I was far more cynical than my old friend, and far more right of course. I knew Highcrowne proper saw the Outskirts as nothing more than a convenient killing field, a buffer between them and the bad guys should the war come calling here. 

While I could pass freely into the Market District, where elves and their slaves busily shopped for perfumes, fine clothes, and their daily fare, the entrance to the Central City was not so easy to bypass. 

I made my way to the giant, barred gates. They were gilt gold and designed with curling motifs of vines and flowers, but a few inches behind was another layer made of solid steel. They seemed fused shut. There wasn’t even a knocker or bell for me to get the guards’ attention. Where were they, and where was Gypsum?

I stood there tapping my boot and almost wished I had one of those ridiculous timepieces everyone was buying these days. Sure, the sundial beside the neighborhood well was useless all winter long, and the Central Clock only chimed the hour, but they were precise. The timepieces from the south depended on cogs and wheels that could break, and on people to manually wind them up. And everyone forgot. Not to mention the tick-tick-ticking all the time. Still, people were continually looking at them and shaking their heads like I was the one who was late. I had a great internal sense of time. I trusted it before I trusted a machine. But if I had one now, I could be the one checking it and shaking my head when Gypsum showed up a half hour late.

“Sorry,” she said. “I needed to organize access to the palace. That’s a whole level of paperwork above and beyond our regular catch ups for tea.”

I was no fresh-faced visitor to the Central City. Gypsum did invite me in from time to time, but we never went past the rose gardens where her favorite tea shop could be found. I’d become a kaffe addict of late, so our tea chats weren’t doing it for me, and I usually invited her to Karolyne’s these days. Still, I swear last time I’d been here there had been handles on the gates and gate guards. Gypsum hadn’t even passed through them: she’d sneaked up beside me using a small hidden door in the wall.

“What’s with the sealed gates?” I asked. I added in a whisper, “It’s not because of Rutgard is it?”

“No. That information is not widely known. It’s part of the extra precautions.”

“Like the outer wall? What’s happening? Did Fharen’s antics disturb the Compact?” I whispered that last bit too. 

Sometimes Highcrowne was too sheltering and made you forget there was an outside world where nations were collapsing like dominos. I hadn’t thought much about the war until my encounter last winter with a shadow servant of the Dead God and with the Slaver Affair that had been orchestrated by the Elf King. 

Gypsum seemed surprised when I mentioned the Compact, a bargain that called for human sacrifice to keep the Dead God from advancing on the Three Kingdoms. If she was surprised, that meant she already knew about it and had never told me. 

“How do you...?” she started. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter how. Your tenacity and ability to find the truth is what made me recommend you to my sister. Discretion, however, is still something you need to work on.” She made a show of eyeing the passerby in the market district. None of them had been close enough to hear my whispers, but I knew keeping my mouth shut was second only to running on my list of non-abilities.

I kept it shut for a whole minute—as judged by my reliable internal clock—while we made our way into the Central City. 

Gypsum used a key to go back through her hidden door, but then we were up against a pair of stern, elven guards in a black uniform I had never seen before, capped by black berets: The opposite of the City Guard’s white.

“Who are they?” I asked, examining them as I would some strange bug that had crossed my path.

“Elven Elite Protectorate,” Gypsum said.

“EEP?”

“Why do you have to make everything an acronym?”

“Only when it’s funny. Where’s the Guard?”

“The recent attacks have them pretty busy and the royals pretty twitchy, so the Crowns have been calling in their elite forces to increase security around the Central City.”

“Do the Avian’s have elite forces?”

“Not that I know of,” Gypsum said. “They can take care of themselves as far as I’m aware. So, I should say it is King Fharen and the Council of Matriarchs who are feeling vulnerable.”

Our little conversation in the dark tunnel was obviously irritating the EEP soldiers, as judged by the way they twitched and failed to hold a good solid guard pose. Finally, one stepped forward.

“Papers,” he commanded. Gypsum produced them, but the elf continued to eye me warily. 

The other one did more than eye me. She pushed me against the wall. I almost pushed back, but Gypsum cleared her throat in warning, so I played nice and stood there while the EEP soldier searched me. 

“Hey!” I said, finally breaking my silence when she took my Ashur. “That’s a family heirloom.”

“It’s also a weapon.” She pulled a few inches of the serrated blade, and it gleamed in the light from the oil lamps. “You can have it back when you return in one hour. You have only one hour, Human.”

“You have a stopwatch or something, so I can keep time?” I asked, mocking, wondering if they too were using those hideous timepieces. 

The other elf guard produced an hourglass. Oh, right. The traditional way. It was about a foot high, made of wood and glass, and he turned it over before shoving it into my grip. The sand was crystal and glowed with a faint blue light.

“If you do not return it to us to be reset within an hour,” the guard warned, “you will not enjoy the consequences.”

“Got it.” I also noted it had stuck itself to my palms, so I basically had no hands. This was some tight security. “Let’s get going,” I told Gypsum.

She led me out of the winding tunnel that ran through the massive central wall and out into daylight again. I sneezed and sent a passing butterfly wobbling away into the flower bushes. I raised my arm awkwardly to wipe my nose with the inside of my elbow. The blue cloth of my sleeve looked wet and slimy now. Just great.

“How did anyone sneak something as big as a body past those soldiers?” I asked.

“Security isn’t as tight going out. Or for non-humans.”

“So, we’re probably not looking at human suspects.” I sniffed and raised my running nose to keep the goop in my sinuses, but it turned out to be a fair imitation of the elves who passed me with their noses in the air. They clearly didn’t like seeing my kind in the Central City. A lot of it was vast gardens, so I’d prefer not to be there either.

“What else do you know about King Fharen’s activities?” Gypsum asked, when we were alone on the path.

“Not as much as I’d like.”

“Well, the Compact is intact. Fharen would be a fool to disturb it. No, these precautions are against humans only. We dwarves have no fear of being outnumbered, and the Avians insist on continuing to offer sanctuary, but the elves see your kind as a potential danger to our way of life and say we are taking in too many refugees.”

“So, they want us contained. Just as I thought.”

“You know I don’t feel that way.” Gypsum touched my shoulder.

“I know.”

“But the elves are gaining political strength, and the loss of Rutgard will give them even more opportunity to take power. The dwarves will be in turmoil and unable to marshal arguments against whatever new policies they seek to impose. The Council of Matriarchs must remain intact and unquestioned if we are to keep this city together.”

“Do you think the Elf King is behind Rutgard’s kidnapping?” I asked, happy to blame my favorite villain.

“Nice of you to call it a ‘kidnapping’. I know you don’t believe Syla’s explanation of governance by ghosts.”

“Hey, I’m a Solhan. We perform necromancy for breakfast. I believe in ghosts, but I also know people—even dwarf people—and no one will repeat verbatim a ghost’s orders when their own will do much better.”

“True. But I think that is exactly what Rutgard wanted from the start. He wanted the Matriarchs to rule, with their wisdom, not his. Not the wisdom of a king who had kept the dwarf nation at war for centuries.”

“Who were the dwarves fighting all that time?” I asked, curious. I was no historian, but I liked to know things.

“Everyone. We were essentially mercenaries for a greater empire, fighting the wars of others.”

“I can see how that would get old, but it explains why Reginald looks like he’s holding a battle-axe when he’s sweeping. It’s in his blood. Your men want to fight. Maybe that’s your answer for the suffragists: direct that pent up energy elsewhere.”

“Like against the Dead God? No thank you. As much as I’d love to restore the human lands and help your people, Eva, the Dead God is ... well, death. I love my husbands and sons too much.”

“I get it. I don’t like to fight unless my back is up against a wall, but we may yet get there, and you still haven’t answered me. Is Fharen likely to be involved? Will you unleash me to question him?”

“No and no. I don’t want to see you killed either. Crossing the Elf King, even with proof, is suicide. You need real power on your side to do that, and none of us have that right now.”

“Let me guess? Syla might if I help her find Rutgard and take up a position of dominance among the Matriarchs. Isn’t that right?”

“You do know how I think. If you succeed, we can help my sister, my clan, and you can get a powerful benefactor on your side. I know you will try to butt heads with Fharen again someday. But not today,” she warned again.

“How do I find the body if I can’t go after Fharen?”

“Find it. That’s all that matters, not the culprit. Getting it back is what’s important.”

“I hate being less than thorough.”

“Really?”

“Ok, as an investigator. I was never very thorough as a waitress or student because I didn’t care. Can we hurry up and get there? I’m afraid this hourglass is going to blow up before I have a decent chance to look around.”

“It won’t blow up, but it will entangle you in a web that roots you in place and makes you deathly afraid until a mage can restore you.”

“Sounds even less fun. Lead the way.” I sneezed again. 

I wanted to get away from flowers, but they seemed to be everywhere. At least the center of the city was a barren mountain. The peak rose above us, raw and uncultivated. The top was still covered in snow, and I could make out the black dots of distant caves where the Avians lived. Few ever saw them, as they were so reclusive, but as we were headed for the palace, I hoped to catch a glimpse of one.

The palace was as massive as I expected a building that contained the royalty of three kingdoms to be. Doubled. I was glad Gypsum was leading the way, because I was lost just looking at it. She led me up a narrow section of steps on the eastern side of the structure and into a gallery of open rooms and pillars that seemed deserted. No Avians then. 
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