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“You can’t save the world. It doesn’t want to be saved.” -Hank Mossberg

––––––––
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I was leaving for an appointment when I heard raised voices outside the office. It was the sound of a couple fighting, and their words echoed up and down the tunnel. He grumbled something, and she called him an A-hole and a few other choice words that I won’t bother to repeat. It got louder and more intense as I threw on my trench coat and fedora, and by the time I stepped out into the tunnel, they were practically screaming.

I stood there a few seconds, dealing with an internal struggle. People fight, I told myself. Couples fight all the time, especially the young ones. But there was something in my gut telling me that maybe I should hang around for a minute or two. I would’ve hated to find out later that it had escalated into something bad, knowing I could have stopped it. I decided to give it a few seconds, just to be sure. 

The woman’s voice rose to a crescendo: “I hate you! Don’t ever text me, or my sister, again.” There was a scuffling noise, and the sound of a slap.

“You’re nuts,” he yelled back. “You’re crazier than your sister!” 

I heard another slap, followed by the sound of a struggle. I started moving in that direction. I was trying to keep an open mind at that point. There was no way to know who had started it, and nobody was in the wrong as far as I was concerned. Scratch that. They were both in the wrong. Either one of them could have backed off and ended this thing. Instead, they were both doing their best to escalate the situation. I was afraid that if I didn’t intervene, somebody was going to get hurt. 

I stormed down the tunnel with the tail of my trench coat flapping behind me like a cape. As I stepped around the corner, he shoved her up against the wall and shouted, “What do you think about that? What are you gonna do now, you tramp?” 

I came up short, about twenty feet away from them. They both heard me, and their heads swiveled around to stare. She was a pretty elf girl with dark hair and pale, almost luminescent skin. He was a half-elf with a sturdy build and short, mussed-up brown hair. He had a little bit of a beard. Kindred like to grow beards, because pureblooded elves can’t. It makes them look a little more masculine than the pure-bloods. Unfortunately, they’re not very good at it. They can eek out a few whiskers, maybe even weave it all into a thin mustache or goatee, but compared to a dwarf, this guy was about as tough-looking as a little girl. 

He had one hand on the collar of his girlfriend’s coat and the other clenched into a fist, poised to strike. She had a red swelling on her cheek, which clearly indicated that that she’d been on the receiving end at least once. My fists knotted up. There’s no excuse for hitting a woman, regardless of who started it. I glared at him in the way only an ogre can, and I saw a look of hesitation flash across the guy’s face. No threat there. He was tough when it came to hitting women; not so tough when it came to me.

I drew my gaze to the girl. “You okay?” I rumbled. 

She licked her lips. She glanced at her boyfriend and then turned back to glare at me. She narrowed her eyebrows, and said: “Screw you, jerk. Mind your own business!” 

My eyebrows shot up. I looked at her boyfriend and saw a sneer creep over his features. He let her go and turned to face me like he was about to kick my butt. Any other day, I would have been happy to let him try, but the woman had taken me off guard. I couldn’t quite comprehend what was going on, and I didn’t know what to say. I stood there speechless, staring at the two of them.

She moved closer to him, putting her arm around his waist as she smirked at me. “Go on,” she shouted, waving me off with a dismissive gesture. “Get out of here!” 

“Keep it down,” I said in a growl, and headed back the way I came. 

As I disappeared down the tunnel, I could hear the woman’s quiet, mocking laughter behind me. Inside, I was torn. Half of me wanted to go back there and lecture her about how I might not be there next time; how it might not be a slap, but a broken nose or a broken arm, and eventually it would either end up with him beating on the kids, too, or with her dead. 

“You’re playing with fire,” I wanted to tell her. “There’s no way this ends good...” But I knew from the sound of their laughter that nothing I said would make any difference. She had already made her decision, and done so decisively by mocking me. I could see right where it was going, but there was nothing I could do to stop it. There was nothing I could do to save her. She didn’t want to be saved. Weeks, or months, or years from now, when she knew it had all gone too far, that’s when she’d understand. By then, it would be too late. 

It was five p.m. when the undercity tram pulled to a stop at the edge of the Financial District. I stayed in my seat for a minute, letting the other passengers disembark ahead of me. I was in a dark mood as I watched the odd collection of dwarves, elves, nymphs, and brownies file past. The scents of perfume and aftershave, of cotton candy and body odor and musty earth were enough to make me nauseous. That’s the price you pay living with fairy-kind. That’s one price you pay. There are many.

A dark-haired satyr and his nymph girlfriend brought up the rear. They were young, dressed in purposefully ratty clothes with equally ratty hair, and enough piercings to recycle into a small Korean automobile. They reminded me of the couple in the tunnels, and I couldn’t help wondering if these two had their own dark secrets. 

After they left, I stepped off the tram and made my way down from the terminal, following the couple to the street. The tramcar rolled away, the wheels rattling along the steel tracks with the sound of a thousand jackhammers. I came down the stairs and stood facing the street. The cacophony of the undercity struck me like a boot to the face. Tires squealed, engines roared, sirens wailed. People shouted and horns blared. The air smelled like asphalt, burning diesel, and caramel left on the burner too long. 

I stood there with the crowd of pedestrians pushing by, moving around me, bumping into me, glaring up at me when I didn’t move. They jerked their gazes away when they realized who I was. At six-foot-six, very few people in the undercity can look me in the eye. Most of ‘em don’t want to. I’m something of a freak among the fae, and it’s not just because I’m the Steward. I’ve always been an outsider among these creatures. 

There are two reasons for this: The first is that I’m an ogre, and I’m the last of my kind. There’s just one of me in the entire world. In other words, I’m basically an artifact from a different time and world, and I don’t fit in with the modern fae. The second reason stems from the first. That is the fact that -as an ogre- I’m what you might call grounded. You know what a lightning rod does in a storm? That’s what I do to the fae. My touch drains the energy from their bodies. A simple handshake is enough to render someone unconscious. They all know this, and that’s why they’re terrified of me. Just being near me makes them uncomfortable, and when they bump into me and realize what they’ve done, I can see the terror washing over their features every time. I might as well have leprosy.

A cloud seemed to pass overhead, and the light streaming down from topside went dim. The haze became a gloom, and the undercity around me became a wasteland of littered streets and polluted air. I stood in the midst of it all, a tall brooding figure in a trench coat and fedora with light green skin and dark green hair, facing wave after wave of all the refuse of fairy-kind: I saw drug-dealing goblins and gnomes, hobgoblin pimps. Dryads, nymphs and satyrs prostituting themselves for a quick fix of pixie dust. I saw a million vacant stares in the faces of the working class, their eyes fixed on their smartphone screens or gazing straight ahead in zombie-like stares as they stumbled through the pedestrian traffic to the office, or back home from the office, or on their way to the mall to buy some new gadget that would make their hollow lives seem a little less hollow for a little while.

A sense of anxiety came over me, a tightness in my chest that I attributed to diesel fumes, but deep down I knew it was something else. It was something I had been feeling for a while, but only in passing. It was an emotion, a sense of loss and desperation, and that morning it was in my face, desperate, angry, taunting. 

The magic was gone. We had sold it, traded it away for big screen TVs and smartphones and genetically modified candied apples. Everything I had ever loved about the fae was disappearing right before my eyes. No longer were they a wild, fiercely independent race. The only thing that separated them from the mundanes now was their appearance, and soon enough even that wouldn’t matter. The genie was out of the bottle. Humans were already putting lizard DNA into their tomatoes and bananas, and they were experimenting with chimeras. Chimeras, for God’s sake. Pretty soon, they’d know everything about us and no one would care. When humans have wings and tails, elves and dwarves are old hat.

It was in that moment that I realized I was watching the downfall of not just a civilization, but an entire species. Our destinies -those of humans and the fae- were inextricably linked. We were so much like them that we had become them, and it was just a matter of time until there was no difference left at all. We were all going to end up the same: one big homogeneous gooey puddle of mediocrity and misery, and there was nothing anyone could do to stop it.

I pulled down the brim of my hat, lowered my head, and walked down the street. 
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[image: ]




It was half past five when I stepped into the Lounge. The hobgoblin bouncer at the door gave me the once-over as I came in, but otherwise didn’t pay much attention. From what I could tell, he was the only bouncer on duty. 

The place was quiet -just one dancer on the stage, and about twenty customers. Peak hours for any undercity bar are from ten p.m. to two a.m., when the nocturnals are out on the town for another night’s partying and the diurnals are having a few drinks before going home. Things wouldn’t pick up for a while, so it was the perfect time to meet my appointment.

I didn’t have much cash and technically, I was on the job, but after the afternoon I’d had, I was ready for a drink. I walked up to the bar and waved down the bartender. He was a four-foot goblin with about twelve earrings running from the bottom of his fat green earlobes up to the tips of his long pointed ears. He also had three hoops through his nose and some sort of steel pin through his eyebrow. I winced as I looked at his face. 

“Got a problem, bub?” he said, looking me up and down.

“Doesn’t all that crap in your face hurt?” 

“Nope, but this one does sometimes.” He was wearing a sleeveless fishnet shirt, and he pointed at a thick silver hoop piercing his left nipple. It made me grimace. He grinned. 

“It’s supposed to hurt,” he said with a wink. “That’s sort of the point.”

“You’re disturbed, you know that?” 

“Tell it to your shrink, buddy. We all got problems. You wanna drink, or what?” 

“Scotch, on the rocks.” 

While he poured the glass, I stared at the flat-panel TV on the wall. The volume was low and I could barely hear the commercial that was playing. As it ended, a banner flashed across the screen that said, “Special Report.” The bartender saw me watching, and he turned up the volume. A handsome young goblin appeared on the screen, if you can imagine such a thing. He had his hair combed into a big shiny green pompadour, and he wore an expensive-looking, custom tailored suit. He grinned like a used car salesman as he lifted the mic to his face: 

“This is Black Frezion with a special report from Undercity Seven News. Another person has gone missing, and though police refuse to comment on the situation, it seems all but certain that the undercity has a serial killer on the loose. Ten people have vanished without a trace in the last month alone, and over recent weeks...” 

I turned away. I’d heard it all before. It was pure speculation, the sort of thing the media always does to get people riled up and watching, to improve the ratings. The reality is that people go missing all the time, especially in the undercity. That doesn’t mean they’re victims of a serial killer. In fact, the idea was ludicrous. It’s almost inconceivable that so many fae creatures could become victims of the same person. Fairies are magical, after all. Not only can they do magic, they’re also clever. Some can even fly. How do you catch a magical creature with wings? And what possible motive could there be? No, it was all just ratings hype. 

I took my glass to a booth in the corner. I scanned the room as I sat down and took a sip. The liquid burned as it made its way down my throat to build a small campfire in my gut. My gaze went distant, and I thought of the last time I’d been in the place. 

Mickey had been alive then. We’d been working on a case together -our last case before he died- and we’d broken into one of the dressing rooms. Mickey hadn’t been comfortable with it. He’d been terrified by the fight that ensued. He never was cut out for the P.I. life -hadn’t been from the start- and I should never have hired him. That was my fault. He was dead because of me.

I glanced at the dancer up on the stage. She was a dryad. Milky blue hair and silver eyes, pale luminescent skin, youthful in appearance... but then they all are, aren’t they? She wore a shimmering silver cloak and a matching thong bikini. She had long legs, ample breasts, and a waist I could’ve put my hands around. She was a natural dancer, moving in slow, graceful turns, leaping through the air like a ballerina. She somersaulted, and it looked like she was going to slam into the pole upside-down, but at the last moment, she twisted aside. One delicate calf caught the pole, and the momentum of her movement swung her body in slow circles as she made a graceful descent to the stage. She landed on her side, propped up on one elbow, smiling at the audience. The crowd cheered, tossing coins and dollar bills at her.

“You shouldn’t be drinking that,” a voice said. 

I yanked my gaze away from the dancer and found Siva standing next to my table. Siva... Dark Fae. Evil, unclean... breathtaking. She was tall and thin and wore a long form-fitting gown that revealed at least as much as it covered. The material was silky smooth, like wisps of black clouds hovering over the surface of her blue-black skin, spaghetti-straps barely clinging to her shoulders, the tiny, delicate tattooed lines that covered her skin almost invisible in the darkness of the club. 

Siva had been an elf once -a high-elf probably, based on her magical talents- but she had been something else, too. She was too tall, too sensual to be pure elf. Whatever she had been, that was a long time ago. Siva had chosen to take up the dark arts, and those practices had changed her. She was dark fae now, a pariah among all fae kind. Even goblins don’t traffic with dark fae. At least not in public. What happens in dark alleyways and hidden rooms is another matter altogether.

I drew my gaze upwards, forcing myself to look her in the face. Devastating. Siva may have been wicked, but she sure was easy on the eyes. She has the kind of beauty that men have lost kingdoms over. 

“Can I join you?” she said with a friendly smile. 

I motioned for her to sit across from me. I tried to ignore the uneasy feeling in my gut as her dark aura filled the booth. This wasn’t personal. It was business.

“Why did you want to meet?” I said.

“Can’t a girl ask a guy out on a date anymore?” She fluttered her long eyelashes innocently.

“Only if she’s buying,” I grumbled. 

Siva laughed. She reached out to touch my hand. Her skin was cool to the touch. Soft. Feminine. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d been touched by a woman. The sensation of touching the fairer sex isn’t something I often get to enjoy. Not unless she’s human, and it had been a long time since I’d dated -or even met- a nice human woman. A long, long time. 

My hand twitched instinctively, but Siva tightened her grip on me. “It’s okay, Hank. You can’t hurt me.” 

I took a deep breath and reminded myself who she was. No matter how beautiful, no matter how enticing, she was still Siva. Dark Fae. Wicked. 

“Why did you want to meet here?” I said. “Why not just come to my office?” 

“I thought you might like the show,” she said with a twisted grin.

“It’s not really my thing.” 

“You seemed to be enjoying it when I got here.” 

I took another drink. Siva was toying with me. “If you wanted to ask me out, I could’ve said no over the phone.” 

She stared at me, the sly smile untouched by my sarcasm. She pulled her hand back and folded her fingers together, arms resting on the tabletop. 

“I work here, Hank. That’s why I wanted to meet you here.” 

I frowned. The concept of Siva working, much less having a job at The Lounge, was not one I could reconcile. I doubted her, and she could see that much from the look on my face. She sighed.

“I’m the night bartender,” she said. “I’ve been working here a few months now. My side business hasn’t been doing so well.” 

“No? People giving up on curses and spells?”

“Maybe,” she said, looking hurt. “Or maybe I just don’t like hurting people anymore.” 

“Sure, that must be it.”

“Maybe you’ve had a good influence on me, Hank. Maybe I’ve changed. Isn’t that possible?” 

“Anything’s possible. Pigs could fly, just like that fairy up in the rafters.” I downed a swallow of my scotch. “I have to go. It was nice seeing you.” 

“Wait!” she put her hand on my arm. I felt it again: the smooth, soft, feminine caress. The impossible gentleness, with the power to command armies and drive men insane. Then she let me have it: “I want to hire you.” 

I leaned back, folding my arms over my chest as I stared at her. “Hire me? For what?” 

“I want you to find someone, an old client of mine. He owes me money.” 

“I’m not a bone-breaker. Why don’t you ask that bruiser by the front door?” 

“I don’t need you to break any bones. I just need you to track him down. When I find him, I’ll get the money myself. I can handle that part.” 

“Then why do you need me to find him? Don’t you have a spell for that or something?” 

“It’s not that easy.” 

“Sure it is. I’ve seen the stuff you can do. I’ve seen an Elder use a scrying pool to look back and forward in time, and that’s just a wizard trick. I bet you’re more powerful than he was.”

“At one time, perhaps.” She settled back into the booth, and her gaze went distant. “Hank, the trouble is... the trouble is that I’ve lost my powers.” 

I stared at her, doubtful, wondering what possible motive she could have for lying to me. The thing was, the look on her face was convincing. She was on the verge of tears, and that was something I never imagined I’d see coming from Siva. She was dark fae. She’d kill her own mother without shedding a tear if it made her spells more powerful... but there was something different about her. I hadn’t noticed it at first, but now that I was looking... 

“What happened?” 

“I don’t know,” she said, still averting her gaze. “It could be a hex or a curse. Maybe it’s a natural phenomenon. There’s someone I can see for help -a necromancer- but the price... the price is steep.” 

“Do you people do anything for free?” 

“Would you ask a doctor to help you for free? Or a mechanic?” 

“That’s different.” 

“How? How is one professional charging a fee different than any other?” 

I considered her question for a second. I knew there was an answer for it somewhere, but wherever it was, it was not in my brain. “This is why you want me to track this guy down for you? So you can pay this necromancer to fix you?” 

“Of course.” 

Our eyes met. For the first time that night, I noticed something strange about her. Something I should have noticed right away, if I hadn’t been so distracted with my own problems. Siva’s eyes were blue. 

Not bright blue, more like cobalt. In fact, they were still dark enough that in the dim lighting of The Lounge, you had to be paying attention to notice. But it wasn’t the color itself that was bizarre, it was the presence of any color. Siva’s eyes have always been black, for as long as I’ve known her. I suppose that’s one of the things that happens when a fae creature crosses over to the dark side. Their eyes go black, like some monster out of a low-budget horror flick.

“I told you,” she said, noting the look on my face. “I’m not like I used to be. Pretty soon, I won’t be anything at all.” 

“That’s only true if you believe it.” 

“Just help me, Hank. Say you’ll do it. I’ll pay your fee. If that’s not good enough, then say you’ll do it for old times’ sake.” 

“We don’t have any old times, Siva.” 

“We could make some.” 

I swallowed the last of my drink and found myself wishing I had more. Her hand moved to touch mine again, and once again I felt that instinctive, protective urge to pull away. That sensation was immediately proceeded by another that usually follows the intimate caress of a beautiful woman. I reached into my breast pocket and pulled out a notepad.

“What’s the guy’s name?” 

“Lance Argent. He’s kindred. Half elf, half human.” 

I scratched that down. “Where did you see him last?” 

“He came to my home, on business. That was a couple months ago. After that, he disappeared. He could be anywhere, but I doubt he’d leave the undercity. Where else would he go? The undercity has everything.” 

“It’s just a city,” I said. “Crime, pollution, corruption. You can find those things just about anywhere.” 

“When did you become such a pessimist, Hank Mossberg?”

I ignored that. “What’s he do for a living?” 

“I don’t know. I think he might be involved with banking. He said something about a business meeting with the board of Fae National. And he drove a real nice car. An old black Mercedes with gold trim.”

I put the pad down and stared at her. “Seriously? You’re telling me you don’t know anything about this guy but his name?” 

“That was all I needed, at the time.” 

I closed the pad and tucked it back into my pocket. “How much does this character owe you?” 

“A hundred grand.” 

I choked. “What kind of spell costs a hundred thousand dollars?” 

“That,” she said firmly, “is my business. Will you take the case, or not?” 

I hesitated. 

“I’ll double your normal fee,” she said. “When I get that money, I can pay-”

“That’s the problem, isn’t it?” I said. “You can’t pay me anything until I find this guy and wring that money out of him.” She didn’t have an answer to that, and I didn’t expect one. “All right,” I sighed. “I’ll look into it. But I’m not making any promises.” 

“I knew you wouldn’t let me down,” she said. 

As we rose from the table, Siva put her arms around me and pulled my face down to hers. I’d expected her lips to be cold like her hands, but they weren’t. They were soft, inviting, hot as a volcano. Her body pressed against me, firm and-

I pulled away. “I’ll call if I find anything.” 

“Thank you, Hank.” Siva gazed up at me as she dragged a fingernail across my beard stubble. Something about the look on her face made me feel different, as if I really could make a difference. I hadn’t felt that way in a long time. There was something else going on, too. Something about her helplessness that disarmed me and made me feel protective of her. It didn’t quite make sense, but all the same, I couldn’t stop it. I found myself feeling sorry for her. I actually wanted to help her.

Even though I had no idea where I was going, I walked out of there with a sense of purpose.
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I stood out on the curb for a few minutes, mulling over my choices. Siva had given me a couple clues to finding Lance Argent. First, she’d said he had been involved in banking, and that he had planned to meet someone down at Fae National. It was unlikely he worked there, though. Siva would have already checked that out. The other clue was more helpful. 

A Mercedes in the undercity isn’t exactly unheard of -most of the cars down here are small, because of the narrow streets, and an old Mercedes would fit the bill - but a vintage Mercedes with gold trim? There couldn’t be too many of those. I decided to head down to the DL. That’s the undercity equivalent of the humans’ DMV, or the Motor Vehicles Department. Down here, it’s the Division of Licensing. That includes all kinds of licenses, from car registration to liquor licenses to building permits. It’s all handled under one roof.

The system of taxation and licensing in the undercity isn’t that different from humans, save for the fact that you can license anything from a moped to an epic dragon mount if you want. Building permit fees cost extra if the structure depends on magic. Like the one-legged castle on Timber Hill, north of town. It’s a tree house, sort of. I guess it’s more like a castle sitting on top of a tree. 

The crazy wizard who built the place did it without any permits. He had to fight with city hall to keep it, after they found out what he’d done. He ended up turning the trunk into stone, and then casting some sort of structural spell to keep the place stable. The problem with a place like that is that a spell must be maintained. Magic doesn’t just last forever, it requires commitment, upkeep. If the wizard goes on an extended vacation or forgets to refresh the spell every once in a while, the entire thing could come crumbling down. Not that a building permit changes any of that. It just means the bureaucrats get their cut, like always.
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