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I HAD JUST STAGGERED out of the Quill when I heard the scream. I’d had a rough day and had capped it off with a rough night, and at that moment I wasn’t prepared to deal with anything more demanding than finding my way to my place above the Barrelrider. But that noise drove a spike through my plans.
On most nights, I’d have just ignored the scream. Dragon City’s a big, nasty place, and if I chased after every sound of distress, I’d never stop running. And that’s only if I could override the natural sense of self-preservation that kept me from stabbing my wand into places it didn’t belong. Besides, that wasn’t my job. That’s what the Imperial Dragon paid the Guard for, right?
But this scream—more of a wail—came from nearby enough to make me flinch. I yanked my wand out of its shoulder holster and stiff-armed it at the alley I’d been stumbling past.
All I could see was inky darkness. The moon rode low in the night sky and cast long shadows throughout the city, and the glowglobes near the Quill had been shot out so many times the Empire had given up on replacing them years back.
Someone in the alley whimpered, a sound as pathetic as the scream had been piercing. I lowered my wand a bit and peered into the darkness, every sense on high alert, the hair on my arms standing up.
Nothing happened. No banshee came screaming out at me. No bullet slammed into my chest.
I considered just turning around, heading home, and ignoring whatever was going. After all, it had nothing to do with me, and I didn’t need more grief in my life.
But who was I kidding? My curiosity was up now. If I walked away, I’d never know what was going on in that darkness, and I’d wonder about it for the rest of my life.
Of course, I stood a good chance of my life lasting longer if I learned to leave well enough alone, so there was that to consider. But that had never stopped me before.
I muttered the words of an easy little spell, and a beam of light speared from my wand into the darkness of the alley. The light caught a gangly orc kneeling over a woman, both of them covered in blood. From the paleness of the woman’s skin, I guessed that the red splattered about the place had come from her.
My breath caught in my chest when I spotted the red and black uniform of the Auxiliary Guard on the woman. That took this from tragic to trouble. The Imperial Dragon’s Guard—the real enforcers of the big lizard’s will—might not patrol the lower slopes themselves, but they’d take the murder of one of their mortal sidekicks as a personal insult—one they’d pay back in blood.
The orc spun toward me, his slitted pupils constricting as he shielded his glistening eyes from the light. He hissed at me like a trapped animal, and I took a step back as I wondered if he would charge me or flee.
Before he could move, I realized that I knew him. “Sig?” I said.
The adrenaline drained from of me, flooded out by a growing dread.
Sig glared into the light, blinking, not recognizing my voice. The fact that I knew him had rooted him to the spot.
I lowered the light and walked toward him the way you’d approach a frightened animal, like when you’re unsure whether it would bite you or not.
“Gibson?” Sig said. “Max, is that you?”
“Dragon’s balls,” I said to him. “What did you do?”
Sig stood up like I’d hit him in his privates with a cattle prod.
“Nothing,” he said, panic growing on his face and in his voice. He grabbed me by the arm. “Honest, Max, you gotta believe me. I found Ames like this.”
“Ames?” I shone my light on the guard’s body. Her shirt lay slashed open, as did the bloody mess of flesh beneath it. Steam rose from the still-warm blood pooled around her.
The woman’s weathered face bore long-healed scars from battles she’d survived. Her short-cropped hair had started to gray at the temples. With death slackening her face, her lips no longer held the perpetual snarl she’d displayed for every moment I’d known her. She looked more peaceful now than I’d ever seen her in life.
“Who did this?” I said.
Sig bowed his shaking head, his shoulders trembling as he buried his face in his hands. Through his fingers, I heard him start to sob.
I grabbed him by the front of his greasy shirt and slammed him against the wall behind him. Bits of ancient mortar rained down.
“Who did this?” I said.
His eyes refused to meet mine. “I don’t know!” His voice came out raw and ragged. “It wasn’t me. I swear!”
“Think the Dragon’s Guard is going to take your word for it?”
I got my answer, but not from Sig. A voice from the entrance to the alley, speaking with a highborn accent, said, “Not a chance.” I recognized its owner immediately. At the same instant, a spotlight lanced out and caught Sig and me in its dazzling beam.
I froze. Part of me wanted to spin around and take these guys on, but the smarter part of me already knew who stood at the open end of the alley, waiting for us. That part had strong reservations about being disintegrated by overzealous officers in the process of executing their duly appointed duties.
Sig flinched at the light and finally stared straight into my eyes.
He looked very little like a murderer and a lot like a terrified, green -skinned, snaggletoothed child. He tensed up, and it felt like he was going to lose it. I shook my head at him by the barest amount, just enough to know that he’d see it, but not so much that the bloodthirsty elves behind the spotlight could use it as an excuse to save the Empire the bother of a trial.
“What seems to be the problem, Captain Yabair?” I said in my best schoolboy voice.
“Step away from that filthy orc, Gibson,” said Yabair. “And keep your hands up.”
I let go of Sig’s shirt and complied. As I did, I let my wand drop down into my sleeve. If Yabair and his friends saw it, they were too polite to say anything about it.
I stared into Sig’s eyes, then glanced toward the far end of the alley, hoping he’d take the hint. There was only so much I could do for him at this point. He’d have to take care of the rest.
I turned toward the glaring light and shaded my eyes with a hand as I tried to squint past it. “I know this looks bad,” I said as I ambled toward the guards, trying to put them at ease.
I didn’t even finish my sentence before Sig spun on his heel and sprinted off in the other direction. His feet slapped out a panicked beat on the cobblestones behind me. I did my best to ignore him and kept moving forward, hoping I’d block the guards’ view of him.
“Stop him!” Yabair barked.
I threw my hands up higher and stopped in my tracks. “Hey, I’m not going anywhere. I’m right here.”
The spotlight swerved away from me and tracked after Sig. I moved to try to keep myself in front of the beam as a pair of elves dressed in the crisp crimson of the Imperial Dragon’s Guard charged after Sig. I staggered about and stuck my feet out to try to trip up the guards, but I came up empty. Faster and lighter than I would ever be, they slipped past like the wind and zipped after the disappearing orc.
I turned to stare after the guards and shook my head in pity for Sig. It would take a miracle for him to get away from them, and considering how I’d found him standing over a dead guard’s body, I’d have put up good money to bet that fate hadn’t taken a particularly keen shine to Sig that day.
I’d done what I could for him, although I wasn’t sure why I’d done it. Sig and I had never been close. Still, you see someone in need, you lend a hand—especially if he’s innocent. Sig wasn’t a saint, I knew, but he’d known Ames just like me. Back in her pre-Guard days, he’d worked with her more than once. I felt pretty sure he wouldn’t have killed Ames. Not like that.
A long, perfect hand came down on my shoulder. “You’re a fool,” Yabair said. “I expect that of your kind, but I had thought perhaps you were an exception.”
“Just arrest me or let me go.” I struggled to come off as unconcerned. Up until that point, I’d been more worried about Sig than myself. That had just changed, but I wasn’t about to show it. “Come on. The suspense is killing me.”
Yabair snorted. “It’s the suspense, is it?” he said. “I thought that might be me.”
I felt the jab of a wand in my back, and then everything went black
THE REGULATIONS for the Imperial Dragon's Guard insist that guards use non-lethal spells whenever possible. It’s one of the few concessions the mortals won as part of the Dragon City Compact, the agreement upon which our lonely metropolis was founded. In practice, the guards can abuse us all they want, but killing one of us generates a massive amount of paperwork and enough mandatory investigations to give even the oldest, most jaded elf reason to pause.
I woke up in one of the dark and dirty holding cells that were stuffed under the foundation of the local precinct house. I’d been tossed in there enough times in the past that before I even opened my eyes I recognized it by its stench—an awful bouquet formed from a telltale blend of stale vomit, old urine, and spilled blood. My head pounded and my mouth felt as dry as a desert cave, a hangover effect from the spell that had shoved me straight into a dreamland where I’d been haunted by the demons of my past, both figurative and literal.
I rolled over on the cheap excuse for a mattress and put my feet on the floor. The world swam around me, and I stared at the ground until it stopped moving. A pair of enchanted handcuffs dangled from my wrists, the chain between them softly glowing their threat to zap me senseless if I somehow summoned up the stupidity to try casting a spell. I didn’t bother checking for my wand.
When the world finally stilled itself, I raised my head and spied Sig sprawled unconscious on a bloodstained bed across from me. We were in a stone-walled, windowless room, rather than in with the general population. It was a mixed blessing. It removed the threat of someone messing with us while we were unconscious, but it also meant that there would be no witnesses if someone decided to indulge in some vigorous interrogation.
Through the barred cell door, I heard someone down the hall moaning in a combination of anguish and pain. A single glowglobe set in the wall opposite the door cast sharp shadows into our otherwise unlit cell. Although the dim light wasn’t done as a favor to us, my aching head counted it as a kindness.
I creaked to my feet and walked over to Sig. He’d never been handsome, but his face had been beaten uglier than ever. Most of the blood on his mattress appeared to be his, but at least it had stopped leaking from the caked cuts—the ones I could see anyhow.
Yabair appeared at the door. I hadn’t heard his footsteps approaching on the stone floor, but then I never did. “This is getting tiresome, Gibson,” he said. “Haven’t you spent enough time in my custody for your painfully short life?”
I shrugged as I turned to face the sharp-nosed elf. “I heard if I get my card punched ten times, I get out of my next beating for free.”
“How many cards have you gone through already?”
“Lost count.” I raised my handcuffed wrists before me. “Call my bail bondsman yet?”
Yabair shook his head. “There’s no point. Not today”
I felt like he’d punched me in the gut. “Come on. It’s Nit. You know he’s good for it.”
“A woman was murdered, Gibson.”
“A guard, you mean. You couldn’t care less if a human was killed. I’ve watched you walk right past bodies in the gutter before.”
“What’s your point?”
“Doesn’t matter. I didn’t have anything to do with that.”
“We found you standing over her body next to an orc covered with her blood.”
“I’ll swear my innocence. Send one of your truthsayers down here to check me out.”
“That won’t hold up in court, I’m afraid.”
That word—court—stopped me cold. I’d had more run-ins with the Imperial Dragon’s Guard than I could count, but I’d rarely worried about their threats of hauling me before an arbiter. Downslope justice came fast and cruel, delivered mostly by the guards on the street. The courts were reserved for cases the people upslope cared about, either cases that involved them directly or the ones that scared them breathless.
I squinted at Yabair. “What do you mean, ‘court’?”
“You said it yourself. She was a guard. We protect our own.” My jaw dropped. “She was part of the Auxiliary.”
Yabair blinked, something I don’t think I’d ever seen him do before. “She wasn’t the first.”
“How many?” I said, just starting to get a glimpse how much trouble I’d staggered into. “How many others? Besides Ames?” Yabair opened his mouth and then closed it.
“Come on,” I said. “If you really thought I’d had anything to do with it, I’d be in the morgue instead of checked in here.”
“Try the Ash River. The morgue would be too good for you.”
I shrugged that away. “So?”
Yabair mulled it over for a moment. “Three.”
“All guards?”
Yabair nodded. “The Dragon is not amused.”
My eyes widened at that. Most people in Dragon City went their entire lives without even edging up to something that might have caught the Dragon Emperor’s eye, and that’s the way we liked it. It didn’t take much of a dragon’s attention to prove fatal.
“Who?”
“Walt Danson, Andrew Conners, and Paolo Cartucci, in that order. Each one a week before the last.”
I’d run into every single one of them at one time or another. Big as Dragon City was, the circle of guards I knew seemed small enough now to be constricting around my neck. Danson and Conners hadn’t been bad men—for guards. Sure, they were crooked, but at least they weren’t needlessly cruel.
“Hadn’t heard about the elf,” I said. With a name like Cartucci, he had to be one of the pointy-eared long-timers.
“It’s not the kind of thing the Guard would care to advertise,” Yabair said. “The other two were killed three weeks ago and two weeks ago. It wasn’t until Cartucci’s murder last week, though, that the investigation was handed over to me.”
“Of course,” I said. “It’s one thing if a human gets offed, but once whoever’s killing guards reaches up and takes an elf, that’s when it gets serious.”
Yabair scowled at me. At least he had the good grace to mind it when I called him a racist. With many of the other guards, it would have just sailed over their heads. “The other investigators were unable to produce much in the way of leads,” he said.
“How about you?” I asked. The elf had me trapped here in a cell, but I knew the question would make him squirm. Given the circumstances, I needed to take my entertainment where I could find it.
“I—” Yabair closed his mouth as fast as he had opened it. He took a long moment to consider what he wanted to say before he spat it out. “I could use some help with this.”
I stared at him. “What could I do for you that the Guard couldn’t?”
Yabair leaned forward. “I’m told that our killer may be closer to the Guard than we might hope.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I hadn’t thought my words through before I opened my mouth. The minute they left my lips, I realized what he had in mind. “You think a guard had something to do with this.”
Yabair put a finger to his lips, begging for discretion. “I have no proof, but the circumstantial evidence suggests that this is the most likely solution to this particular riddle.”
I rubbed my chin, trying to figure the angle here, but then I realized I didn’t know anything about what Yabair meant.
“What evidence?”
“The efficiency of the murders, for one. Then there’s the fact that every one of them was killed while on duty and in the exact same way.”
“How’s that?”
“They had their hearts cut out.”
I winced at that. Removing a heart wasn’t easy. All those ribs got in the way.
“Ames?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.
Yabair nodded.
I put my hand over my eyes as I tried to block out that image. I kept it there until I heard the cell door’s lock fall open.
Yabair slid the door into its pocket in the wall, then stepped back and gestured for me to leave.
“I’m free to go?” I knew it wouldn’t be as simple as that. It never was.
“Find Ames’s killer. Do it fast.”
I glanced back at Sig, who still lay there sawing wood. I’d known him since my adventuring days. We’d killed things. People too. Plenty of them deserved it, but I felt pretty sure Ames hadn’t.
“What about him?”
Yabair grimaced. “There’s too much evidence against him.” “But he’s innocent, and you know it,” I wanted to say, but I knew better. That didn’t matter, not one damned bit.
“Find the killer, and your friend’s innocence will be obvious,”
Yabair said.
I snorted as I edged past him and out of the cell. “That doesn’t mean he’ll go free.”
Yabair looked down his long, thin nose at me as he reached over and removed my handcuffs. The moment they released me, the glow drained out of them. “True.”
“How about I prove he couldn’t have killed the others?” I said.
Yabair ushered me down the long, dim hall toward an exit that gleamed with enchantments. “That doesn’t solve my problem.”
“It’s a start. Otherwise, your investigation ends here.”
Yabair considered this as he dismantled the magics on the door, magics that would have killed me for touching them. Once finished, he pushed the door open on creaky hinges and held it wide for me. With his other hand, he produced my wand from a pocket inside his coat and handed it to me.
“It’s a start,” he said.
DAWN HAD BROKEN over Dragon City by the time I emerged from the precinct house. I wanted nothing more than to head back to my place and grab some sleep, but I knew that Sig’s hours were numbered. The Guard didn’t take much of a shine to those suspected of killing their own, and he’d be lucky to make it through the first interrogation session with any higher functions of his brain intact.
I hailed a carpet flying overhead, and when it dropped down to street level I hopped on. “Where to?” the hack asked as the carpet lifted into the air.
“Skinned Cat,” I said.
He craned his neck to look back at me. “Where’s that?” “Goblintown.”
He brought the carpet back down to the street. “Forget it. I don’t bring my ride there.”
I understood his reluctance. Goblintown was the roughest spot in all of Dragon City. Because it squatted right up next to the city’s outer wall, there wasn’t a part of it in which you didn’t hear the hungry moans and incessant scratching of the zombie hoard clustered on the other side of that massive stone curtain. Some people figured that was what made everyone so damned nasty in Goblintown. I suppose it was that and the fact that the people there sat at the absolute lowest point in the city, both literally and figuratively. All the shit in the city ran downhill.
“It’s broad daylight,” I said. “What kind of coward are you?” “The kind who won’t go into Goblintown,” he said. “Get off.” I fished a gold coin out of my pocket and flashed the side with the Dragon’s head embossed on it. “What if the Emperor asks you nicely?”
The man grimaced as if he knew better than to take the money, but he still put his hand out. I laid the coin into it.
“All right,” he said, urging the carpet back up into the sky. “But I’m not waiting around for you. You don’t have that kind of money. Nobody does.”
Once we were in the air and scudding over the city’s rooftops, I guided the hack toward our destination. Up here, in the sun’s warming rays, I could see all the way from the snowcapped top of the mountain to the ravaged swamps beyond the city’s walls. As we eased our way downslope, the rooftops became cheaper and rottener, and the streets became narrower and darker. By the time we reached the Skinned Cat, we’d lost the rays of the sun to the mountain’s bulk again.
I pointed out an open square, and the hack set me down there. He barely slowed to a stop as I leaped from the back of the carpet, and an instant later he soared back into the sky. As he zoomed away, I wondered how I was going to get back home without him.
The Skinned Cat sat on the other side of the square, a ramshackle, hardbitten joint that looked awful and had never seen better days. Someone had slapped it together with bits of scrap lumber, damaged shingles, and leftover plaster long before I’d been born, and it had somehow held together over the years despite looking every day of its age. Rumor had it that an orc shaman blessed the place as his dying act—after the barman had refused to charge him for his last drink—and that the force of his spirit was the only thing that kept the massive, hut-like excuse for a building from falling over.
I walked up to the Cat, ignoring the fact that every eye in the square was trained on me. A crew of kobolds braced the sides of the door, their hands on their daggers. A hard look from me kept their blades in their sheaths, and I shoved past the runts with my thighs.
I’d been in the Skinned Cat before, but always with an orc at my side, usually Sig or his cousin Kai. The drinks were cheap, and the cuisine was the best of its kind, by which I mean it smelled like it came from the freshest side of the garbage dump. I spent most of my nights at the Quill, which featured more of a mixed crowd, rather than trek down here where I stuck out like a dragon’s egg in a chicken’s nest.
Even this early in the morning, the Cat’s main room was packed and roared with conversation. The tone was belligerent enough that I figured it came from people who hadn’t yet bothered to go home from the night before. It ground to a complete halt as I walked into the room, and every head turned and shot me a sullen stare.
The times I’d been here before, I’d known that the patrons had tolerated my presence only because of the friends I was with. Without anyone at my side, I felt the full brunt of the murderous hatred I inspired in them. In other circumstances, it might have humbled me, but I hadn’t walked in there as some sort of lost tourist. I had a job to do.
My hand twitched from the urge to grab my wand and start blasting away. If I gave into that, though, I knew I’d never make it out of the room alive. Giving myself a generous benefit of the doubt, I might have been able to take on two or three of the people in the room—tusks, fangs, and all—but I wouldn’t stand a chance against so many angry foes at once.
Instead, I strode right up to the bar and said, “Gimme a dragonfire.”
The Dragon may have outlawed the stuff, but that didn’t stop any bar worthy of the name from keeping some of the magically enhanced liquor on hand. I figured if everything went wrong, I’d need the little boost the drink would give me. And if it didn’t, at least I’d get a stiff drink out of it.
The bartender—a massive hobgoblin missing both a tusk and an eye on one mangled side of his face—stared me down with his one good eye. He looked so friendly I thought he might smash me over the head with the mug in his hand. Instead, he finally broke his steely gaze from mine and set about getting my drink.
Everyone in the room spun back around to whatever they’d been doing before I’d walked in. A stub-fingered group to my left played mumblety-peg with the rustiest knife I’d ever seen. Another group set to tearing apart an unidentifiable small mammal that the cook had run through with a skewer and then barbecued. For the most part, they ignored me, which I knew was about the best I could expect.
When I turned back to the bartender, he held an overfull glass of dragonfire. As I reached for it, he threw the liquor at me, and it splashed across my chest.
“What was that for?” I complained. Then I saw the lit match in his other hand. I held up my hands to ward it off, but he flicked it right past them. It hit me square in the center of my shirt, which burst into flames.
Shouting in panic as the blaze spread, I tried to beat out the flames with my open hands. This lasted until a pair of the stubby- fingered orcs smashed into me, spun me around, and slammed me to the ground, face first.
The impact with the filthy dirt floor put out the flames. Normally, I would have counted that as a blessing, but I had smacked into the ground hard enough that it knocked the wind out of me. Before I could catch my breath, the two orcs hauled me to my feet and lifted me up onto the bar.
One of them set a knife against my throat while the other held me down. I struggled against them, but a dozen other hands grabbed me and held me fast. I had nowhere to go.
“You’re not welcome here,” the bartender said, snarling into my face. His breath came out hot and rancid through the rotting holes where his missing teeth once sat. “Thought you should know.”
“I didn’t come here for the watered-down drinks,” I said. “I’m trying to help Sig.”
The bartender laughed as he brought a straight razor up in front of him. With his other hand, he produced a basin, and I knew all too well what it was for. “Too bad he’s not here to help you then, in’nit?”
“You don’t understand.” I struggled against the hands holding me, even though I knew it was pointless. “The Guard tossed him in jail. I’m trying to get him out before they kill him.”
“Sig’s in jail?” The bartender stuck out his tongue and licked the side of his blade. He nicked the tip of his tongue as he did, and a patch of blood appeared on it. He spat it out. “Good.”
“They picked him up for murder,” I said. “They think he’s been killing guards.”
The bartender froze in the middle of reaching for my throat with his razor. Then he threw back his head and let loose a guffaw. “Sig? They think Sig did that?”
The others holding me down joined in. The moment I tried to test their resolve, though, their hands clamped right back down on me. The joke over, the one-eyed hobgoblin brought the razor toward my neck, and I decided to put everything I had into one last desperate attempt to get free. Magic, bullets, or plain dumb luck: whatever it would take, I tried to call on it.
But nothing happened. The rough hands shoved me down harder, and someone punched me in the jaw, sending stars shooting through my eyes. The razor glittered in the light of the grimy glowglobe behind the bar, and I figured, with more than a little disappointment, that it would be the last thing I’d ever see.
Then the glowglobe exploded.
The razor fell away, along with the hands holding me down, as everyone who’d been assaulting me ducked for cover. Spitting blood, I rolled off the bar and onto my feet. An orc, one I knew well, stood in the doorway to the bar with a smoking, rune- crusted, double-barreled shotgun in his hands. It was Sig’s cousin, Kai.
“Back off!” Kai snarled, waving his weapon at anyone who dared to look at him. “The jackass says he’s here about my cousin, I’m going to hear him out.”
I nodded my thanks at him. Kai and I hadn’t always seen eye to eye. In fact, with the things I knew about him and the way he’d been running dragon essence throughout the city, he’d probably have been better off watching me get murdered while he nursed a warm beer in the corner. But then he’d never been that bright.
“Someone’s been killing guards,” I said. “They’re going to pin it on Sig.”
“Who?” Kai said. “When?”
I glanced around at the creatures glaring at us. “Maybe we should do this someplace more private.”
Kai shook his head and cracked a fearsome grin. “I broke up your little dance to hear what you’ve got to say about Sig. I don’t like your song, I’ll let the music start back up again.”
The bartender sniggered at that, and the orcs and goblins around the place joined in. I could hear the kobolds cackling by the door.
“Walt Danson, Andrew Conners, and Paolo Cartucci,” I said. “One, two, and three weeks ago. Last night, Ames Kearns made it four.”
“Couldn’t have been Sig,” Kai said, shaking his head. “Except for last night, he’s been helping me out every night for the past month. Last night was the first we had off in forever.”
“Anyone besides you able to verify that?” I glanced around the room.
“What, my word ain’t good enough?”
“For me, sure,” I said, resisting an urge to let loose a bitter laugh. “Yabair? Not so much.”
Kai growled in frustration, then scratched his head. “We were, ah, working security for Henrik Bricht,” he said. “Think his word’d pass muster?”
“He a part of the Bricht family?” I asked. Kai nodded, and I breathed a sigh of relief.
The Brichts had made their money quarrying the rock for the city’s walls. There were all sorts of Brichts running around the Dwarfheim district of Dragon City, and as a group they had more than enough clout to stand up to the Imperial Dragon’s Guard. I didn’t run much in those high-society circles, though, and I couldn’t keep track of who was on the ins and outs with the family’s elders without a scorecard. Still, it was a step in the right direction.
I gestured toward the door. “Let’s go see Yabair then and let him know.”
“Thought you said he wouldn’t believe me.”
I shrugged. “He won’t, but he’ll send someone around to check with your friend Henrik.”
Kai wavered. “Maybe I should go talk with Henrik first.”
“Sig might be dead by the time you pull that off.”
Kai’s shoulders slumped in resignation. “Right.”
“Hey,” the bartender said. He brushed the bits of the shattered glowglobe out of his fur. His razor flashed in his other hand as he pointed it toward me. “How do we know this isn’t some kind of trick so you can walk out of here?”
“You don’t,” Kai said as he shouldered his shotgun and headed for the door, which the kobolds scrambled to hold open for him. “But if you try to stop us you’ll have even more of a mess to clean up. Either way, I don’t think Max here’s ever coming back to this place.” He looked at me. “Right?”
“Right.” I followed after him, certain someone would make a move toward me, but no one did. As I reached the door, I shot back over my shoulder. “The service sucks.”
WE COULDN'T FLAG DOWN another ride until we reached a less green-skinned part of town. Even then, I had Kai step back into the shadows until I managed to hail us a carpet. When I called Kai out of hiding, the hack flinched at the sight of the well-armed orc, but to his credit he brought us upslope anyhow. Maybe he was too afraid to kick us off.
When we reached the precinct house, a guard ushered us into a waiting room where Yabair kept us cooling our heels for what seemed like forever. A couple of times, I complained to the fat desk sergeant stationed there to watch over us.
“Captain Yabair doesn’t work here,” he said. “We sent for him, and I’ve been told he’s on his way, but I have no control over how long he decides to take getting here.”
“Can we at least visit the prisoner?”
The man shook his head so much his jowls jiggled. “I’m afraid that’s impossible.”
“Fine,” I said in a tone that made it clear that it was anything but.
Off in the corner of the room, Kai cursed and ranted. I suppressed the urge to tell him to shut up. He had every right to be just as angry as I was about being left to pace about the room, but if we got in a brawl over it we’d wind up in the same position as Sig.
For a few moments, I considered ignoring my own advice— starting a fight and waiting for the Guard to arrest us—in the hope that it might at least get us into the same cell as Sig, but it seemed like too much of a long shot. Kai kept eyeing me, though, and I knew he was thinking the same thing.
Just as I was sure that Kai’s patience had run out and that he was going to jump me to force the sergeant’s hand, Yabair strolled into the room. “Good day,” he said as he arched an eyebrow at Kai. “I’m told you have something for me.”
“Sig couldn’t have killed those other guards.” I jabbed a thumb toward Kai. “He was working with his cousin here every night for the past month.”
A thin smile played on Yabair’s lips. “And you believe we can find an arbiter who would release your friend on his cousin’s word?”
“We were working for Henrik Bricht,” Kai said, stepping up and cutting in. “He’ll vouch for it.”
Yabair turned toward Kai as if he’d only now seen him for the first time. “You’re sure of that?”
“Sure,” Kai said, his voice wavering just a bit. “Why wouldn’t he?”
Yabair shrugged in way that suggested he was humoring a dull child. “Of course. Why wouldn’t he?”
He summoned the desk sergeant to his side and the two exchanged whispers that grew more heated with every moment. At one point, Yabair glanced at us, then grabbed the sergeant by his fleshy arm and marched him off into the farthest corner of the room. The conversation grew from whispers to muted curses, and Yabair led the sergeant to the room’s rear door, opened it, and shoved him through.
Once the door had shut behind the sergeant, Yabair turned toward us, and the expression on his face horrified me. I’d rarely seen it on an elf before. He was so embarrassed he was actually blushing.
“I’m afraid that I have some—” He stopped himself and tried again, this time looking directly into Kai’s eyes. “Your cousin is dead.”
Kai’s jaw dropped, but no words escaped his mouth.
“He had a knife on him that the Auxiliary Guard missed. He stabbed himself through the neck with it.”
“That’s ridiculous,” I shouted. “You know damned well that’s not what happened.”
Yabair turned toward me, glowering. “Are you calling me a liar?”
“If you believe that story, I’m calling you an idiot,” I said, stepping straight into his face. “He was locked in a cell, by himself, with no witnesses around, accused of killing guards, and you want me to believe he killed himself with a knife he couldn’t possibly have had?”
Yabair might have been embarrassed by what had happened, but he wasn’t about to put up with any abuse from me. “Out of respect for your loss, I’m going to give you one chance to step away from me.”
“Or what?” I said, bumping my chest against his. “You going to find a knife on me and arrange for me to fall on it? How many times do you think it’ll take?”
Yabair’s hand snaked out faster than I could see, even though I knew it was coming. His fingers wrapped around my throat and started to squeeze. I tried to pull away, but he yanked me closer to him with all his might, so I used the momentum to charge in and head-butt him in the nose.
Blood spurted from the elf’s face as he released me and sat back hard on the floor. Free from his grasp, I had my wand out and pointed at him before I took a fresh breath. The words to a nasty spell were the first things on my lips.
Yabair clutched at his ruined nose, blood running through his fingers. I couldn’t help but notice it was the same color as mine. He glared up at me and gurgled a condescending laugh.
“I’ll give you that one, Gibson,” he said. “Self-defense. I was strangling you. Sure.”
His eyes focused on the tip of my wand. I’d stopped shy of uttering the spell’s last syllable, holding it there on my tongue, where it burned like a hot coal as it begged to be set free so it could finally serve its purpose.
“Don’t do it, Gibson,” Yabair said. “For your sake, back that spell down and put your wand away.”
At the moment, I wanted nothing more than to let loose with my wand and blast Yabair into pieces so small and burnt that they’d never be able to find all of him. I would have done it too. I came this close.
But Kai put a hand on my shoulder. “Forget it, Max,” he said. “The elf’s right. Sig’s dead. You kill Yabair here, in the precinct house, you’ll wind up the same way.”
I tried to tell myself that didn’t matter, that I had to do it. My sense of justice demanded it. But I looked down at Yabair, and I knew it was wrong.
He hadn’t killed Sig. The Dragon City had, and we’d all been a part of it.
I lowered my wand and spit that final syllable onto the floor.
Kai stuck out a hand to Yabair, but the elf ignored it and rose under his own power.
“This is over,” Yabair said as he wiped the blood from his hands onto his crimson uniform. “Leave now, and it stays between us.”
“You don’t want to know who killed your guards?” Kai said.
Yabair wrinkled his nose and winced at the pain. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face clean. “More than anything,” he said. “But as far as the Imperial Dragon’s Guard is concerned at the moment, we’ve found our killer, and he met justice at his own hand.”
I thought about punching Yabair in his nose again, but Kai grabbed me by the arm and pulled me out of the room. Yabair didn’t wish us farewell.
On the street, Kai strode off, daring me to keep up.
“What the hell was that back there?” I said, chasing after him. “Since when are you the one cooling me off?”
He shrugged and kept walking. “You had it wrong, Max. That’s all.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
He didn’t say a thing. I grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him into a dirty alley, out of the way of the traffic on the street.
“I said, ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’”
“Leave it alone, Max.”
“You know me better than that.”
Kai sagged against the wall. “He needed a fall guy. He got one.
It’s over.”
“He didn’t need a fall guy,” I said, pointing back toward the station. “He needed someone to stop killing guards.”
“I’m not talking about the elf.”
He shut his mouth then and waited for me to catch up with what he was saying. I stared at him.
“You’re talking about the dwarf.”
He nodded. “Bricht had some troubles with the Guard.”
“Troubles he took into his own hands.” I wanted to smack someone in the head, but I was afraid I’d pick myself. The thought struck me that maybe Yabair had gotten the right culprit after all. “Did you kill those guards then?”
Kai shook his head. “The first time it happened, we were as surprised as anyone. Bricht goes into a meeting with this guard, and he comes back covered up to his beard in blood. He swore Sig and me to secrecy and gave us a fat bag of coins to seal the deal.”
“What about the other times?”
Kai grimaced. “The second time he was meeting with the boss of the first guard he’d killed. They were dirty, he said, and he was paying them off. But they got greedy and asked for too much.”
“And Cartucci was the boss’s boss.”
“Yeah, but killing an elf was going too far. That’s when the real Guard started caring about it. We had to do something to take off the heat.”
I glared at the orc. “Did you do it?”
Kai put his hands in front of him, palms out. “Hey, no. Ames and I never got along that well, especially once she joined the Guard, but she always treated me decent. Bricht didn’t want to be anywhere near this one. He needed an alibi, so he had someone else do it for him. We got wind of it, and Sig ran off to warn her.” He grunted. “Guess he got there too late.”
I clapped Kai on the back and guided him out of the alley and in the direction of the Quill. After this, I figured we both needed a stiff drink. Maybe four.
“You going after Bricht?” I said as we squinted along the sunlit streets. “Take your revenge?”
Kai chewed on his upper lip. “Sig and I weren’t that close.” “Really?”
“Not close enough for me to take on someone like Henrik Bricht.” He gave me a sidelong look. “How about you?”
To be honest, I considered it. Guys like Bricht were exactly what was wrong with this city. In the end, though, as long as I’d lived here, the city belonged to the Dragon, not me.
“After everything Sig’s done, maybe we should count what happened to him as justice anyhow.”
Kai’s lips curled up in a wry smile. “Haven’t we both done worse?”
“Maybe,” I said as I opened the door to the Quill. “But justice will have to find us all by itself.”
THE END
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