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Abstract 

 

This thesis has been primarily an experiment in the formation of habits. Much like an exercise 

regimen or a diet, the act of writing benefits the most from a little bit of work every day. This 

was a project that saw experimentation from me in scheduling and organization. I worked in 

multiple forms of mind maps and outlines as well as work in creative visualization and editing. 

The editing process for this novel and the corresponding thesis required a large personal 

commitment, not just by the author but also the people who tried to help with the creation of the 

of the novel as well. The time consumed was eye opening as far as a requirement for a project of 

this size, but also seems right on pace when compared to most successful writers, and that 

realization is heartening.  

 

Synopsis 

The story of Dreams of Arkh is one of mystery, action, and suspense. Nate, a Detective in the 

Agency of Arkh confronts a mysterious illness that causes citizens of the city to fall into a deep 

sleep from which they cannot awaken. Nate travels beyond the city walls, to new locations and 

cultures attempting to find a cure for this disease and get to the bottom of the mystery. Who is 

the Dark stranger controlling Nate's fate, and what is going on with the strange dreams that 

plague Nate's sleep? All must be solved to save Nate's life and the entire city before the plague 

spreads over the entire continent.  
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Introduction 

 

 This thesis project is a creative writing project. I have wanted to be a writer for most of 

my life,  but I have always come into difficulties with the task of actually writing something of 

significance I have worked in the genres of short stories and poetry for a long time, but to end 

with a workable draft of my first novel is my goal. I have always wanted to be a respected 

author, and I feel the novel is the best way to truly bring a character to life and to develop a 

world. The novel, in my opinion, is the best possible way to develop a character and a plot to its 

full potential because of the sheer space the writer has to work with. Things are sacrificed in 

short stories and poetry in the name of brevity, but in a novel the author has the room to work to 

create a detailed set of characters and a deep world. I have been telling stories since I was young, 

and the art of writing is a way to bring those stories to life for other people. When you write 

really well, everything that you are picturing for the story will be transmitted to the reader. This 

is the goal.  

  

Background 

 I have never had a problem coming up with ideas. The act of actually sitting down and 

getting the book onto paper, however is very difficult. I think the ability to put in the work to 

come out with a finished product is what really sets a writer apart from the large group of people 

who want to be writers.  
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 I started this project when I heard a story on the radio about a girl who, with no formal 

training, had made over two-million dollars self publishing on the internet. I felt myself growing 

motivated because I thought I could write a better story than she. The voice in the back of my 

head kept saying, “well you haven’t, have you?” so I decided it was time to finally put the pen to 

paper. I set up a schedule of writing for a brief period every day. My problem was that I kept 

worrying about the type of publisher that would be interested in my work, or what medium to 

use, and I didn’t even have a story to put out there, so I focused on the actual creation of the 

story.  

  

Genre 

 The current title of my story is “Dreams of Arkh,” The story is one of a budding genre 

that has appeared in the last few years that has been dubbed by literary critics as “Urban 

Fantasy.” The genre is characterized as having a setting in a city environment working alongside 

parallel fantastic elements. The setting does not have to be modern; several authors have set their 

stories in the past, such as Victorian England. I have taken this genre and turned it around a little 

bit. My favorite part of using a setting with mythological creatures is that you can put them 

alongside recognizable environments, and the characters get used to them. Gargoyles flying 

down the street becomes a part of the day to day routine, which, coincidentally, is the first 

occurrence in my novel. The point is that the recognition and comfort level of the main 

characters with these outstanding situations appeal strongly to a reader because the reader is 

already used to setting aside their standard beliefs in order to become more immersed in the 

fantasy world. Readers have seen giants rescue orphans and send them to wizarding school, and 

young hunters in villages find dragon eggs, and these things are accepted with gusto. Having a 
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setting where those beliefs are set aside makes the world more appealing because the reader 

secretly wishes on some level that those mythological elements really existed in the real world. 

Acceptance of the strange and mythological in the real world can also allow the reader to escape 

into the realm of the book and give them some time away from the real world.   

 I took this genre and then inverted it. The setting of the world of Arkh is predominately 

urban, but it isn’t set in the same world as we live in. It is entirely fictional. The setting is in the 

city of Arkh which is set on a mythical continent. The intermixing of magical races and different 

magical powers create an interesting diversity. There are muscled orks who work for ancient 

fauns, and there are cave trolls working as landlords. The intermingling of archetypes from 

different genres of fantasy gives me as much freedom as I want to develop the world. It shares 

different aspects with the world we have, but it obviously is not based upon our world. This 

setting answers a question that I’ve had for a long time when reading other author’s works which 

was, why are the characters in Urban fantasy so down to earth, while characters in high fantasy 

novels tend to be of such elevated minds that they don’t think in the same way? In the Dresden 

files, the titular character, Harry Dresden, doesn't bother with honor or rules of engagement, he 

just tries to survive. The same is also true with some of the vampire novels that are becoming 

more popular. Pragmatism is the name of the game. I answered this question by making the 

world have a place for the kind of character that would be in an urban fantasy novel. The world 

has a high amount of petty crime and beings that are inclined, just by what type of creature they 

are, to do things against the interests of the common people of the city. This means that they 

would need a police force of some kind to keep people in line, and this creates a perfect niche for 

the kind of peacekeeping characters that crop up as heroes or heroines in urban fantasy. I made 
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their official titles “Detectives,” which allowed me to pay homage to some of the noir stories and 

staples that are a huge part of my influence.  

 

Character and Plot 

 The main character, named Nate, is an elementalist who can control fire and earth. He is 

banished from his village and comes to Arkh to have a home. He has a friend named Mike who 

is a giant lizard man who is also separated from his people. These characters would be at home 

in almost any setting because they are easily adaptable. In fact, the story changes locations 

frequently to show off that specific trait of adaptability and to keep it interesting. The characters 

are banished by a sorcerer to a dream world that he controls. The dream world has all of the 

characters placed in a high school and fending off the day to day troubles of a high school 

student without knowledge of their normal lives in Arkh. The dreams allow the story to have a 

few scenes that take place in what could be considered “the normal world” so you also get to see 

how their personalities and skills would work there. 

  

Credentials 

 I have several credentials to bring into this project. I have recently had a short story 

called “Cold Odds” published in the Texas Tech Harbinger, the literary magazine for my 

university. Being published means I’m officially a writer now. There is also the fact that I have 

several glowing letters of recommendation from my various writing professors and teachers over 

the years for being a promising student and showing a flair for creativity, and the industry behind 

writing and publishing relies heavily upon networking and knowing the right people, so these 

letters are useful credentials as well. I have been in several creative writing classes that have 
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shown me the value of writing without any gimmicks or without any genre. Writing about 

normal people in the real world is the hardest thing to do because you have to have believable 

and interesting characters. I then took this experience writing about normal people and added 

more interest by putting them in a setting of my own creation.  

  I was lucky enough to send a selection of my writing to the author Barry Lopez in the 

fall of 2012 and have a workshop with him over my novel. We had a long discussion over the 

life of an author and what one has to contend with as far as critics and fellow writers. It seems 

that there is a culture of preconceptions out there concerned with the genre a writer chooses to 

exhibit his talents in. Barry Lopez was impressed with my choice of fantasy. He said that my 

characters had depth and that there was potential to bring my method to the foreground in 

whatever genre I chose. I learned from our conversation that what you write about isn't important 

as long as you do write and that you believe in what you are writing.   

  

Writing Process 

 The schedule for this project was relatively simple. I finally found a good amount of 

writing to do per day. I have always had problems finding the right pace to take in my creative 

endeavors, and I have often ruined my productivity by the very act of trying to get too much 

done in one day. If I write too much one day, I won’t be motivated to write the next day, or I 

might feel that I could take a day off. If I were writing too little for several days in a row, I might 

begin to despair and stop writing all together. Both of these situations have happened with my 

writing in a kind of cycle, but I discovered the happy medium. The amount that works for me is 

to write for only an hour a day. Of course, this amount varies. Sometimes I write a little more or 

a little less, but an hour a day averages to about four pages. I have found this amount of 
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productivity to work well for me because I spend most of the rest of the day thinking about 

where I want the story to go. My writing sessions often feel like baking sourdough bread. I leave 

a little bit of the idea I am working on unfinished at the end of a writing session, and then the 

next day, when I come back to the story, I can finish that idea and it acts as a primer for the next 

bout of ideas that further the story. I have a general layout of where I want the story to go. It is a 

bulleted list that gives major scenes within the story, but if the characters gain a mind of their 

own, which any writer will assure you they often do, I don’t try and force them back to where 

they were. Most of the personality of the main character, Nate, is due to the snappy responses he 

gives in dialogue. That wasn't something I planned out. It just happened. Several of my favorite 

characters in this novel appeared without any planning or forethought. The creative process is 

fluid and difficult to pin down, and this pace of writing and level of structure allows all of that 

fluidity to function productively without getting in the way of the deadlines that I set for myself.  

  

Audience 

 The audience for any novel has several parts. The primary goal will be to appeal to a 

certain demographic of readership. My whole goal as a writer is to have an audience. The 

success in this endeavor for me is to have people interested in my writing and to create a demand 

for further stories. I am not entirely focused on any certain demographic of readers at the 

moment, for example, Young Adult or Adult Fiction. The different age groups for writing have 

blurred somewhat with Harry Potter and Twilight and The Hunger Games being books that have 

appealed to both young and old readers alike. The different genres do have different kinds of 

language and themes though. I have decided not to address that while still in the creative process 

because I wouldn’t want to hamper any ideas. The other division of the audience, and the one 
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that must be appealed to primarily, whether the author likes it or not, would be the branch of 

authority. These are the readers that decide how the novel will do. These readers would be the 

critics, editors, and publishers. Without appealing to them this project, and bear in mind that I am 

speaking about future stages beyond the thesis itself, because I consider all of this one fluid 

process, would be for nothing. They are the gateway to the audience that I so desire. Everything I 

have heard about the publishing process from some of my author friends that have been 

published before says that if you have any typos or grammatical errors, or even if the story just 

doesn’t flow perfectly, you won’t gain their attention and you may even end up on a list of 

people that they won’t read manuscripts from. Putting the proper amount of effort into your 

project is a way to show respect for the people who are evaluating it, and that respect is key for 

gaining their help in distributing my work. They are the people with marketing experience and 

entire company divisions devoted to getting the word of a new intellectual property out to the 

public. As for appealing to the actual readership, that seems like it will be handled by the story 

itself. If the characters are original and interesting, and the plot is full of action, then the readers 

will take interest. Even if the story does not have a huge amount of backing from the 

authoritative side of the audience pool, there is always word of mouth publicity. If the story is a 

good one, and I manage to get it out to the public, even in small numbers, I have confidence that 

I will be successful.   

  

Research 

 As far as research, I have read quite a few books that fit into this newly budding genre. 

The following list are the ones that I consider to have added the most to my writing style and 

themes. These books have given a lot of guidance as far as character development and world 
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view, as mentioned before. One problem that I am watching very closely is that The Dresden 

Files a book series by Jim Butcher, one of my favorite books that I have ever read, and I am 

often worried that I am taking too much from the one series. For instance, The Dresden Files is 

also a series about a smart mouthed magic detective. I don’t want to just write a fan homage to 

one series, and I am trying to make the genre my own. It is a thin line between taking inspiration 

from something and copying it. I am trying to stay as far on the inspiration side of that line as I 

can.  

  

Influences 

 Some of the ways that I have been influenced by other series are as follows. The Dresden 

Files is a book much along the same lines as what I am writing. The main character is very much 

similar to mine, and has the same general abilities. I have put him in a different situation, and he 

has a different personality, so the two characters are more cousins than clones. Tres Navarre is a 

series that is completely set in reality, but the writing style of Rick Riordan is something I aspire 

to, and his fast paced descriptions and biting plots are what I want to take away from that author. 

Most of the other books on the list are simply there because I want to emulate their setting and 

atmosphere. All of the books on this list create a believable world, and that is what I want to take 

away from reading them. Book Series Of Influence 

The Dresden Files By Jim Butcher  (April 2000–present) 

Mortal Instruments By Cassandra Clare  (March 27, 2007 – Present) 

The Lightning Thief By Rick Riordan  (July 1, 2005 (hardcover)) 

Maximum Ride By James Patterson  (April 11, 2005 – August 2, 2012) 
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Twilight By Stephanie Meyer (2005–08) 

Tres Navarre By Rick Riordan (1997-2007)  

Some of the novels that I have taken ideas and influence from do not transfer from directly. I 

have cited books like Twilight and Mortal Instruments and the novels based on the Dungeons 

and Dragons rule system. Inspiration from Twilight is a dangerous thing to claim in my 

generation given that, while it is wildly successful, it is also a book series that isn't considered 

the best written work by many people. The author Stephanie Meyer is focused not on 

characterization but on projected emotion. There is even a character that can manipulate other's 

emotions. We can use that as an indicator that the author is considering emotional content to be 

important to the overall work. I took that indication to heart. An English professor once told me 

that if a story is going to be written in first person, there needed to be a really good reason for 

that decision. She gave me this nugget of wisdom for good reason. If a story is written in third 

person, there are many more  options as far as details, and the author doesn't have to worry about 

the reader finding the narrator unreliable or unbelievable. When an author picks first person, he 

or she should be making a conscious decision to that effect. The reason being that a character is 

hard pressed to be both a character and a narrator. It is a difficult to accurately relay the world to 

the audience and have the character be believable because a normal character is not a hundred 

percent accurate.  

 I wanted "Dreams of Arkh" to be a rich and varied world, but I also needed there to be a 

first person narrator to accurately relay the power and feeling that goes along with the magic. 

The main character's abilities are hinged on his emotions due to his lack of control, and the best 

way to convey that believably to the audience is from a first person perspective. The other 
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difficulties of the first person perspective are outbalanced by the benefits to the storytelling 

added by giving the audience firsthand experience of emotional content. I learned some valuable 

techniques from some of the less serious books in my list of references. Books like Twilight and 

Mortal Instruments are designed for a younger audience than other ones on my list, but that also 

means that they are more valuable in learning to appeal to a reader on a more innate level. If the 

language is poignant and appeals to young readers, it will be just as effective with older readers 

as well. I'm not suggesting that the book should resemble Dr. Seuss, but if the language is 

accessible, the book will be more enjoyable for more readers, and the  entire goal is to capture an 

audience.  

Another book series that I used as influence was the Dungeons And Dragons rule manual. The 

world of Dungeons and Dragons is rigid and rule bound, the better to allow players to 

experiment in the world of imagination. Many conversations with people who are heavily into 

the fiction and fantasy genres will talk about a "magic system" in relation to how different 

authors approach the difficult idea of breaking the natural laws of life and the natural world. 

Giving magic and fantastical creatures rules makes the world make sense for the reader, and 

keeps things from getting too chaotic. I took these queues from the rule books of Dungeons and 

Dragons because their world is an established fiction. Most people recognize the way magic 

works from these preestablished rules, even if they don't know it. I used these rules as a stepping 

off point for my own set of rules for my world, my own "Magic System" as it were. My rules are 

more fluid, and I don't reveal them all the way. The readers don't necessarily need to know all the 

rules, but they do take a measure of solace from the fact that the world has structure, even if, like 

the real world, that structure is not entirely revealed.  
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Conclusion 

 Overall, this project has been an eye-opening experience, I have had many interesting 

results as far as personal growth as a writer. My characters have developed along with my skills 

as a writer. As I read and wrote more, my characters gained more depth and influence over their 

world. All of these factors combined to make a more believable experience for the characters and 

for the readers. The project has ended with a well polished and rounded piece of work that could 

appeal to a wide ranging audience.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dreams of Arkh 
By: Nick Robertson 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Book I: 

An Assignment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



3 
 

Chapter 1 

The itch dug in the center of my brain. I could feel it, nestled between the two 

hemispheres, like a tickling between my shoulder blades that I couldn’t quite reach. My mind 

twitched and rattled around in my head, desperate to get away from that strange feeling. That 

feeling that something wasn’t quite right. Then, I woke up. Groaning, I rolled over, clutching my 

head. Memories clashed together. Fire blazed in front of my eyes and smoke crept into my lungs 

like an old acquaintance who had just gotten divorced and needed a place to stay.  

The haze fogging my mind cleared in a flash, and I jumped out of bed. My legs tangled in 

the thin moth eaten blanket, and my chin hit the wood floor hard. I felt my teeth jar loose, which 

started my morning off with an instant headache. Rubbing my jaw, I glared up at the bed which had 

thrown me. I realized the sheets were gently smoldering. They peeled away from the bed like lit 

paper, black borders slowly creeping. I cursed and leapt back into the growing disaster that had 

been my resting place. I danced across the burning bed, trampling the flames to death beneath 

my bare feet. I yanked the still smoking pile of linens off of the mattress before it managed to 

catch and threw them across the room. They landed in a heap next to another pile of sheets in a 

similar condition. I patted myself down to make sure I wasn’t on fire before I sat on the bare 

mattress, cradling my newborn headache in my hands. Somewhere in all the commotion, the itch 

had disappeared from my brain. I was left with memories though, strange memories.  

I stared through my fingers at the pile of sheets. There were at least three sets there. I 

needed to stop setting the bedding on fire. Mrs. Wiggins, my land lady, was going to start asking 

questions if I requested more, again. I needed to get rid of the evidence. I stood up, steadying 

myself on the rickety bedside table. The room was filled with smoke, and the morning sun 

streaming through the window highlighted the dancing golden dust motes in the haze. I grabbed 
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the sheets and shouldered open the window. Flexing my shoulders, I thought about how 

inconvenient these flash fires were getting. The annoyance flared through my chest and I felt my 

arms heat. I leaned over the windowsill and my arms danced with flames. The sheets caught, and 

were quickly converted into ash dancing on the breeze. I brushed any imagined ash off of my 

chest and watched the remnants of my bedding float away down the street.  

I rolled my shoulders, enjoying the breeze, and leaned on the window sill. The flap of 

heavy wings made me duck instinctively. A gargoyle buzzed my window on its ponderous flight. 

It had a body that was made up entirely of obsidian. Even its wings were made up of the black 

rock. Built like that, it shouldn’t have been able to fly but chose to anyway, badly. “Watch where 

you’re going, stone head,” I called at the retreating gargoyle. It slid to a stop a couple of 

windows down. I had enough time to see it turn, mouth glowing white hot, before I threw myself 

backwards into my room. I slid along the floor as a fireball struck the brickwork above my 

window. 

 “Special delivery, meat sack,” the gargoyle shouted back. His voice sounded like glass 

being broken. I let my head sink to the floor and stared at the ceiling. My mind was still jumbled 

with mixed memories. There should have been sports pennants instead of spider webs, and 

school supplies should have had a place of honor on my hardwood desk across the tiny room. I 

also couldn’t shake the feeling that I was supposed to be bored. The more I thought about them, 

the more the memories faded. I didn’t feel bored. I had just dodged a mouthful of napalm from 

the mailman. I got up and went to close the window. I looked ruefully at the bubbling bricks, my 

“special delivery”. Maybe a little boredom would be nice for a change, I thought to myself.  

I grimaced and let the window fall shut. My clothes were still strewn across my wooden 

chair where I had thrown them the night before. I pulled on my loose black slacks and quickly 
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buttoned my white shirt. I caught a glance of myself in the mirror and paused to take stock. I was 

tall for a human, at least six foot three. My sharp cheek bones made my face look gaunt, but my 

green eyes still had a healthy gleam. My arms were thin, and I didn’t look all that impressive 

slouched in front of the mirror, especially not with my messy dark hair sticking out all directions 

after I slept. I knew from long experience that I was stronger than I appeared. The arms and legs 

were muscled like wires, tight and quick. I patted half heartedly at my hair, and it sat down 

around my head, looking close to organized. I smiled. It was going to be a good day.  

 I grabbed my coat off of the chair, a greatcoat in a deep brown. As I slid it on, it flapped 

gently against my calves. My gun was on the bedside table, and I picked it up gently. As usual, I 

felt the power running through it. The silver revolver was heavy in my hand as I flicked the 

cylinder open and checked the chambers. The bullets were all in place, except for the one 

chamber I kept empty to keep the gun from going off accidentally in my pants. Satisfied, I slid 

the gun home into the leather holster on my right hip. My sword was leaning against the wall by 

the bed. It had a circular cross guard and a thin, one sided blade. I flicked the blade around my 

head once. It danced like sunlight before it clicked into place in the sheath on my back. I had a 

hole slit in the back of my coat to allow for a quick draw.  

 I popped the joints in my back, and opened the door to face the world, all inner turmoil 

forgotten. The door was about to shut when I remembered my hat hanging on a hook by the 

doorjamb. I grabbed it, a brown wide brimmed fedora, and settled it on my head. Now I was 

ready to face the world. I tiptoed down the stairs of the apartment building. If I could just make it 

to the front door- 

 “Nate, you’re two weeks behind on your rent.” The voice sounded like rocks being 

slowly ground together, but with a surprisingly feminine tone. Mrs. Wiggins, my landlady was 
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standing right behind me. It was impressive that someone of her bulk could move quietly. Mrs. 

Wiggins was a cave troll. She stood a little over nine feet, with her craggy head brushing the 

ceiling. Her rocky skin and boulder sized arms made her look like a walking mountain. There 

was moss growing in her slab-like teeth.  

 “Mrs. Wiggins,” I forced a smile and made sure to move slowly. “The quartz in your skin 

is really sparkling this morning.” She made a rumbling noise deep in the back of her throat. I 

decided to take this as a good sign. “It is always a pleasure to see you, but I have to be going so-” 

 Mrs. Wiggins took a step towards me, and I could hear her teeth grind. I had tried to 

make a break for it too soon. Now, she was angry. I should have piled on more flattery. “The 

rent, Nate, or I throw you on the street, or eat you.” She looked contemplative. “Either way 

you’ll end up digested in a week or so.”  

 I tried to keep my voice steady. “You know how the Agency is, Mrs. Wiggins. The pay 

comes in rather irregularly, but it always comes in. I have a side of beef in the icebox downstairs. 

I was saving it just for you.” Mrs. Wiggins’ eyes lit up. She must have been really hungry. “You 

wouldn’t want to eat your favorite tenant. I keep the place safe and orderly.”  

 “I do that just as well,” she snorted. Rock dust drifted off of her face with the explosion 

of air.   

 “Well, of course you do, but having a Detective around must help. Why don’t you go 

enjoy that beef I got you, and we’ll talk about rent when I get back from work?” Mrs. Wiggins 

glanced towards the stairs that led to the basement, and shifted from foot to foot. In the end she 

gave me a smile that looked like it could crush bones and trundled towards the waiting meal. 

Times must have been tight for my landlady if she was threatening a Detective, but most trolls 

were aggressive by nature, so I didn’t read too much into it. I heaved a sigh of relief as Mrs. 
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Wiggins disappeared into the basement. The sound of tearing meat soon rose up the steps. I 

thanked my past self for buying the bribe and pushed open the front door of the apartment 

building.  

 I stepped outside, and shivered in the morning shadows. Brick buildings rose high on 

either side of the narrow street; they usually blocked the sun until around ten in the morning. 

There were some people on the street, chatting and walking towards the café on the corner. I 

lived in a residential block of the city, so it was never too crowded. I looked up to the roof of my 

apartment building. A tall figure was sitting with his legs dangling over the edge of the flat roof. 

His legs were so long that they almost covered the window below him.  

 “Finally moving, sleepy head?” the figure called down. Several people on the street 

glanced up at the roof before grumbling and moving on. A breathtaking blonde elf made a rude 

gesture skyward. My neighborhood didn’t have a lot of morning people. I bent my knees and felt 

the magic in my blood. My vision narrowed, and my legs felt like steel bands. I pushed off of the 

ground and leapt to the second row of windows on the building. Time flowed like honey, and I 

had plenty of time to kick off of a window sill, flying past the last floor of windows and landing 

on the edge of the roof next to the tall figure. My heels were hanging off of the edge, and I 

windmilled my arms to stay balanced as the magic retreated to the back of my consciousness. 

The figure reached out and grabbed the front of my shirt. He was tall enough to reach my collar 

without standing. With a sharp tug, he pulled me onto the roof and out of harm’s way.  

 “Careful there, partner. Wouldn’t want to have to scrape you off of the sidewalk this 

morning, would we?” 

 “Well, when you make me jump up to the roof to meet you, who knows what’s going to 

happen?” I answered. I peered over the edge of the roof. I wasn’t afraid of heights, but the idea 
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of hurtling to the ground made me flinch. The figure straightened to his full height, forcing me to 

crane my neck upwards. It was my partner, Mike, a fellow Detective. We worked together on big 

cases for the Agency.  

 “We should get going, we don’t want to be late again.” Mike lashed his tail nervously. 

Mike was a basilisk. He had scaly skin the color of a jungle at midnight, and his tail was thicker 

than my arm at the base before tapering to a point, and long enough that Mike had to be careful 

about turning around in a crowd. It stuck out behind him for balance, but I had seen him use it 

like a club to wicked effectiveness in the past. His face was lizard like, with pebbly lips and 

eyebrows, and black, slitted eyes, but even with his pointed teeth, he looked warm and friendly, 

if a little nervous. We had joined the Agency at around the same time, and even though 

Detectives usually worked alone, we had found ourselves working together on several cases and 

bonded immediately. We had taken to calling each other partners, and talked over cases together 

when we were stumped. We even shared an office.  

 “Can I have a ride?” I asked innocently.  

 “You ask that every morning, and every morning I tell you the same thing. Of course you 

can, you saved my life from those hellhounds. The least I can do is get you to work on time.” 

Mike turned around and peered over his shoulder at me. “Although, how I’m going to manage 

getting us there on time today is a mystery.”  

 I jumped up onto Mike’s back, gripping the thick ridge of his collar bone over his 

shoulders. Basilisks normally lived out among the chaos between the cities of the continent. 

They were called jumpers by much of the population of the city. It was an appropriate nickname. 

They didn’t have any magic to speak of, but instead had immense physical strength and agility. 

They were also immune to most kinds of magic, a handy skill for someone policing magical 
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crime. I felt Mike’s muscles bunching underneath his skin, and then we were flying through the 

air. I reached up and pushed my hat down harder on my head. It flapped in the wind as Mike 

bounded across the rooftops. I could do much the same thing, but not as long nor nearly as 

quickly. We enjoyed each other’s company, and much as I hated to admit it, without Mike, I’d 

probably be late to work every day.  

 A scream pierced the morning air. I looked down and caught a glimpse of a woman in a 

long dress surrounded by thugs. I couldn’t see very well in that split instant, but I saw enough 

that I knew someone needed help. Mike was already skipping across the roof of the next 

building. He must not have heard the scream over the rushing wind. “I need to go take care of 

something,” I shouted in his ear, “See you at work.” I let go of my grip on Mike and slid across 

the roof as Mike leapt the adjoining alley. My feet kicked up dust as they lodged in the gutter, 

but it stopped my slide. I scrambled to my feet and pelted across the rooftop. Looking over the 

edge I saw that the circle of thugs was closing around the woman. The thugs were hobgoblins, 

stocky creatures with long pointed ears, and thick arms; these looked the worse for wear. Their 

clothes were tattered and many of them had scars and chunks cut out of their ears. I concentrated, 

feeling the magic course through me again, and slid myself over the side of the roof, dropping 

the two story distance to the ground.  

I landed directly on one of the gremlin’s heads. He collapsed in a heap, and I rolled off of 

him and into the center of the group. “Good morning gentlemen,” I said coolly, pushing the 

woman behind me, “I believe that you are bothering this young-” I ducked, dodging a punch 

thrown by one of the gremlins. The punch took my hat off and sent it spinning down the alley. I 

grabbed the wrist of the gremlin as it passed my face, and twisted. I smiled as I was rewarded 

with the crack of bone and the howl of a gremlin. He dropped, and I spared time to kick him on 
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the way down. Two down, three to go. The remaining thugs circled around in front of me. I 

rolled my head, popping my neck and relaxed my hands at my sides. “Better than coffee,” I 

murmured to myself. What’s coffee? I thought. The gremlins had stopped their advance. Their 

already pale skin had gone dead white. One of them was visibly shaking. There was a crackle 

behind me, and I turned to see the woman wreathed in blue lightning. It danced up and down 

body, obscuring her face behind blue light. I felt my jaw drop. There were concerted thuds 

behind me, and I turned to see two of the three remaining gremlins had fainted. The last one sunk 

to his knees. “Oh, come on,” I complained, “You were all ready to fight me after I took down 

two of your friends.”  

 “S- s- s- sorcerer,” the gremlin stuttered. He froze in place, obviously terrified.  

 “You know that gremlins are terrified of magic, Nate. Why would you fight them hand to 

hand?” said the woman behind me.  

 “Because I didn’t want there to be any collateral damage,” I retorted, trying to keep the 

disappointment out of my voice. I stopped myself before I said anything else rude. The lightning 

faded, and revealed a small mousy looking woman. I had the feeling that if I blinked, I would 

forget what she looked like immediately. Her features began to shift. She grew taller and her hair 

grew out to waist length and became blonde. The woman’s dress shifted into tight leather pants 

and a leather jerkin with silver disks sewn in a checkered pattern across the front.  Her features 

became haughty and royal, with piercing blue eyes and a sharp nose. My stomach dropped out. 

She was beautiful, and I knew her.  

 “Detective Laura, what are you doing letting yourself get mugged by gremlins?” I tried to 

pull my mouth closed, but it resisted my efforts. It wasn’t even real lightning, I thought.  
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 “Sting operation, these idiots were about to steal a tracking spell.” Laura pointed angrily 

at her purse, which bubbled furiously on the pavement before going up in smoke. The remaining 

gremlin slumped to his side, senseless. Laura stalked over to him and kicked in the side. She 

blew out a frustrated breath and pulled at her hair. “What were you doing? We’ve been working 

on this for months. They were enforcers for one of the biggest smuggling rings in Arkh.”  

 “Sorry for trying to make the city a safer place,” I said. I felt my face heating, and looked 

down, surprised to see two smoking balls of fire clutched in my fists. Laura was an illusionist. It 

made her perfect for undercover operations like this, but meant she wasn’t good in a stand up 

fight. I wasn’t going to blast a fellow Detective, but, she was being incredibly unappreciative. 

“The least you could do is say thank you.” I looked up, and Laura was gone.  

 “Nate, there you are. There’s a paddy wagon coming to pick up the arrests, we need to 

go.” It was Mike, he was standing at the mouth of the alley. He held my hat in both hands, 

turning it by the brim, around and around.   

 Laura’s voice came out of the shadows to my left. “Good to see you, Mike.” 

 Mike nodded in the voice’s direction. “Laura,” he acknowledged, before making eye 

contact with me and jerking his head toward the alley mouth. I sighed and walked over to him. 

He grabbed my arm and jumped pulling me up to the nearest roof. I shook off Mike’s grip 

resentfully. I set off walking towards the Agency headquarters. Mike trailed behind me.  

 “Why’d you step in like that?” I asked. I looked guiltily at my hands and dropped the 

errant fireballs that had reappeared there. They fizzled out on the roof.  

 “The two of you were about to start a fight in the middle of the city. There was no way I 

was going to let you burn down the whole block just because Laura was mad at you for messing 
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up her operation. You’re just lucky she isn’t going to share credit for the bust. She won’t tell 

anyone that you jumped into the middle of a sting.”  

 “How was I supposed to know? Her illusions were…” I paused, unwilling to give a 

compliment.  

 “Flawless, yes they were.”  

 I shrugged and kept walking. I pushed my hands deep in my coat pockets. I hopped from 

one rooftop to the next, grumbling to myself. The sun was rising over the city walls.  

 “Plus she’s pretty cute, isn’t she?” Mike asked innocently, as I came to the edge of the 

next building.  

 I choked and stepped off the edge of the roof. Luckily, I landed on a pile of trash on the 

gutter. My hat floated down after me like a leaf in the breeze and landed at a jaunty angle on my 

head. Mike poked his head over the edge of the building and laughed. I sent a banana peel 

zinging up to hit him in the face. 
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Chapter 2 

 I followed Mike in through the main entranceway of Headquarters, dragging my feet. We 

had raced the last couple of blocks, and Mike was faster than me. I lived on the far side of the 

city, and I was normally carried there by Mike. Walking made me all the more appreciative of 

Mike’s help. I was worn out. The shining white marble floors and smooth black pillars created 

dizzying patterns of shadow against the bustling figures of my fellow Detectives. There was no 

uniform for Detectives, and so each member of the Agency wore what he or she was most 

comfortable in. Some wore brown jackets made from the same material as my greatcoat. The 

dark brown color was sort of an unofficial color for Detectives, but no one felt obligated to wear 

it. The amount of time most of the Detectives spent stalking through the shadows in crowded 

alleyways meant that most of us wore dark colors. Like brown, or black. There were some bright 

orange loincloths on a pair of Detectives from a tribe in the southern jungles. I saw a half giant 

leaning against one of the pillars talking to a siren. The giant was wearing tight purple shorts 

with ragged edges, and a plate of armor strapped to his bare left shoulder that looked too heavy 

for me to lift. The siren was wearing… I gulped. Mike caught the direction of my stare and 

elbowed me hard enough to make me miss a step. Mike’s immunity to magic extended to the 

effect that a siren could have on a man. He knocked me from the stupor that was caused by the 

siren’s aura. If I had been prepared for it, I would have been fine, but catching a glimpse of those 

curves from across the room had made my mind shut down for a minute. I was sure she was 

wearing something, but the image that was stuck in my head as we slid through the crowd was 

naked and tempting.  

There was every representation of hair color and skin tone in the crowd of Detectives. 

The city’s protectors were from the entire land over: drawn by fate, recruited, or just too 
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stubborn to do anything else. Since we usually worked individually on cases, or sometimes with 

a partner on a big one, I didn’t know a lot of them personally. I had heard stories of Slypher the 

shadow, who had infiltrated a group of spies that were hired to assassinate Detectives, including 

himself; Jones the tank, who had waded into an entire warband of Orks and come out the other 

side soaked in blood that didn’t belong to him; and other famous Detectives, but everyone was 

constantly coming and going so there wasn’t a lot of time for introductions. We were kept on 

shifts which meant that there was always a good portion of the Agency ready to respond to new 

developments, so I knew a smaller portion of the Agency. No one but the Chief and Erma, our 

receptionist and dispatcher, knew everyone on the Agency, and maybe even they didn’t.  

“Hey there Erma,” I nodded casually as we approached the woman behind the horseshoe 

shaped wooden desk positioned in the center of the lobby. 

 “Detective Nate, nice to see you as always,” Erma responded in her customary lilting 

voice. “And Detective Mike, it’s wonderful to see you too,” She said. She batted her long red 

eyelashes at Mike. He was standing behind me and off to my left side. He only managed to get 

out a strangled yelp before lapsing into silence. Erma giggled behind her hand, and Mike 

shuffled to hide behind me. It wasn’t particularly effective since Mike was at least a head and a 

half taller than I was. Mike had a crush on Erma, and she knew it. Her flirting often left him 

paralyzed. Erma was a mystery to the people I asked around the Agency. No one had been there 

as long as she had, not even the Chief, although there were some other Detectives that had been 

there longer than he. She had shockingly bright red hair with well muscled arms and a button 

nose. The best guess I had gotten from anyone was that she was half faerie and half something 

else. Most people guessed she had some fae blood because of her breathtaking features, slightly 

pointed ears, and stunningly accurate memory. Her size and the fact that she didn’t have cat eyes 
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pointed to some other blood as well, though, and no one could agree what it was. I had heard 

every theory from human to giant to demon, but she was nice to everyone, and helped the Chief 

keep up with all the assignments for the Detectives. She also handled any visitors asking for 

help, from local citizens to foreign diplomats, and she treated all of them with kind respect. I 

appreciated that. She had been the first member of the Agency I talked to when I had arrived, a 

sixteen-year-old dirty run-away who was looking for adventure.  

 I leaned my elbow in the rim of the desk, “Any messages for us, Erma?” I asked 

nonchalantly. 

 “Nope, nothing right now,” She responded brightly, smiling at Mike behind me. He let 

out a little yelp, and she winked at me. “The Chief said he wanted to talk to you later, but he 

hasn’t gotten all the details worked out yet.”  

 “Alright, I am sure he’ll let us know when he needs us.” I smiled, “See you later.” 

 “Bye boys,” She chuckled and wiggled the fingers of one hand at us in a wave before 

turning back to the form she was scribbling on. Mike hurried past me to the back of the lobby. 

 Mike leapt up to the second floor balcony and headed towards the small office that we 

shared. There was a landing that hung slightly over the lobby area that had no railing attached. 

This let any Detectives that wanted to get up to the second floor quickly skip the stairs entirely. 

We were an active police force, and a large portion of Detectives would consider a jump of 

twenty-five feet or so just part of the normal routine. The members of the Agency that had talents 

that lay in other areas were usually assigned offices on the first floor as a matter of convenience. 

I tried to jump up after Mike, but my toes barely left the ground at all. I sighed and headed 

towards the stairs. Running to keep up with Mike on the way to Headquarters had left me 

drained, and I wasn’t up for any physical feats at the moment.  
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Light from the long windows above the entrance crossed through the pillars that dotted 

the ground floor creating lines of light and shadow throughout the lobby. The stairs weren’t used 

much and were tucked into a corner at the back of the lobby. They were shrouded in the shadows 

cast by the I walked to the stairs with my feet dragging, grumbling about inconsiderate partners 

who use their abilities to their own advantage. My foot had barely settled on the first step when I 

got the feeling that I was not alone. I looked up from where I had been watching my shoes, and 

saw a tall silhouette leaning against the wall. I let my eyes continue over the shadow like I hadn’t 

seen it and took the next step while casually reaching for my gun in the holster under my coat. 

The shadow gave an inhuman snort and stepped out of the gloom. My hand froze in its path 

towards my gun as I took in the strange creature.  

 “No need for weapons Detective. That one won’t work on me anyway,” he said. 

The creature had a deep rich emotionless voice and spoke with smooth blending syllables that 

reminded me of a water snake crossing a river. He was incredibly tall, at least eight and a half 

feet, with deep sunken cheeks and a long chin that made him look decidedly inhuman. Unlike 

Mike, who was whip thin, the creature had broad shoulders that made him look more strong than 

fast. He had pale skin, and the final detail that showed me he wasn’t human, solid gold eyes with 

black lines running through them. As I looked the stranger in the eyes, the lines shifted into 

different patterns. I shuddered and looked away to continue studying the rest of him. Although 

his broad shoulders made him appear strong, I couldn’t tell if he was well muscled or not 

because he was wearing a long formal black robe that covered him from his neck to his feet. It 

hung from his shoulders like a curtain, and obscured the rest of his body. When he stepped 

towards me again, I heard the clunk of heavy boots, but his bare hands were slim, with overly 

long fingers. I could see the hilt of a sword above his left shoulder.  
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“Who are you?” I asked, pleased that my voice came out without a tremor.  

“I am Armonious. I have been waiting for you,” he replied. He looked me up and down, 

studying me as I had him, but showed no emotion to suggest what conclusions he drew.  

“What do you want?” I said, I may not have known all the Detectives in the Agency, but I 

recognized most of them on sight, and, even if I hadn’t seen them before, we all gave off a 

certain energy. A Detective could tell other Detectives from the way they held themselves, and I 

was positive that this guy was not a Detective. 

 “It is not I, but the ones I serve. They wish a meeting with you, Detective. Come with 

me.” Armonious turned and strode straight through the wall he had previously been leaning 

against. It rippled briefly as he passed through and then was still. I looked behind me at the 

bustling lobby. No one had seen anything.  

 “Figures,” I grumbled, and I walked after the strange messenger.  

 The wall rippled as I pressed against it, and I felt a gentle scraping against my skin like I 

was sinking into cold sand. I came out the other side and reached to brush any clinging pieces of 

the wall from the shoulders of my coat, but there was no debris. I was standing at the top of a 

stone spiraling staircase surrounded by darkness on all sides. There were no walls. The stone that 

made up the stairs was rough cut, and weathered with age. The edges were still sharp, but there 

were dips in the centers of each stair where many feet had stepped over the years.  

 Armonious had already started descending the staircase. I was annoyed to see he hadn’t 

waited to see if I would follow him. I hurried after his rapidly retreating shoulders, which were 

all I could see in the darkness. The pommel on the hilt of his sword was glowing with a clear, but 

dim, white light, and if he got too far ahead of me, I knew I would be left trying to climb down 

the steep stairs in darkness. I tripped in my hurry to catch up, and found myself waving my arms 
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at the edge of a step, trying to regain my balance. Looking into the emptiness below the staircase, 

my stomach dropped with the feeling of vertigo. There was nothing visible in that void. I 

couldn’t even see what should have been the floor of Headquarters above my head. It was as if I 

was descending from nothing to nothing. I regained my balance, taking a deep breath, and 

continued downward. I tried counting the stairs as we descended deeper and deeper underground, 

but I lost count at seven hundred or so when I thought I saw a pair of eyes peering out of the 

darkness. Stopping for a moment, I looked out beyond the confines of the staircase. There was 

nothing there, and I decided it had just been my eyes playing tricks on me, more to make my 

heart rate slow and less out of conviction. The light faded from around me, and I rushed to catch 

up with Armonious. By the time I finally came to the bottom of the stairs, he was gone, and I 

couldn’t see his light anywhere in the cavern I was standing in. The ground was level but rough, 

much like the stairs, and made up of a dark brown stone. I closed my eyes and held my breath, 

listening for any signs of life in the silent cave. I heard nothing, and when my pulse began 

pounding in my temples due to lack of air, I was forced to let the breath out. I opened my eyes 

and looked around again. Normally, I would have been able to see at least vague shapes after this 

much time in the dark, but there wasn’t any light for my eyes to get used to, so I was blind.  

 I shrugged to myself and began walking forward. If I run into a wall, at least I’ll be able 

to guess how big the cave is, I thought. I walked with my arms out to either side of me to keep 

my balance in the darkness and took measured strides, counting in my head. I had taken ten steps 

when I was surprised by a sharp click that pierced the silence of the cavern. A point of light 

appeared ahead of me. It shined down on someone sitting in a tall chair. It reminded me of a 

throne made of black wood. The chair looked like someone huge had grabbed the top and base 

and pulled on them to stretch it out to accommodate someone so tall. The chair didn’t have legs, 
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but instead one solid square base that sat firmly on the ground. The man looked eerily similar to 

Armonious, but older. His face was gaunt, even thinner than my guide’s had been, but it seemed 

more from experience than from hardship. He was wearing robes identical to Armonious’, except 

they were a deep red brown color, like dried blood.  

 “Welcome, Detective,” his voice was grave and concise, and would have sounded warm 

if his face wasn’t so devoid of expression. “We’ve wished to meet you for some time.” He 

snapped his fingers, producing the same cracking sound I had heard earlier, and the ball of light 

at his shoulder expanded to reveal eight other beings seated in chairs of their own. They all had 

the same long extended faces and tall stature, the same decidedly grim expressions on their faces. 

They were all wearing a different color robe, although the robes were all dark colors. I saw forest 

green, midnight blue, and mahogany brown, among others. They were sitting in a semi-circle 

that was aimed towards me with the one who had spoken to me positioned in the middle, four 

others on each side.  

 “So, who are you?” I asked. I looked at each one of the seated figures in turn, but their 

faces gave nothing away. The original speaker cleared his throat pointedly, and I looked back at 

him. 

 “This world has a foundation of magic.” He snapped his fingers and a map of the world 

appeared on the ground between us. I noticed tiny clouds scudding along its surface, as though 

we were viewing the world from a great height.  I started to ask what this had to do with 

anything, but he raised his hand placatingly, “Let me finish please. All will be made certain in 

time.”  

 How much time? I thought to myself, closing my mouth.  
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 “Sooner than you think, Detective,” he answered as though I had been speaking aloud. 

“Now,” he continued, “The magic in this world spreads like a web throughout the land itself. It 

wells up in some places more strongly than others and affects the world in different ways.” He 

snapped his overly long fingers again, and all the cities on the map began to glow with a faint red 

aura. A few spots glowed that weren’t marked as cities on the map as well. “Where the magic is 

strong, life flourishes, land is fertile, and people can live.” He paused, taking a deep breath 

before continuing. “The magic can become a part of the people as well. One of these points in 

the web may give people empathy towards animals,” as he spoke, a small village marked in a 

forest to the East began to glow green. “Or one concentration of magic may give people strength 

in illusions.” A nearby city began spouting fireworks on the map. I recognized it as Tiera, 

Laura’s home city. “Or,” he paused again, “a remote mountain village, exposed to the ravages of 

the elements, may gain control of them.” A small dot of flame appeared and flickered in a 

mountain range to the North. I glared at the point of fire until the map winked out of existence. 

The center figure in red looked away from where the map had been and stared at me. I met his 

eyes. “Such is the way the world works,” he said, “magic creates and molds life, and thus the life 

creates and molds magic as well. Your village is exposed to the harsh elements and the 

ruggedness of nature, and so that power is lent to you. Your colleague, Laura, was born in a town 

full of the deception of politics and shifting alliances, and so those illusions are given physical 

form.” 

 I shifted my feet in impatience. “I am getting there, Detective,” the lecturer reassured 

me. “One last thing. Naturally, magic turns upon itself and is constantly adapting. Wars destroy 

entire cultures, revolutions erupt constantly, and cities are swallowed by the earth. So is the way 

life was, but one place was different, a barren field in the center of the navigable world. At the 
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beginning of time, ten beings came from the corners of the world, and, seeing the upheaval and 

strife inherent with the power of magic, created a new city; one of justice and order. At the heart 

of this city you stand now. The city of Arkh.” He gestured with both hands to either side, his 

gold eyes judging my reaction. “From this nexus these beings created order from the where there 

was only upheaval. They took the squabbling villages that could be wiped from the continent in a 

single disaster and gave them a foundation on which to build. Before this change, there was life, 

but no potential. With our help, the world grew.” He paused, awaiting a response.  

 “So you are?” I trailed off, hoping to actually get an answer. 

 “We are the Archetypes, creators of order and mediums of justice.” 

 “Isn’t that my job description?” I asked. 

 “Millennia ago, the people of Arkh changed, situations became less clear cut and required 

more flexibility than our code allows. Who is right when both sides lie? Who gets recompense 

when no one is at fault? We were wise enough to hand the reigns over to another form of justice 

and order. We created the Agency, which employs many different races. The Agency sends its 

Detectives out based on their skills and predilections. This kind of flexibility makes justice 

possible in a world that has shades of grey. The Agency and its Detectives handle the day- to-day 

agendas, the small things like theft, murder, and minor genocide, while we sleep beneath the 

city.”  

 I couldn’t help gaping at the insinuation that murder and even genocide were minor 

issues. “So, why am I here?” I asked. 

 “We handle the things that threaten order as a whole. Things that could end the world, 

and send the races of this continent back to squabbling in the mud, or even exterminate life all 

together. When an event of magnitude comes, we choose a champion. That is you.” The 
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Archetype clasped his hands and let them fall to his lap. The chairs that they all sat in looked 

hard and unforgiving, but they sat ramrod straight and completely still, staring at me. The one 

who had been talking tilted his head, waiting for me to answer. 

 “Why me?” I asked.  

“You are an elementalist. You use fire and water and earth in harmony. Elementalists are 

unpredictable in their control. You more than most.” He frowned for a moment and looked me 

up and down before continuing, “But you rely on more than just your magic to get things done.” 

He gestured towards my hands which were unconsciously inching towards my scabbard and 

holster. I grinned sheepishly and crossed my arms across my chest. He continued, “You will 

need much more than magic to solve the crisis that is coming. Most importantly of all, you are 

human. When we first created the Agency, we set a member of your kind to be the Chief of your 

order. Humanity, though often strong in magic, lacks the physical abilities of many of the other 

races. Humans are adaptable and think about problems from different angles than most.” 

 I thought I heard an angry grunt come from one of the Archetypes to the left of the one 

in the center, but when I glanced in that direction, none of them had even a wrinkle on their face 

to suggest who it was. “You are spirited, and you are not cowed by rank, should the need arise to 

step above the normal hierarchy,” he continued, “For this problem, you are the solution.” The 

Archetype gave me another piercing stare. “You shall be our Champion. A Champion of Order.” 

The slowly undulating lines in his eyes resolved into points aimed directly at me. They would 

have looked almost normal except that the rest of the eyes were still the color of beaten gold, and 

the edges of the newly formed pupils still undulated slightly. “Do you accept?” He asked. 

 “Well I knew most of the history lesson already, but I thought the Archetypes were a 

myth. This is a lot to take in all at once…”  
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 He interrupted me, “Do you accept?”  

 I shrugged, “Sure. It’s what I signed up for.” 

 “Then the Enforcer shall show you out.” 

 Armonious appeared from the darkness on my left like a shadow that had suddenly 

gained depth. “Come with me, please.” He turned and went back up the stairs. The pommel on 

his sword began to glow again with the same dim white light as before. I hurried to follow him 

before I got caught in the dark, but there was something I forgot. I turned around. “What is this 

crisis you were talking about?” I called to the Archetypes. They were still sitting motionless. 

Even the one in the middle had resumed the same stone faced expression that the rest had worn 

the entire time. He lifted one hand to shoulder level and snapped his fingers. All the light was 

extinguished in the room except for the glow cast by Armonious’ sword, which was already 

rapidly fading. It only seemed to extend illumination for a few feet in each direction. I turned to 

follow him again. “Adding mystery doesn’t help me solve your problem,” I said to the darkness 

as I hurried up the stairs.  

 I caught up to the Enforcer, as the Archetype had called him, just as we reached the top of 

the stairs. “Hey, wait for a second,” I called. He stopped and glanced back over his shoulder at 

me. “What would the Archetypes have done if I had refused their request to be their Champion?” 

I asked. 

 Armonious’ eyes flickered in the gloom. “If you had refused, then as the Council’s 

Enforcer I would have been obligated to kill you to maintain the Council’s uncompromised 

secrecy. If it became widely known that the Council of Archetypes existed, they would seize 

power again. Knowledge of the existance of the council would create chaos. They would feel the 
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need to step in. That would be…” He paused as though thinking about how to phrase what he 

wanted to say, “undesirable, for everyone involved.”  

 “What would they do?” I asked. 

 “Your definition of life and the Council’s definition of life are very different. There is a 

reason that they sleep beneath the city now, Champion,” he said. Armonious was still as 

expressionless as when I had first seen him, but I thought I detected a slight softening around his 

eyes.  

 I shivered, but whether it was from the idea of the Archetypes controlling everything 

again, or the fact that Armonious said he would kill me in the tone of voice one used when 

describing reorganizing paperwork, I couldn’t be sure. “Well, good thing I’m naturally helpful 

then,” I said as I walked through the wall and back onto the stairs that led up to the second floor 

of Headquarters. Armonious’ voice followed me through the wall. 

 “Yes, it is a good thing. Not all of the Council believes that creating this city was the best 

course of action.” I turned away from the wall, heading up the stairs and trying to maintain calm. 

The back of my neck kept prickling as though I was being watched, again. 

 At the top of the stairs I nearly jumped out of my skin when Captain Henderson 

materialized out of the shadows near the wall.  

 “People need to stop stepping out of the shadows at me; they never do that when asking if 

we want to go to lunch or anything like that,” I said angrily.  

 “We need to talk, son,” was all the Chief said.  

 We walked past the dark wooden doors with Detective’s names stenciled onto the frosted 

glass panel in the middle. We went past the small office that Mike and I shared, and continued 
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towards the corner, where the Chief had his office. I sighed as I followed him down the hallway. 

I was getting really tired of the mysterious routine.  
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Chapter 3 

Several Detectives passed us in the hallway. They all gave a respectful nod to the Chief 

and a speculative look at me. Mike poked his head out of our office. It was three doors down 

from the corner suite that the Chief used. Mike tilted his head sideways in a silent question. I 

shrugged and shook my head. He gave me a thumbs up and retreated back into the office, 

shutting the door before the Chief got close enough to say anything.  

 “We have a problem, and I think you know more about it than I do,” said the 

Chief before he had even sat down at his desk. The desk was a vast expanse of wood, devoid of 

any decoration except for a brass nameplate and a few mechanical parts lying in the corner 

closest to his chair. “Shut the door, kid,” Chief Henderson suggested, before throwing his heels 

up onto the desk and leaning back. He scraped the cogs and gears off the side of the desk into his 

palm. The Chief was an enchanter, and had an affinity for mechanical things. He was almost 

always fiddling with something, during the little one-on-one meetings that he favored.  

Henderson looked up from two small gears that he was meshing together at different angles and 

met my eyes. I was reminded exactly why the Chief was the Chief of the Agency. There was a 

fiery determination in his eyes that never went away, and I found myself racking my brain for 

anything that I had forgotten to tell him that might seem important. 

 Chief Henderson was a small man. His head was only up to my chest if we both stood up 

straight, and he had short-cropped, salt and pepper hair that complimented his dusky skin. His 

eyes were the dark color of red ochre, and he was almost always grimacing. The wrinkles around 

his eyes and mouth were evidence of that. He was wearing a white button-down shirt with the 

first two buttons undone and black slacks. His shoes were the same dark tan color as my coat: the 
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unofficial color of the Agency. His clothes looked wrinkled enough to have been slept in. There 

were rumors among the Detectives that he lived in his office, but I knew that he had a small 

apartment down the street, because I had lived there for a week while I was being assessed by the 

Agency. Henderson had taken me under his wing when I was just a ragged sixteen-year-old, with 

raw power and no direction. 

 I knew a different side of the Chief. I knew that most of the gadgets that he liked to fool 

with were actually parts for clocks, and not bombs or firearms like most people thought. That 

wasn’t to say that the Chief didn’t have a talent with guns and bombs though. He was an 

enchanter, known for their weapon making. They came from the city of Adamine in the North 

West. The magic there was notoriously unstable, even though it was a place protected from the 

chaos of the wastes. The magic users there inscribed powerful runes and spells into physical 

items. I heard from the Chief once that the motto of the enchanter was, “If the magic fails, at 

least you have something to hit them with.” The Chief kept a massive revolver in his desk 

drawer, a token from his days as a Detective working the darker parts of town. He had also been 

the one to make me my revolver, which was nestled in its holster at my waist.  

Rumors about the Chief flew around the Agency, partly because Henderson enjoyed the 

level of mystique the rumors added. Whenever a citizen had a case big enough to bring directly 

to the Chief he was greeted with a sense of awe. Even the Detectives treated Henderson like a 

living legend. His presence was mostly made known by his shouting through Headquarters. His 

gravelly voice would reverberate through the offices and lobby, demanding a specific Detective 

or file in his office. Some of the newer Detectives would shudder or comment on the bad luck of 

whoever had to go and face “The Dragon” in his lair, but I knew from experience that he valued 

his people, and treated them like family, in his own way.  
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That didn’t mean that he wasn’t scary though. It was almost impossible to remember that 

the Chief was short. There had been a couple of newspaper articles that tried to focus on the 

Chief as a community piece, “The Man That Protects Arkh” the series had been called. The 

writer had referred to Henderson’s imposing stature. Considering that the writer had been a 

basilisk like Mike, the description wouldn’t make a lot of sense, until you were the person being 

stared down by those red eyes. It was easy to sympathize with the reporter. The column had been 

scheduled to run for two months with weekly publications, but it had only made it to the second 

week, and that one had been half the length it was supposed to be. The basilisk reporter just 

couldn’t handle the Chief.  

“Where were you, kid?” asked Henderson, still fiddling with the two gears, “I asked you 

to come see me fifteen minutes ago.” 

I shuddered at the thought of one of the Chief’s shouts going unanswered. “Does the 

name Archetype mean anything to you?” I asked. 

The two gears snapped into place like the click of a lynch pin on a gallows. The Chief 

looked at me closely. There was concern in his eyes, but calculation as well. “So, you’ve met our 

patrons?” he asked, reaching for a jewel sitting in the pile of components and sliding it into a 

socket on one of the gears. “Something big is coming.” He wasn’t asking me if that was what I 

had learned. He said it as simple statement of fact. “Don’t tell me about what they told you,” he 

said. He rotated the jewel back and forth in the socket until it made a quiet snick and stopped 

moving. “What they said was for you alone.” 

“You know about them?” I asked, feeling betrayed, “Why didn’t you tell us?”   
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“If the existence of the Archetypes becomes common knowledge, then their experiment 

with free will comes to an end, and they will resume power. That would be undesirable for 

everyone involved.”  

I was struck by the same phrase I had heard earlier. “Undesirable? That’s what the 

Armonious guy said. You’ve talked to him, too?” I asked.  

The Chief heaved a sigh, and he pulled his feet down from where they had been crossed 

next to the brass nameplate that said “Chief Henderson,” and sat up. He rummaged through a 

drawer and came up with a silver box about twice the size of a fist. He slid the gears and jewel 

into the box and slid the top panel closed. After he shut the lid, there was no visible seam, and I 

couldn’t see any way to activate it or make open. “I think that we have had, and will have, very 

similar experiences when it comes to the Archetypes,” he said. “I met them once or twice. They 

called me their champion, whatever that means, I just knew that I was doing my job. They asked 

me to protect the city, and I told them that was what I was doing. They don’t have much of a 

sense of humor.”  

“I noticed,” I said dryly. 

“Well, their Enforcer is different. He sympathizes with us simple mortals,” the Chief said 

thoughtfully, tapping a finger on his lower lip. 

“He did seem to have a personality, although the word sympathy doesn’t spring to mind,” 

I said, thinking back on it.  

“He has a job to do, but he wants us to have a fair chance,” said the Chief. “I think it’s 

because he’s the youngest of the Archetypes. He thinks differently than they do, although it’s 

subtle.”  

“How do you know all this?” I asked again.  
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“I asked him,” said the Chief indignantly. “I was a Detective on the streets for more years 

than you’ve been alive, kid. Don’t think that I have been as good at my job as I am without a 

hearty dose of curiosity.” 

“I wasn’t saying that you didn’t ask questions.” I shook my head, “I asked a bunch too, 

he just answered me in riddles, or ignored me like his bosses did.”  

“Well, as I was saying,” continued the Chief. “I did a few jobs for them. I saw them more 

than once, and I asked enough questions that the riddles started to make sense.”  

“You saw them more than once? But, they said that they only call on someone personally 

when it is a matter that could affect the whole city or destroy the world.”  

“There’s always something out there ready to extinguish all life, or destroy order,” the 

Chief answered and shrugged philosophically. I groaned.  

“So what did you do for them?” I asked, slouching in my chair.  

 “Some of this, some of that,” said the Chief, waving a hand vaguely. The box he had 

assembled began vibrating on his desk, and moved towards the edge. He grabbed it and slapped a 

hand down on top. The box went silent again. 

 “Chief,” I said. I leaned forward in my chair and put my hands under my chin, leaning on 

my elbows. “I gotta know what I’m getting into here. We all know this job is dangerous.” 

 “That’s right, kid, and the best weapon is knowledge.” The Chief nodded.  

 “So forget all this secrecy stuff. I already know they exist. What is happening?” 

 “I don’t know that,” Henderson said. “I didn’t even know that they had chosen a new 

champion. Usually the only person who knows that is the person who is picked. You will get 

support from strange sources, and advice from unexpected places, but you are pretty much on 
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your own. I’ll help you as much as I can with whatever happens, but I already help you as much 

as I can, just like every other Detective. It’s my job to help.” 

 “So you have no idea what is about to happen that is big enough to end the world as we 

know it?” I asked incredulously.  

 It was the Chief’s turn to shake his head, “Sorry, nothing huge seems to be in the works.” 

 “Well what did you face?” I asked. “Maybe I can at least know what situations have 

needed a ‘Champion of Order’ before.” I made air quotes around Champion of Order. I wasn’t 

thrilled with the new title.  

 The Chief stared at me a couple of seconds without moving, and then sat back in his chair 

again. “Don’t expect a parade when you finish this project, kid. It isn’t the most thankful job, 

even when you are working in an official capacity, and now that you’re in touch with our 

patrons…” He pointed down through the floor. Imagining that silent cave filled with the Council 

of the Archetypes, I repressed a shiver. The Chief continued, “They don’t exist. No one can 

know about them, and so the things you do under their commands never happened. Understand?” 

I nodded and tried to make my best innocently curious face. “Stop looking at me like that,” said 

the Chief, distracted, “You look like you just ate a garbage sprite.” I snorted at him, but he didn’t 

hear me. He was staring into the distance now, thinking of the past.   

“You will be the first person I ever told this story to,” he began. “First of all, this is just 

one of the things I did for the Archetypes. It seems to me that when they choose a champion it’s 

because a lot of different problems are about to happen all at the same time. Sorry to tell you 

this, but you have your work cut out for you. You may want to make friends with a healer.” His 

eyes focused on me for just a second, and I registered the concern in them.  



32 
 

I rolled my shoulders and hunched forward in my chair, “Chief, I’m not sixteen anymore. 

I can take care of myself. I’ve done my job and, so far, come out in one piece.”  

“So far,” he agreed before continuing with his story, “The first time they called on me, I 

was sitting in my old office. Armonious just walked through the wall and told me to follow him. 

It scared the juice out of me, I can tell you, but I was curious as to how someone who didn’t 

work for the Agency had gotten in, so I followed him. I asked him all sorts of questions as we 

went down those dark stairs, but he just ignored me. The Archetypes asked me to be their 

champion. I said yes because I was still in shock that they existed.” The Chief took a breath. 

“They gave me no information; they just said that the order of the world was threatened, and that 

I needed to be the one there to protect it.” 

“Sounds about right,” I agreed. 

The Chief continued, “So I went back up those stairs and ended up sitting in my office. 

No one noticed I was gone, and I didn’t know what to do, so I did some paperwork. Before long, 

I had almost convinced myself I had just fallen asleep at my desk, and the whole thing had never 

happened. I went on about my normal day-to-day jobs, busting a theft here, stopping a 

kidnapping there, nothing big. Then one day, I got put on a smuggler task force. One of the 

normal guys was sick, or his wife was pregnant or something, I never really got the whole story. 

The Chief before me, old Ironside, never really gave more information than was strictly needed.” 

He smiled. “Anyway, we found a caravan trying to sneak into the city from the wastes. We told 

them to come quietly, and instead they all vanished. One of the Detectives was an illusionist and 

looked for invisibility spells, but there wasn’t anything. I walked over and fell into a pit in the 

ground. It was big enough to have swallowed the whole caravan, and was connected to an entire 

network of tunnels. We were just outside the final ring of farms around the city, and I followed 
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one of the tunnels towards town. It had footprints in the dust, and I figured that would be where 

the smugglers went.” 

“They tunneled all the way to the city?” I asked. 

“They didn’t dig the tunnels. I had gone only a little way in when I heard the screaming. I 

took off after the smugglers as fast as I could.” 

“You didn’t wait for the rest of the team?” I interrupted again. I didn’t know a lot about 

how the squads the Agency used in the waste operated, but I knew it was dangerous enough to 

warrant teams of up to eight Detectives.  

“I’ll get to that,” he said. “Anyway, I followed the screaming for what must have been 

miles through those cursed tunnels before they fell silent. It took more than an hour. They died 

off over the course of my run, but the last noises were silenced suddenly. I came out into a 

massive cavern with tunnels heading off in every direction, and saw what had happened. There 

was a giant worm under the city. It had been eating its way through the bed rock and building a 

den. It had these huge teeth in a mouth that went all around its head,” the Chief illustrated his 

description with his hands, making pincer shapes in front of his mouth, “The thing must have 

been at least the size of Headquarters, and it had bits of the smuggler’s caravan stuck in its jaws. 

They must have distracted it from its tunneling enough for it to decide it wanted a snack. The 

worst thing was that when I looked up to the roof of the cavern far above, I could see bits of the 

foundation of the city walls. The worm was going to collapse Arkh in on top of itself. So,” the 

Chief leaned back in his chair again, folding his hands on his stomach, “An epic battle ensued. I 

won’t bore you with the details, but I won. It was about that time that I realized the team I had 

been assigned to never made it to me. I found a tunnel that led to the surface, and found them 

walking back to the city. They thought I had died, and were going back to report that I was lost 
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beneath the city somewhere. As soon as they jumped down after me, the tunnel I had taken had 

collapsed. They didn’t know which direction I had gone, and so when they picked one at 

random, they ran into another worm. It was smaller than the one I fought, but it still killed two 

good Detectives that day.” The Chief frowned, lost in his memories. “We had to send an 

emissary to the elementalists. They were the only ones who could shore up the foundations of an 

entire city. So my discovery made me a hero.” He finished, looking at me from where he was 

leaning back in his chair. 

“How come I never heard about this?” I asked dubiously. 

“Seems that doing favors for the Archetypes means that things are always bigger than 

anyone else realizes,” said the Chief.  

“What do you mean?” I asked. center 

“Well, everyone else thought that the crisis I had averted was keeping the city from being 

collapsed into the tunnels those two worms had dug. That would have happened eventually, if no 

one did anything, but I talked to one of the elementalists that came all the way to Arkh to fix the 

foundations. He told me the city would have sunk over time, and that the ground would have 

broken up in pieces before it all fell into the cavern below. When the streets started cracking, I’m 

sure someone would have figured it out. I think that a champion was called because those tunnels 

all lead towards the center of the city, the hub of the center of Order on this continent.” 

“The Archetypes, I said. 

The Chief nodded, “Yeah, the Archetypes. That cavern they stay is some sort of 

sanctuary to them, but it’s also is a prison. They put themselves down there to make way for the 

people they saved, but if they got out again,” he closed his eyes for a long moment. “I don’t think 

they would all be willing to just sit there and wait for us to seal it up again.”  
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“Armonious did say something about their definition of freedom,” I started. 

“Being different from our own, yes, he told me that too,” the Chief finished. “I think that 

we owe the Archetypes our way of life, and maybe even our existence, but that doesn’t mean we 

should trust them. As long as they’re down below the city, we’ll carry out our mission and keep 

Arkh and its people safe, even from its protectors.” The Chief’s face darkened and he was silent 

for a moment. He forced himself to smile. It looked strange on his craggy face. “Don’t worry 

about that right now. Whatever it is that the Archetypes need you to do for them, it will come 

along in its own time; I can promise you that.” 

All of this talking about the end of the world had cast a shadow over my day even more 

than meeting the mysterious founders of the Agency.  I forced a positive tone to my voice, “So,” 

I said, “Erma said something about you having a case for Mike and me when we came in.” 

“Not for Mike,” said the Chief, “This is an assignment that is best handled as quietly as 

possible.”  

“So you picked me?” I asked dubiously. My chair skidded to the left about three feet, and 

I grabbed the edge of the desk to steady myself. I looked down at where I was seated, and then 

back to the Chief, “Quiet isn’t usually my thing.” 

“The control isn’t your fault, kid,” said the Chief, “and, you aren’t taking anyone down 

right now anyway. This is an investigation, hunting for clues, you know actual detective stuff.” 

“Okay,” I said, “So what’s going on that needs detective stuff?” 

“Odd things have started to happen to people in their sleep,” the Chief said. He opened a 

drawer in his desk and pulled out a brown folder. He tossed it in my direction, and as it slid 

towards me some of the contents spilled out. They were pictures of people lying in beds. The 

Agency had a few illusionists that specialized in capturing images onto small squares of paper. I 



36 
 

didn’t know the technical details since it wasn’t my field, but the specialists were really helpful 

in preserving a crime scene. I looked through the pictures while the Chief kept talking.  “People 

will fall asleep as normal, but have terrible wrenching dreams,” he said. 

I looked up from a picture of a young woman with pointed ears and delicate features. Her 

face was twisted, and her eyes were clenched shut. She looked so much like a little girl that it 

would have been cute, if I didn’t see that she had bitten through her lower lip and blood was 

dripping down her chin. “Everyone has nightmares sometimes, Chief,” I said. 

“But normally they wake up,” he answered grimly. “Not everyone does anymore. We 

can’t figure out why, but the people who have woken up complain of the same kinds of dreams. 

Long empty hallways and being alone or hopeless. They’re similar enough that, when you 

include that we have eight people in the hospital right now that won’t wake up. It gets one to 

thinking about foul play. Wouldn’t you agree?”  

“Yes, I guess I would. So why do you need me to do this? I can’t see into people’s 

dreams.” I said. There was a small village, some people claimed it floated in the clouds, where 

people had developed the talent for stepping into other’s thoughts while they slept. It wasn’t a 

power that came into demand often, but it did help us find clues when there were no other leads. 

The Agency had a few Detectives with that gift on the staff, but not very many. Dreamwalkers 

were hard to find, and harder to keep around. If they left their secretive village, they usually had 

wanderlust badly enough that they wouldn’t stick around Arkh long either.  

“Right now I don’t have anyone who can see into people’s dreams, Nate,” said the Chief. 

“Two of the eight victims, and we are calling them victims at this point, that are in the hospital 

are Rigel and Sarsa, the only two dreamwalkers working for us right now, and they were the first 

who were affected by whatever is going on.” 
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“Did you try seeing if there were any others in the city that haven’t decided to work for 

us?”  

“One of the others is named Janet. She’s from Rigel and Sarsa’s village too, according to 

her neighbors. She’s already been affected, and I haven’t heard of any others in the city. Don’t 

try to tell me how to do my job, kid. We are heading down the same paths, but I’m already at the 

next intersection.” Henderson swept the folder off of the desk and back into the drawer, catching 

the corner of the box that he had stored the gears he had been fiddling with earlier in the process. 

The cube tumbled into the drawer with the papers, and Henderson slammed the drawer closed. 

There was the sound of crunching metal and a spring bouncing around the inside of the desk. The 

Chief flinched and glared at me. He held himself still and took a deep breath. After calming 

himself, he sat back in the chair. “I don’t like when I don’t know what is going on, kid,” he said, 

letting his breath out. “This thing could be spreading. I don’t know if it’s a disease or a spell or a 

mass psychosis. Knowledge is power in this business. The more you know, the more effective 

you can be, and I don’t know anything about what’s going on.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. 

“With only eight victims right now, who for all we know could recover at any moment, I can’t 

spare the manpower to canvas the city for the cause. That’s where you come in. These things 

have all happened at night while the victims, or patients, or whatever they are, were sleeping. 

You have some ties to the nocturnal community, and I want you to take advantage of them.” 

I groaned and slouched back in my chair. “Aw, Chief, we must really be desperate,” I 

said. 

“Kid, I’m in charge because I have good instincts, and right now they’re telling me that 

this is going to blow up in our faces soon if we aren’t careful. I need you to stop this epidemic 

before it starts, and that means taking advantage of all of the resources we have.” 
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“Well, I can go talk to him, if you really want me to,” I said grimacing. “He’s not my 

favorite person to be around, you know.” 

“I know, but we need to know what rumors are going around when the sun goes down.” 

The Chief gave me a concerned look and then shook his head. “Just be careful, and you’ll be 

fine. Who knows, maybe this has something to do with the Archetypes,” he said. He didn’t look 

very convinced, but I could tell he was trying to take my mind off of what he had asked me to 

do.  

“Alright, I’m on it,” I said. I stood up, and the heavy wooden chair I was sitting in made a 

loud scraping noise along the hardwood floor as it was pushed by the backs of my knees. 

“Thanks for letting me know I’m not the only one that’s seen the Archetypes. I was beginning to 

doubt it had really happened.”  

The Chief nodded sagely, “They have that effect. The best thing to do is not worry about 

it and let the problem come to you. They picked you for a reason,” he said.  

“So, I guess I’m off to see the vampires then,” I said, hoping just a little that I had 

misinterpreted the Chiefs’ request.   

“Yeah, I guess you are,” he said. 

“Well I am going to grab lunch in the cafeteria first,” I told him, heading towards the 

door. 

“It’s a little early isn’t it?” He asked glancing towards his big bay windows on the other 

side of the office. Morning sunlight was still filtering through the blinds.  

“Yeah, but they’re serving chicken and garlic sandwiches today,” I said.  

“Surely you know that the garlic thing is just a folktale,” the Chief said. He looked as if 

he hoped I was joking.  
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“Well, I know that, but not all of them do,” I responded.  

I kept my face completely straight until I made it to the hallway and shut the door. As it 

clicked shut I chuckled. “I wish that would make any kind of difference,” I said to myself. I 

sobered abruptly and walked away headed to the cafeteria.  
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Chapter 4 

 I knew exactly where the Chief wanted me to go and ask questions, and I knew exactly 

where I didn’t want to go. Coincidentally, they were the same place. The vampire sanctuary 

wasn’t the most accepting locale to visit in Arkh, but I knew people there. People with 

superhuman hearing. The vampires often ran in less savory circles than a Detective could hope 

to. There is a way that Detectives walk and act, and even the best of us couldn’t fool the darker 

denizens of the city all of the time. We are chosen by fate and Order, and it shows. The vampires 

were able to walk between the two worlds. The nocturnal creatures talk to them because they’re 

members of the clave of the night, but unlike some of the more unsavory characters that walk 

under the moon, they kept their rationality. You could deal with vampires. Sometimes they 

would make deals with the Detectives. It also helped that I knew one personally.  

 The sanctuary was a tall four story house close to the city walls, although not close 

enough to be covered in the shadow cast by the wall in the afternoon sunlight. It looked dingy 

and dark even in the bright light. Paint was peeling from the walls, and the windows that weren’t 

boarded up were covered in thick, permanent-looking layers of dust. The dark windows made the 

house look deserted, but I knew well enough that any disturbance could set it buzzing like a 

kicked beehive. The entire population of the city’s vampires lived in the house, and while there 

weren’t many vampires that could transform victims into beings like themselves, Arkh was a big 

city, and had a rather sizable population of the bloodsuckers. I walked up the rickety steps and 

hesitated on the porch, deciding whether to knock or not. The wood bent alarmingly beneath my 

feet, proof that the residents didn’t use the door very often. I raised my hand to knock and the 

door swung, creaking, inward before I touched it. The sunlight fought and lost the battle to 
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illuminate the inside. The darkness was thick enough that the light only made it to the bottom of 

a staircase covered in faded red velvet. I could see the wood floors that were almost black with 

age, and the rest of the foyer was lost in shadow. I stepped inside, making sure to keep my hands 

away from my weapons. Showing up to a vampire colony looking aggressive is a good way to 

end up in the Agency graveyard, in one of the fields outside of town.  

 The door slammed shut behind me, and I turned to see an eight-year-old boy standing in 

the shadows. He had dark hair that had grown long enough to just start curling at the tips, and 

had pale skin that was sharply contrasted by his dark eyes and the black bags under them. He 

smiled at me shyly, and I couldn’t help but smile back. He was wearing a black suit jacket with a 

white shirt and a thin black tie, with shorts made from the same material as the jacket coat. It was 

a very old fashioned style of clothing, but on him it looked completely appropriate. He was also 

barefoot. He took a small step towards me and then stopped, standing with his hands behind his 

back and rocking on his heels.  

 “So your job is to open the door, huh?” I asked, trying to start a conversation. He nodded 

and looked at the floor. “It makes the house seem pretty cool when the door looks like it opens 

on its own,” I said appreciatively. The boy took another step forward, and then leapt towards me. 

He moved so fast he was a blur, and the only thing that saved me was my instinctive jerk away 

from him. My elbow connected with the boy’s face and he stumbled backwards. He hunched 

forward, his fingers grasping as if to tear my skin from where he was standing, and hissed at me. 

His ears had elongated, and all of the angles of his face were sharper than when I tried to talk to 

him. He looked as if a monster under his skin had pushed its way to the surface.  

 “Calm down, I’m not going to hurt you,” I said. There was a cut on his face where the 

force between my elbow and his exaggerated cheekbone had split the skin. It was oozing a clear 
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golden fluid that looked like sickly tree sap. I reached slowly towards my gun, trying not to 

provoke another attack. I could see him moving his hands into a more ready position as well. We 

were both interrupted by a voice from the stairs.  

 “Charles!” it reprimanded sharply; Charles and I both jumped guiltily. “Is this how you 

treat our guests?”  

 “You said I could have one every once in a while. You said I could use the nutrition,” 

whined the boy. His voice came out thin and breathy. I wrapped my fingers around my revolver 

and waited.  

 “Not when the visitor is a Detective,” said the voice from the shadows. “And especially 

not when it’s this particular Detective.” The owner of the voice stepped down to the bottom of 

the staircase, and my eyes adjusted to the gloom of the building enough to make out who was 

standing there. It was my contact in the colony. I knew a few of the other vampires, but only 

because I had met them while talking to my contact. He looked to be about fourteen and had 

blond hair that he kept brushed back away from his face, leaving his hair in furrows. In the murk 

of the darkened house, his light blonde hair looked more like bones protruding slightly from his 

skull. He was wearing white linen pants and a shirt. He, unlike the boy who was still crouched 

and prepared to tear my neck open, was wearing dark shoes, and walked with his hands folded 

behind his back like he was strolling through the park instead of breaking up a fight. “You can 

have the next one if they won’t be missed, I promise.”  

 “I didn’t hear that, Julius,” I said, frowning. I didn’t take my eyes off of the boy, but he 

straightened out of his twisted posture and turned to face Julius.  

 “If you promise Daddy,” said Charles. He turned and skipped off into the darker recesses 

of the house. 
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 “Daddy?” I asked. “If you made another vampire without good reason, the whole Agency 

will come down on you, Julius.”  

 “Relax, Nate, I helped him take shelter here after he was run out of Tierra. He just calls 

me that because I am teaching him how to be a real vampire instead of some disgusting animal 

that hides in the shadows.” His lips curled in disgust, and saw a hint of fang before his face 

resumed its normally neutral expression. “Speaking of which, sorry about Charles’,” he paused, 

searching for the right word, “enthusiasm. He is newly reborn, and still doesn’t have a grip on his 

hunger. It gets the best of him at the most inconvenient times, but I do what I can, everyone 

needs some help now and then.” He walked over to where I was standing. I forced myself to let 

go of the revolver and keep my hands relaxed at my sides. “Speaking of help, I assume that is 

why you came here. You never seem to enjoy our little visits. It saddens me.” His expression 

didn’t change at all.  

 “If that young vampire-” I began threateningly. 

 Julius interrupted, “We call them newborns,” he said. “Really it should be newly reborns, 

but that just doesn’t sound as natural, don’t you agree?”  

 I snorted at the word natural. “Whatever you call them, if he’s yours there will be hell to 

pay,” I said. 

 “Hell, indeed,” Julius brought one hand from behind his back and looked at his fingers as 

he flexed them into a fist and relaxed them again. He methodically placed his hand back in its 

original position, before looking back at me and answering calmly, “Neither of us wants there to 

be an extermination, and, despite the protests of your Agency, that would be what happened if 

another conflict arose. I had enough trouble getting the Colony to agree to this sanctuary,” he 
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said with a touch of irony in his voice. “One child is not enough to justify the extinction of a race 

that has been around for millennia.” 

 “You’re thirty,” I said, unimpressed. 

 “Well, yes, but there are vampires here that are over two centuries old, and let us not 

forget old Malachi,” he said.  

 I shuddered. “Actually, let us forget old Malachi.”  

 “As you wish, but the point is moot in any case, because he isn’t mine. No one knows 

who spawned him. That is why I’m helping.”  

 I stared at Julius for a long moment, and he met my stare blandly. He stood completely 

still, and even though he had his hands behind his back, I knew he could probably cross the 

distance to me faster than I could grab a weapon or use any kind of fire against him. “I believe 

you,” I told him. 

 He rolled his eyes at me, “Oh, I am so relieved that you approve of my taking an orphan 

under my wing.”  

 “I don’t want to hear about you feeding him guests either,” I said, trying to maintain a bit 

of my authority.  

 “You won’t,” he said with a grin. He saw my frown and smiled. His fangs poked past his 

lower lip, and then he spoke again and they were out of my sight. “No one ever comes here 

anyway. I told Charles that to calm him down, but at such a young age, vampires often forget all 

sorts of things like, don’t walk in the sun, or eating human food makes you sick. It’s why there 

aren’t more of us. We don’t all make it to adulthood.”  

 “You do realize that you are still incredibly young for a vampire, right? Normally they 

would all still be calling you a baby,” I said. 
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 “Newborn,” Julius corrected irritably. “And, you’re right, but how many newborns have 

you seen as head of a Colony, let alone the one in Arkh, which has its own tricky idiosyncrasies. 

I am an up and coming star in the community. I am doing well compared to when you knew me 

as a human.” 

  “I thought you were a great human,” I said sadly. 

 “No one else did,” said Julius. He shook himself from his memories and looked at me 

with a smile that looked decidedly forced. “You came here for a reason,” he said. “What can I do 

for you?”  

 “I’ve got a case going on, and the Chief himself asked me to come by and see if you 

knew anything about it.”  

 Julius stood, considering, for a moment. He still hadn’t shifted an inch except to talk. 

“Come with me to my office upstairs. I will see what I can find out, and we’ve spent far too long 

standing in the lobby,” he turned and walked silently up the stairs. I followed him closely, trying 

not to look too deeply into the shadows around us. I could feel eyes watching me, and I knew 

from previous experience that not all vampires were as welcoming and collected as Julius. I 

didn’t like going deeper into the sanctuary, but I needed the information I was sure Julius had, 

and it would have looked strange to stay standing by the front door.  

 “Your Chief Henderson is not exactly a friend to our kind, Nate,” Julius said as we 

continued up past the second landing. The hallways that branched off of the stairs had the same 

faded red velvet. They went back farther than I thought the building had room to, and were lined 

with heavy wooden doors on both sides.  

“True, he lost a lot of close friends to Daylighters and rogue vampires over the years, but 

that doesn’t mean he sees all vampires as the same.” 
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The walls had some dark stains on them that didn’t look like mildew. I flexed my hands 

and kept them close to my hip. I didn’t have enough bullets to make it out of here if Julius 

decided I shouldn’t, but it made me feel better to know my weapon was close by. Julius looked 

back to say something to me and noticed my discomfort. He looked at my gun. I had brushed my 

coat away from it and tucked it behind the grip of the revolver for easier access. His lips 

tightened, but he didn’t say anything about my nervousness.  

 “Are you so sure he doesn’t hate us? I know he helped you when you came to Arkh, but 

that doesn’t make him perfect. It must be really bad if he was the one who suggested you pay me 

a visit.”  

 “Something strange is going on; something strange in the night.” 

 “So you came to me, of course.”   

I nodded. “There are eight victims right now, with probably more tonight. It isn’t an epidemic 

yet, but we can’t let it get worse, and we need information.” 

 “Eight is too many for a rogue to be feeding, and too little for a killing spree,” Julius 

speculated.  

 “It’s not a vampire attack,” I said.  

 Julius stood for a moment on the third floor. The landing opened into a large candle lit 

room. There were small trees and plants scattered all around. I could see seven or eight vampires 

from where we stood. Some were male and some female, but they all had the same pale skin and 

pronounced bags under their eyes. They were well dressed, even if the newest of the clothes were 

fifty years out of fashion. Each of the vampires was chatting up a small group of young women. 

They were wearing dresses that looked like leaves, or simply glowing discreetly in ways that 

covered themselves, although from the way my pulse sped up when I saw them I thought maybe 
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the glowing could have covered a little more. As I watched, a tall vampire wearing a long black 

frock coat leaned in close to whisper to the girl he was talking to. She had soft features and a 

dress that covered less than it showed. Her eyes widened and she giggled at whatever he 

whispered in her ear. He plunged his fangs into her neck. Her giggling weakened as the vampire 

fed, and I took a step towards the room. Julius blocked my way with a restraining arm. I tried to 

push past it, but he just shushed me.  

 “Watch for a second before you start a war,” he said in an undertone.  

 I watched impatiently for a few more seconds until the girl had gone completely limp. I 

almost jumped over Julius to go to the girls rescue, when she stood up suddenly, detangling 

herself from the vampire’s arms. She giggled again, and gave him a playful reproving slap on the 

cheek. He tried to grab her, but she jumped nimbly away. The girl ran straight at a thin tree in a 

pot in the corner and disappeared into it. Another vampire who was feeding on a heavy set 

woman with bright red cheeks and only a few leaves, dropped her to the ground. She harumphed 

and stepped into a vine that was twining its way along the floor of the room. He turned and saw 

Julius watching from the stairway.  

 “Dryads,” exclaimed the vampire, grimacing, “You have got to get us a couple of fruit 

trees or something Julius; I swear that one tasted like tomato juice.”  

 “The food is fine, Malte,” Julius responded. “Just take your fill and relax.” 

 Malte walked towards the shadows at the back of the room, grumbling something about 

health food.  

 “You honestly forgot the terms of the agreement between the Agency and the colony 

didn’t you, Nate?” Julius asked.  
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 “It was just a reflex,” I said defensively.  

 “Everyone is happy this way,” said Julius, gesturing towards the room, “We get to eat 

and live, and the Dryads love feeling wanted. I had a pumpkin tell me I was the best she had ever 

had just the other day.” He sighed, and continued up the stairs. “It really isn’t the same, but it 

keeps us moving, and it keeps us from war. There is some dissension, but nothing I can’t handle 

for now.” He looked pointedly at the far corner where Malte was talking to what looked like a 

juniper bush.  

 “My office is right where it normally is,” said Julius. 

 “I’ve never been to your office,” I reminded him, “We usually talk in the parlor.” 

 “Ah, well we’re currently renovating the parlor, and there isn’t anywhere to sit. My office 

is on the top floor. Come along.” He continued up the stairs and I followed.  

 “You’re renovating a building that has been unaltered since the founding of Arkh? This 

was the second building ever built within the walls,” I said. 

 “In a building full of bloodsucking murderers, did it ever occur to you to not ask 

questions, Nate?”  

 “It’s my job to ask questions,” I responded.  

 “Well I wouldn’t worry about this mystery anyway. It doesn’t concern you. I give you 

my word that no citizens of Arkh have been hurt in this instance.” 

 I grimaced, but followed without saying anything else about the redecorating. I was here 

for something bigger than anything that could be going on in the parlor, even a murder, and I had 

to keep that in mind. We came to a long corridor that ended in an open door. We passed one 

other open doorway on the way. In fact, the door was missing. There was some furniture covered 

in white sheets and dust in the empty room. A boarded window let in a glow in around the edges. 
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It was still bright with mid-afternoon sun outside. I had an urge to turn around and leave. I was 

nervous being this deep into a lair with only my connection to Julius keeping me safe. Vampires 

aren’t permitted to feed on any sentient race that doesn’t volunteer, but coming into the Colony 

Sanctuary would be considered volunteering, especially if I wasn’t around to assert otherwise 

afterwards. The vampires were contained away from the general populace, but that didn’t mean 

they weren’t dangerous.  

 We finally arrived at Julius’ office. It was on the top floor, further away from the 

Sanctuary’s only door than any other room in the building. There was a thin desk shoved against 

one wall, covered in dust just like most of the furniture in the Sanctuary. In the center of the 

room were two overstuffed antique chairs. They were worn, and the cloth was falling off in some 

places, but they looked comfortable. A lit lamp sat on a small wooden table between them, its 

flame casting a flickering pool of illumination and leaving the rest of the room in shadow.  

 “Take a seat,” invited Julius, already folding himself into one of the chairs. He sat facing 

the doorway. I tried to hide how nervous I felt as I sat in the chair facing the back wall. There 

were no windows in this room. “Calm down,” Julius reassured me, “I can hear your heartbeat 

from here. It’s not like I’m going to eat you.”  

 “Pardon me if I don’t find it reassuring how deep into the building you’ve taken me,” I 

said. I took deep breaths and felt my heart rate slow.  

 “The parlor is otherwise occupied, and this is the only other room in the Sanctuary where 

I don’t need to worry about us being overheard. Besides, you’re my brother, it’s not like I would 

do anything to harm you.” He looked hurt. 

 “You have before,” was all I said. Julius looked angry for a brief moment before bringing 

himself back under control. 



50 
 

 “When you came to find me, I was a newborn. I didn’t have any control. That kind of 

thing can’t be blamed on the vampire.” He said. We had been over this a hundred times. 

 “I wasn’t talking about that,” I said quietly. 

 “Oh, well, we should probably talk business,” he said, trying to change the subject 

quickly. “I know you don’t like being here any longer than you have to. I don’t like it myself 

sometimes.” He tried to laugh, but it sounded forced. I told him about the case, what little I knew 

of it. When I had finished, I sat back and took a deep breath, trying to relax. It had already been a 

long day, and walking past all those vampires feeding on the dryads had brought up unpleasant 

memories. I felt a prick in my finger, but ignored it.  

 “That is interesting,” Julius said. He sniffed and appeared to lose focus for a second 

before continuing, “even more interesting because I haven’t heard anything about it. That’s 

unusual.” He was telling the truth. Julius had a hand in just about everything that went on in 

Arkh after the sun went down. He took another deep sniff through his nose and let it out, 

shuddering. “I will ask around and see what I can find.” I noticed the direction of his gaze. Julius 

was staring at my finger. It was bleeding. The sharp pain had been caused by a loose tack in the 

chair. When I sat down it must have sprang loose, and poked me while we were talking.  

 “Oh shit,” I said.  

 “Don’t worry little brother, we’ll get that seen to,” said Julius. He had sprung from his 

chair noiselessly, and was stalking toward me. “Let your brother take care of that for you,” he 

crooned. His ears had lengthened, his bones looked sharper, his skin more drawn. He smiled at 

me, but his fangs had lengthened, and it gave him a hungry look. I pushed off the floor with my 

legs and toppled the chair over backwards, toward the door. Before I even knew what I was 

doing, I had rolled over the back of my neck, grabbed my hat where it had fallen during my 
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topple, and regained my feet. I made a break for the door. The blood had awakened my brother’s 

Hunger, and I needed to get out of there before there wasn’t anything left of me to find. I ran 

down the hall towards the stairs, but they were blocked by Malte and the other vampires from the 

feeding room. This was why I was nervous in the Sanctuary. Vampires were never as suave and 

controlled as they seemed.  

 “We just want a little taste, brother,” said Julius, taking small steps toward me.  

 “A taste! A taste!” echoed the others.  

 I was forced to back into the room with the abandoned furniture. I didn’t have anywhere 

else to go. The vampires crowded into the doorway; some of them literally licking their lips. I 

wanted to put my bleeding finger in my mouth, but knew that the sight would send them into a 

frenzy. I looked frantically through the room, but couldn’t see anything useful. It was dark 

because of the boarded up window, and there was no lamp. I knew that the lack of light wouldn’t 

hinder the vampires at all, though. “Are you going to give me any information about the case?” I 

asked, trying to buy time. 

 “We can talk about that after our little snack,” Julius said. The other vampires parted to 

let him through, and he advanced. He appeared to be savoring the moment now. I backed away 

from him.  

 “That’s too bad,” I said. 

 “No, it is good. So good. I have been hungry for so long, and you smell delicious,” Julius 

said. His colony was reduced to mewling behind him. Waiting for any scraps of me that would 

be left over. 

 “No snacks today,” I said, and I drew my gun, aiming it at my brother’s forehead. He 

smiled at me. His fangs had extended almost to the end of his chin.  
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 “I doubt you packed silver bullets,” he said. He was within ten feet of me now, inside the 

doorway, and came forward like a cat stalking a bird.  

 “I don’t need them,” I said, “this is a gun made by an enchanter.” Julius’ steps faltered for 

a second, but he looked at my hand, which was dripping blood slowly onto the wood floor and 

took another step in my direction.  

 “I am hungry,” he said. His pupils had dilated to take up almost all of his eyes. “You 

won’t shoot me.” Even under the effects of his Hunger, Julius was smart enough not to say why I 

wouldn’t shoot him in front of the Colony. Being associated with me as family would be bad for 

both of us.  

 “You’re right,” I said, “I won’t lose my-” I hesitated, and Julius stopped, the tips of his 

ears quivering, “my informant,” I finished. He smiled and took one more step. He was almost 

within arm’s reach now. The other vampires where clustered in a tight knot behind him, so tight 

that it was difficult to tell where one vampire ended and the next began. “Goodbye Julius,” I 

said, and pointing the gun over my shoulder, fired three times without looking. I heard 

splintering wood, and dived backwards, just as Julius’ hand, now edged with fingernails that 

were long and sharp like claws, passed through where I had been standing a heartbeat before. I 

hit the wood covering the window hard, and burst through into the sunlight beyond. I screamed 

in elation and fear as I fell through the air. I was four stories up and falling quickly. I heard 

screams of rage and pain from the now broken window over the wind rushing through my ears. I 

had just enough time to shift my weight so that I could try to land on my feet and roll, when I 

landed in a pit of sand. I had felt the ground shift, but had ignored it with all of the adrenaline 

rushing through me. I landed up to my waist in the sand made from the old cobblestones before I 

jolted to a halt. The landing jarred me, but didn’t do any lasting damage. I pulled myself out of 
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the hole, shaking sand out of my pants as I went. My magic had saved my life again, but it hadn’t 

been through any intentional thought of my own. I reminded myself yet again that I needed to 

gain control of my power. I didn’t know who was going to teach me, because I couldn’t go home 

again, but I needed to find a way before I jumped out of a window and didn’t manage to catch 

myself. 

 I stood in the street next to the new sand and looked at the hole I had made in the side of 

the Sanctuary. Julius was standing just inside the light cast from the sun, but I could see his eyes 

glittering dangerously in the darkness. The screams from the other vampires could be clearly 

heard behind him. Even indirect sunlight caused weaker vampires pain, but the more experienced 

or talented vampire could handle anything but direct rays, which turned any vampire to burning 

ash in minutes.  

 “I hope you come back to us soon, Detective,” Julius called down to the street. No one 

was out in the streets in this part of town. It was mostly populated by people who didn’t want 

company. That was why the Agency located the sanctuary there. “I will just be famished until we 

meet again.” His teeth glittered in the dark, and then he was gone. I heard him berating the other 

vampires and tossing them back into the darkened corridor beyond the room, as I walked away. 

My only lead had been a bust, but I could still ask around and see if anyone else knew anything. I 

got two streets away from the sanctuary before I remembered that my hand was bleeding onto 

the street. My hands shook as I wrapped the injured finger in a handkerchief.   
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Chapter 5 

 After my encounter with the vampires I thought it would be a good idea to run by 

headquarters and ask the Chief if there were anymore leads to follow. I hadn’t turned up 

anything useful, but I didn’t want to tell the Chief about the incident that had occurred at the 

sanctuary. The vampires didn’t need more bad press, and I didn’t want to get Julius arrested for 

attempting to eat a Detective.  

 The sun was beginning to set as I walked in the front door of the Agency building. The 

lobby had massive square windows above the door, and the pinks and oranges from the slanting 

sunlight turned the lobby into a kaleidoscope; a dramatic change from the usual black and white 

of the design. Erma was sitting at her desk as usual, and gave me a nod and a smile as I came in 

the door. It was right before the shift changed, so there was no one else in the lobby with us.  

 “Erma, I need to speak to the Chief,” I told her. “Is he up there now?” 

 “He isn’t to be disturbed, Nate,” she told me regretfully. 

 “But this is more important than you can imagine,” I said.  

 Her eyes flickered, and, for a brief moment, I thought they looked deeper than I had ever 

seen them before. “I can imagine quite a bit,” she said quietly. “But, he is not to be bothered,” 

she said, snapping back to her usual chipper self.  

 “Erma, he would want to know what I have to say,” I told her. 

 “He said that you’d say that, and he said to tell you that you can tell him all about it when 

it’s over.”  

 “But, he’s as invested in this as I am. We all are,” I said angrily. I almost gestured around 

the lobby, and then remembered it was empty and kept my hands still instead.  
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 “He said you’d say that too, and I was supposed to say,” She pursed her lips and looked 

upward thoughtfully for a moment before continuing, “This is your assignment, not mine, and 

not anybody else’s. You were chosen for a reason, and you need to deal with it.” 

 “But Chief,” I started. I felt heat flood to my cheeks as I remembered he wasn’t here to 

argue with. Erma had that effect on people when she was conveying messages. I thought about 

running up the stairs and kicking in the Chief’s door anyway, but that didn’t seem like a good 

idea. He might have been fiddling with some really dangerous gadget and I could blow the entire 

Headquarters into another dimension. When the Chief told people to leave him alone it was for a 

good reason. That or he didn’t like them. For me, at this point, it was probably both.  

 “Fine,” I said. “Did he relay any messages forbidding me to grab a bite to eat in the 

cafeteria before I go home?”  

 “Not expressly,” said Erma. She looked pleased, “Sorry I wasn’t more help, Nate, but 

you know I enjoy our little chats.”  

 “You enjoy driving me crazy,” I grumbled, but I couldn’t help smiling as I said it. It 

wasn’t her fault. She was just relaying a message.  

 “I hope you have a nice evening, Nate,” Erma smiled brightly back at me.  

 “You too,” I said, and walked towards the doorway that led to the cafeteria. All that 

adrenaline pumping through my system had made me hungry. I heard Erma sniff deeply behind 

me. 

 “You’ve been visiting the vampire Sanctuary again, haven’t you, Nate?” she asked.  

 I stiffened. “It was for a case.”  

 “Not a very friendly crowd, you know. You should be careful.” 
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 “I’m always careful. This was for a case, you don’t have to tell me vampires are 

untrustworthy. I already know.” I looked over my shoulder as I walked away, and saw Erma 

furrow her brow. 

 “I never said they were untrustworthy, Nate, just dangerous,” she called to me. 

 I waved over my shoulder at her and kept walking. Mike was sitting at a table in the 

cafeteria. I hadn’t had a chance to talk to him since this morning, and it felt like it had been a 

year ago. I grabbed a sandwich without even bothering to check the contents and sat down across 

from him. He was poking at a plateful of pasta in a purple sauce, but wasn’t eating very much.  

 “So, the conquering hero returns,” he mumbled into his plate. His shoulders were sagging 

and he didn’t look at me while he talked, choosing to push the pasta around in circles instead.  

 “Hey buddy, don’t be like that. The Chief called me straight to his office, and I didn’t get 

a chance to let you know what was going on before I got shoved out the door. He sent me on a 

fact finding mission.”  

 Mike dropped his fork into the pasta, and looked at me, surprised, “He what?”  

 “I know, I know, it’s not really my area of expertise,” I said. 

 “Nate, that’s not even in the same universe as your expertise, which you don’t have any 

of, I might add.” 

 “Yeah, I know, I know. Jeez, calm down. I’m just trying to tell you what happened so 

you’ll stop pouting,” I said. 

 Mike crossed his arms over his chest and stared at his pasta, refusing to make eye contact. 

“I’m not pouting,” he said angrily. I looked at him steadily for a minute until he met my gaze. He 

unfolded his arms. “Okay, maybe I’m pouting a little bit, but this is serious. If the Chief called 
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you into his office personally, it’s something big. We handle small time stuff on our own, but 

we’re partners for a reason. We work well together. You need my help on this one.”  

 “You don’t even know what the case is, and you’re already volunteering,” I said, 

chuckling.  

 “It beats sitting in that office and doing paperwork. It’s your turn to take out the trash by 

the way, the room is starting to stink.”  

 “I’ll do it next time I’m here,” I said, “I think it’s time to head home. I had a few too 

many near death experiences today already to face that trash can, and I still haven’t talked to 

anyone who knows anything, so I might as well get some rest and try again in the morning.”  

 “You still haven’t told me what you were looking into,” Mike said. 

 “I’m still not entirely sure myself,” I told him. I gave him everything I knew about the 

case so far, which didn’t take long. Mike finished slurping up his purple soaked pasta while I 

talked. When I was done, I leaned my elbows on the table and put my face in my hands, rubbing 

my temples. It released a little tension from the tightness I felt in my head and back, but not 

enough to make me feel comfortable. “The worst part,” I finished telling him, "is that Julius 

didn’t tell me anything. He was too busy trying to eat me, and I don’t think he knew anything in 

the first place. That was the first time I can remember his ever looking surprised. We’re not 

reporting that incident by the way. I don’t want to start a war. I have too much other stuff to do.”  

 Mike snorted, but let it go, “Alright well, a few people are cursed, that seems pretty 

standard. They all must have bumped a warlock in the street or something right?” he asked. 

 I shook my head. I took a bite of my sandwich, and spit it out as fast as I could. The 

sandwich was filled with some kind of throbbing tar. I shuddered and threw my sandwich at the 

nearest trash can. It hit the outside of the rim. I got up to throw it away, when I realized it hadn’t 
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fallen, but instead had just stuck to the side like a leech. I decided to leave it where it was, and 

turned back to Mike. He was watching me with a broad smile. It was always a good idea to 

check the food in the cafeteria before you ate it. Different Detectives had different diets, and they 

weren’t all compatible. I pointed at Mike and continued our conversation. “Medical has already 

looked at them, and they would have noticed the signs of a curse. It’s also too much of a 

coincidence that both of our Dreamwalkers were taken out. Something is definitely up.” 

 “But still, why the rush, and why you?” he asked. 

 I tried not to be offended at the tone he used when asking why I had been assigned to the 

case. “The Chief thinks it’s going to spread. Quickly.” Mike whistled. The Chief had been in the 

game long enough that his hunches were almost always right. “I can’t tell you why it’s just me 

on this one, though.” He opened his mouth to protest, but I cut him off, “I’m sorry, Mike, but I 

can’t. Even explaining why I can’t explain could have some pretty heavy consequences. Let’s 

just leave it. I’ll tell you about it when I can, alright?”  

 Mike nodded. “Fine, but what are you going to do now?” he asked.  

 “For tonight I’m just going to get some rest. It’s been a long day,” I said.  

 “Sounds like it,” Mike sounded jealous. “You could check the market streets tomorrow. 

You never know, you could get lucky.”  

 “That’s a good idea. No one will be there now though, so I might as well get some shut 

eye.”  

 Mike nodded, “Sounds good to me too. Hey listen,” he grabbed my arm as I was getting 

up from the table, “if this gets too deep, call me in. I don’t want to lose my partner just for some 

stupid secrecy thing. I’ll help with the fallout. Don’t leave me out of this if I can help, okay?”  
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 “Okay, okay, Mike.” His seriousness was disconcerting, “I’ll call you in if it gets too 

deep. I’ll see you tomorrow?”  

 We both stood. “You better,” he said and punched my arm. We walked out of the front 

door of the Agency just as the sun went down. I was winding up for a counter hit, but he leapt up 

onto the roof across the street, and took off at a brisk pace. “Be careful!” He called over his 

shoulder before disappearing behind another building. 

 “I hope I can be,” I said to myself.  
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Chapter 6 

 
I walked home with my head tilted sideways. A beautiful blond was sashaying down the 

street in front of me, and I thought I deserved to enjoy the view after a day like the one I had had. 

She had shapely legs and was wearing a dark blue dress that went to just above her knees. The 

air seemed to sparkle around her, and I was mesmerized.  

 “Stop staring at me you creep,” she said without looking behind her. I was startled out of 

my reverie and quickly tried to look innocent.  

“Sorry,” I said. 

“You should count yourself lucky I’m too tired to kick your, wait a minute, Nate, is that 

you?”  

Great, she knows me, I thought. I mentally kicked myself for answering her accusation 

and giving myself away. Now I was going to get chewed out by some former client and be late 

getting home. She turned around, and I wanted to run the opposite direction. It was Laura. Of 

course it was Laura. I should have recognized that walk anywhere.  

“What are you doing staring at me?” she asked. 

“I was trying to get your attention,” I said, thinking quickly. Laura was not the type of 

girl to respond well to my appreciating beauty for beauty’s sake.  

“Well you have it, Nate. I could feel your eyes on me from all the way down the street. 

It’s creepy. If you wanted to talk to me, why didn’t you just yell?” she said. 

“Sorry,” I apologized again, “You were so mad about my ruining your case earlier that I 

was worried you would blind me or something. I just wanted to apologize again for this 

morning.”  
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She sniffed at me and looked me up and down. She clenched her jaw and crossed her 

arms. Laura waited impatiently for me to catch up with a foot tapping the pavement. “Besides,” I 

said as I got closer, “if you didn’t want people staring why did you cast a glamour on yourself?”  

Laura blushed furiously. She turned on her heel and walked away without waiting to see 

whether I would follow. I did, and she looked up at me as though surprised I was still there. “It’s 

a habit,” she said quietly, “when I’m thinking about something else, or concentrating hard, 

sometimes I glamour myself without thinking about it.” I looked at her questioningly, and she 

met my eyes for a second that seemed to stretch on for much longer. She looked away. “Where I 

grew up, glamours are part of life. If you don’t have one cast on yourself, some people can take 

that as a sign of weakness, and Tierra is one place that weakness can’t be afforded.” She hunched 

her shoulders and picked up her pace a little more. I had longer legs than Laura, so it didn’t take 

me very much effort to match her pace. I thought of my upbringing. It hadn’t been an easy 

childhood, but at least I had always been able to trust the people I talked to. It sounded like Laura 

hadn’t had that luxury. 

“I never asked you what made you move to Arkh,” I ventured. 

“No,” she said, looking at me again. She neatly skipped around a hole from a missing 

cobblestone in the street, “you didn’t.” She broke eye contact quickly, and I let the subject drop. 

I wasn’t going to force her to talk about anything she didn’t want to. We came to the cross street 

that led to my apartment, and Laura kept walking straight instead of turning at the faerie 

paraphernalia store on the corner as I usually did. I followed her, but she didn’t seem to notice. 

We didn’t usually cross paths on the way home, but Detectives kept inconsistent hours, so Laura 

probably didn’t even know where I lived.  
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“Mind if I walk you home?” I asked, “There has been some odd stuff going on in the 

streets these last couple of evenings.”  

“What could happen to me that I couldn’t handle?” she asked, giving a very unladylike, 

indignant snort. I laughed at her response, and she laughed at me. We smiled as we walked, and I 

felt the knot of tension in my back unclench. I took a deep breath for the first time in what felt 

like days.  

“It isn’t that I think you need the protection,” I said. “I have a case going on and thought 

maybe you’d talk through it a bit with me. It helps to have a sounding board.”  

“What about Mike? He’s your partner. Did you two have a falling out?” she asked 

quizzically. She had cocked her head to the side slightly. It caused a lock of her hair to fall into 

her face, but she left it where it was. I had the unreasonable urge to tuck it behind her ear.  

“Mike has his own problems to keep him busy right now,” I said. “I would rather not 

distract him.” 

“Ok, well, shoot,” she said, gamely. 

I chuckled and tried to get my thoughts in order. “The Chief has me on one of those 

‘knowledge is power’ assignments,” I said, giving my best Henderson impression.  

She nodded. “Not exactly your forte,” she said. 

“Why does everyone keep saying that?” I snapped. Laura gave me a level stare. “You 

level a building one time,” I grumbled to myself. “Well, it’s not an easy case.” 

 “Are they ever?” she asked. 

I stopped in my tracks and thought for a second. Laura continued for a few steps before 

stopping as well, giving me a surprised look. “Come to think of it,” I said, “no, they aren’t ever 
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easy.” I laughed and walked on. I described the case to her as close to the way the Chief had as I 

could remember. 

 “So, I just got back from the vamps’ Sanctuary on the south side of town,” I finished, as 

we turned onto a small side street with tall duplexes on both sides.  

“Why did the Chief send you there?” She asked. 

“I’d really rather not go into that, but let’s just say that I have some ties to the nocturnal 

community.”  

“You’re not a vampire are you?” she asked. She laughed, but I could tell that she wanted 

to hear me tell her I wasn’t. 

“No I’m not,” I reassured her. “Can’t you tell from the whole walking in sunlight thing?”  

“I don’t see you that often, maybe you’re a Daylighter.” She shivered, even though it was 

a warm evening. Daylighters were vampires who could walk in the sunlight if they had fed 

recently. The thing was that they claimed that their powers were augmented by young blood. 

Daylighters were synonymous with feeding on children, and none of them had gone quietly with 

the relocation to the Sanctuary. There had been a running battle through the streets of Arkh with 

the last known Daylighter colony. It had been a bloody fight, and there had been casualties in the 

Agency as well as innocent bystanders. The Chief said that it had helped convince the other 

vampires that the sanctuary was the best place for them though. It seemed like the sun hadn’t 

turned the Daylighters to ash, but it had melted their brains. None of them were captured alive. 

They fought tooth and claw, literally, and didn’t have anything resembling intelligence left in 

them by the end of that bloody day.  

“Listen, I think that the magic being used on these people might be mind control. I’ve 

heard stories that some of the citizens in Tierra can do things like that. Do you know anything?” 
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Laura flushed bright red and glared at me. “Those are just vicious rumors started by other 

cities to explain away the prosperity of Tierra,” she said quickly. It sounded like she had learned 

to say that by rote. “Mental magic would be illegal, even if it existed, which it doesn’t,” she 

snapped. “Are you saying I have something to do with this?” She was almost screaming now, 

and we had stopped walking. We were standing in the middle of the empty street, and her voice 

was echoing against the walls and around corners. I flinched, and Laura seemed to take hold of 

herself.  

“It was just a theory. No need to lose it,” I said quietly. I looked down and saw that the 

cobble stones of the road had started to climb my legs, making protective armor. I shook my legs 

out, and they fell back into place on the street. I chided myself again for my lack of control.  

Laura took a deep breath and her voice softened, “I’m sorry. Mental Magic, if it existed, 

would be a dark and dangerous art. You don’t just go around accusing people of doing it,” she 

said defensively.  

“I never said you knew how to do anything,” I said, “I was just pursuing an idea, and you 

flipped out.”  

“Saying that someone knows about mental magic is incredibly offensive in Tierra, Nate. 

You should be more careful of what you say to people.” 

“Kind of like calling someone an insane child killer, right?” I asked.  

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it,” she was almost back to yelling again, but I 

put a hand on her shoulder. 

“Forget about it,” I said. “It looks like we both landed on touchy subjects. Let’s just drop 

it, okay?”  
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Laura nodded quickly, and we walked down the street another block. She stopped in front 

of a small duplex. It was sky blue and had white shutters. It looked a lot nicer than the other 

homes this far off of the main street, but it needed a new coat of paint. I could see a small buggy 

leaning against the side of the duplex on the path that must have led to the back door. I couldn’t 

see anywhere they might have been keeping a horse though. 

“Well, this is the place,” she said matter-of-factly.  

“Yeah, I guess it is.” I said. I took my hat off and bunched it in my hand. I looked up to 

see Laura already walking towards her door.  

“See you tomorrow, I guess,” she said.  

“Yeah, ok, I’ll see you-” she slammed the door, “tomorrow.” I let out a sigh and headed 

towards the main street again. I had just realized I was walking Laura home at night, and 

thinking about what I was going to do or say to make it seem like just a friendly gesture, and she 

had already shut the door. I jammed my hat back on my head and laughed. A cat sitting in the 

gutter chewing on a fish bone looked at me warily. “Women, am I right?” I asked the cat. It 

hissed and ran back into the shadows with its treat. “Cats, am I right?” I asked myself as I 

walked back onto the main thoroughfare and back towards my own house. 

“Yes,” came a voice from behind me, “cats indeed.” The voice was deep, and sounded 

dangerous.  
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Chapter 7 

 
 I drew my sword and turned around in one motion. All the talk of mind control and 

Daywalkers with Laura had me jumpy, and I wasn’t taking any chances with deep voices issuing 

from the shadows.  

 “No need for that,” purred the voice, “I am simply a messenger.”  A furred hand reached 

out of the shadows, and a single claw slid out of a finger with a rasping noise. The claw rested on 

my sword blade and pushed it away from where it pointed at the neck of the figure in the 

doorway. I lowered the sword, but didn’t return it to its sheath.  

 “Well, messenger,” I said disbelievingly, “come out where I can see you and we’ll talk.” 

 “As the Detective wishes,” said the low voice. The light slid up the lithe body of the 

messenger as he stepped towards me. I could finally see who I was talking to; a Maukin. The 

Maukin were catlike beings with long whiskers and tails. They had claws in their paw-like hands 

that they could use with deadly efficiency, especially when they grew them out as long as the one 

in front of me had. The Maukin were people who had no home, like the basilisks, but where the 

basilisks made livings as tinkerers and traders, the Maukin had a reputation for being master 

thieves and occasionally assassins. They were employed, however, as skilled ambassadors and 

merchants, as well. Some of the rulers of the lesser kingdoms even hired Maukin as viziers.  

 I knew the Merchants guild of Arkh had a few on their payroll as “problem solvers.” 

They were talented, and they didn’t come cheap. I looked at the Maukin in front of me 

dubiously. I doubted that his only job was messenger. The belt of black leather pouches at his 

waist spoke against that. They could have concealed messages, but they could just as easily be 
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been holding poison, or spell components. The Maukin used a slow but powerful form of magic 

that required physical components to be used to its full potential. Almost every Maukin spell had 

nasty effects on the receiver, although there weren’t many Maukin who had the talent for magic. 

 “My name is Khaleid,” he said. He bowed, flourishing with both a hand and his tail to 

dizzying effect. I noticed that the fingers on his hand were dexterous, but also rather short, giving 

them the appearance of a paw, but with all the versatility of a human hand. Khaleid was about 

five and a half feet tall, and he came up to my chest when he stood straight. He was the color of 

dead grass and had black glossy spots on his chest and legs. His arms and tail had bands of the 

same black color. I knew that the markings on Maukin showed what clan they were from. 

Someone who was well versed in their culture could make a good guess at their skills from those 

markings, but Khaleid was the first Maukin I had ever seen up close. Given their tendency to 

associate with the higher echelons of society, and my job’s habit of associating me with the 

lower end of the spectrum, I had never had the opportunity to meet one. He was wearing a 

leather vest, his belt of pouches, and that was all. The fur covered anything that modesty 

required, although he didn’t look like a particularly modest person.  

 “So what do you want from me, Khaleid?” I asked. I tightened and relaxed my grip on 

the hilt of my sword a few times, easing the tension from my hand. I noticed that the single claw 

on the Maukin’s pointer finger was sliding in and out as well. If he was limbering up, I didn’t 

like where this conversation was headed.  

 The cat from the alleyway sidled up and brushed along Khaleid’s leg. He looked down 

and smiled, exposing short, but sharp-looking fangs. I was reminded of my run-in with the 

vampires earlier in day, and shuddered a little. Khaleid seemed to notice and shook his head at 

me. “You know, our little cousins are often right about people,” he said, gesturing toward the cat 
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that was still leaning against his leg and purring. “They can sense what is under the surface.” His 

voice was low and had just the hint of a growl with it. He also had an accent that marked him as 

not native to Arkh. I couldn’t place it, but it sounded as if it was from the south somewhere. He 

looked at me suspiciously. “I don’t think you are the man I am looking for. Be gone,” he 

commanded imperiously, standing straighter and crossing his arms.  

 “What are you talking about?” I asked, frustrated. “You said you have a message.”  

 “I do, but I have a message for the prominent Detective Nate. I do not believe you to be 

he.”  

 “Of course I am,” I said. I had lost control of the situation. I wasn’t sure exactly when I 

had gone from trying to avoid this mysterious Maukin from the shadows to preventing him from 

leaving, but I had a feeling the message he had for me was important. It might have even been 

from the Archetypes themselves.  

 He laid his ears back along his head and bared his thin white teeth at me. “You are not the 

Detective Nate,” he said. “I was told he was tall.”  

 I couldn’t help snorting at that comment. “Like you’re half giant,” I said. “You’re not 

exactly going to be getting things off the top shelf in your kitchen, are you?” 

 Khaleid hissed, and his claws slid out of his fingers. They looked razor sharp. I tightened 

my grip on my sword and raised the tip slightly. “I also heard that Nate was a great warrior who 

commands the elements.” He raised his claws toward me and his ears tightened down around his 

head, which pulled the skin tight around his face, making him look fiercer than before. His face 

looked like a skull with fur pulled across it. His sudden change in attitude had me off balance, 

but I dealt with unstable people willing to attack me as part of my job and the experience paid 

off. Khaleid lunged at me, claws elongating as he got closer. The point of my sword was already 
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coming up to his chest level, but he was coming in too fast for me to stop him that way.  If I got 

the sword into position in the next instant, it would impale him up to the hilt, and he would tear 

my throat out before he died. Even if I killed him instantly, I would be alive, but still lost as to 

where I needed to go next. I needed Khaleid, because even though he was trying to kill me, I 

believed he had information about my case. So, I reversed the motion and brought the pommel of 

my sword towards him instead. I saw his eyes widen in surprise just before the base slammed 

into his chest. I put all of my weight into the strike and was gratified to hear a couple of ribs 

crack.  

 Khaleid rolled away from the blow and performed a back handspring that would have 

been impressive if he hadn’t stumbled and clutched his chest as he came upright. He let out a 

snarl and charged me again. This time he ran at an angle to me. I set my feet and raised the blade 

of my sword so it angled across my body. I didn’t want to kill him, but I would rather put him 

down than die in this back alley. I had a job to do after all. Khaleid ran to the wall next to us and 

leapt. He landed on the wall at about my head height, and I saw the claws on his feet dig into the 

soft, aging brick. He rebounded straight toward my face. I tried to twist out of the way, but he 

was coming at me from an angle I hadn’t expected, and he moved even faster than he had before. 

I managed to wrap my arm around his elbow and throw him over my hip, using his momentum 

against him, but his other arm was unhindered, and he raked his claws against my face. The 

sudden pain ripped a scream from me, and I threw him against the far wall of the alley even 

harder than I had intended. Khaleid’s head snapped back against the wall with an audible crack, 

and he went down in a jumble of arms, legs, and fur.  

 I heaved a sigh of relief and put a questing hand to my cheek. It stung fiercely and I bit 

back a curse. This was accompanied by a hiss from Khaleid as well. I looked up from my hand, 
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sticky with blood, to see him slowly untangling himself from where he had fallen. He was 

assuming a hunting crouch. Anger bubbled up inside me. “Oh, come on,” I yelled. I stomped my 

foot and drew my revolver in the same motion. I didn’t have time for a fair fight, and anyway, in 

a fair fight, I would have lost. My stomp made the ground shake, and a crater appeared 

immediately under the crouching Maukin. He let out a yelp and lost his balance, landing hard on 

his side, jostling the ribs that I was sure I had broken and causing him to groan. I walked over to 

where he was lying, making sure to keep my gun trained on him. He was fast, but I was pretty 

sure I could pull the trigger before he could get to me. As long as I didn’t get too close, anyway. 

Khaleid was breathing heavily, and his eyes looked foggy from the pain, but he wore a feline 

smile on his face.  

 “You are he,” Khaleid admitted. He winced as he tried to take a deep breath, but 

continued to smile, “a great warrior who can control the elements. I thought so.”  

 “If you thought I was, why did you try to kill me?” I asked. I sheathed my sword, but 

didn’t take my eyes off Khaleid and focused on making sure my gun didn’t shake in my hand. 

The scratches on my face were pretty deep, and some of the blood had dripped into my eye. I 

blinked rapidly, trying to clear my vision.  

 “I had to be sure it was you,” he said. His accent was getting thicker now that he was in 

pain. He was definitely brought up away from Arkh, but he tried to cover his accent. The vowels 

sounded twisted and accentuated. I had heard traders from the southern deserts speak that way, 

but the speech patterns of the Maukin were also present, and those made it harder to place where 

he was from. I gave up, assuming that it was an accent I hadn’t heard before. 

 “Well, yes, it’s me. So now you have cracked ribs and a concussion because you didn’t 

take my word for it,” I holstered the gun and held out a hand to the Maukin. He eyed my grip 
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distrustfully for a second and then reached to take it. His claws were still out. I snatched my hand 

back and made a disapproving clicking noise with my tongue between my teeth. He looked at his 

hand and appeared startled to see claws there. He sheathed them with a sliding click and then 

reached for my hand again. I helped him up, and he hopped gingerly on one foot as he tried to 

put weight on the other. Khaleid managed to settle weight on both feet, and while he listed 

unsteadily, he was able to walk. “So, I’ll take you to the hospital and get you all fixed up, but 

first you have a message for me. We’ll talk later about the fact that you assaulted an off-duty 

Detective. I am sure we can work out a deal for that later.” 

 “There is no need for a hospital, Detective Nate, the Elementalist Warrior. My people 

heal quickly. I need only some quiet and perhaps a spell or two.”  

 I forgot what we were talking about. “You’re a Maukin Shaman? You’re coming with me 

right now. Even if you are one of the few who hasn’t done something horrible and I don’t need to 

arrest you, we could use you at the Agency.”  

 Khaleid extended a claw and wagged it reproachfully in my face. I remembered how 

close we were standing with my helping to support his weight. “I never said that I would be the 

one administering any sort of magic,” he said. The look on his face didn’t leave a lot of doubt 

that he was simply giving himself a loophole. “Besides, you need to hear this message. From its 

contents, I would say you have bigger things on your mind.” 

I stepped away and crossed my arms, “Fine then. Tell me what’s so important that you 

had to try to kill me to make sure I heard it?”  

“I have a message from the vampires.” I looked at him silently, and he glanced down at 

his feet. “I sometimes do odd jobs for them in exchange for,” he grinned ferally at me, “favors.” 

“I don’t want to know, do I?” I asked. 



72 
 

“Assuredly not,” he admitted. “The message was from your brother,” he said.  

“I don’t have a brother,” I told him angrily. 

He raised an arm in a placating gesture and flinched as he tweaked one of his ribs, “Of 

course, of course, that’s fine. I have a message from the head of the colony. He says that you 

may have overlooked some vital information, and that he would like to see you again soon so 

that he can help you focus on what is truly important.” 

“My brother always likes my little visits,” I said, thinking out loud.  

“I thought you didn’t have a brother,” Khaleid ventured, smiling faintly. 

“Shut up. Was that the whole message?” I asked. 

“No, there was one more thing. The reason he sent me in the first place.” He rummaged 

through one of his pouches without looking. His stared into the distance as he rummaged, and 

finally, he came out with what looked like a dried lizard the size of my pinky finger. “This is for 

you. Your broth-, apologies, the Head of the Colony asks that you eat this before you sleep 

tonight. It will ensure you wake up the next day.” 

“So he knows what is going on and just won’t tell me?” I asked angrily. I clenched my 

fists. I was getting tired of being kept in the dark. Even my informants were giving me 

mysterious missions.  

“He has suspicions that he cannot divulge openly. You know that his position is quite 

delicate.”  

I grunted agreement. The vampires may have settled in to their new home and living style 

over the past year, but that didn’t mean that their politics had changed. The average colony head 

lasted for two to three months before being carved up by someone who wanted their job. The 

ousted leaders usually regenerated, eventually, but it wasn’t a pretty political system. My brother 
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had been in charge of the colony in Arkh for almost a year. If Julius didn’t voice his suspicions 

to me, it was either because it made him look bad personally, or helping the Agency interfere in 

plans that vampires thought would help the colony could result in him being deposed and not in 

the way that he could grow back from.  

“The salamander will ensure you awaken,” repeated Khaleid. “Don’t ingest it with 

alcohol. Then, your sleep will be permanent.”  

“Alright, I’ll eat the damn thing, if it will get you off my back.”  

“Trust me, Detective, if I was on your back, you’d be dead.” 

“Well, I better just be sure not to let you get that near to me, huh?” I asked. I stroked the 

butt of my gun in its holster, and the Maukin gave it a long look before grinning slowly.  

The alley cat that had taken such a dislike to me climbed out of a pile of trashcans that 

were sitting near us and twined itself between Khaleid’s legs, purring. He looked down, and I 

saw genuine affection cross his features for a moment. The cat worked itself free and came over 

to me. I tensed, but it nuzzled against my ankle. It wasn’t purring, but it seemed to have decided 

that I was worth getting to know. I reached down to pet it behind the ears, and it hissed and 

scratched my hand. I jerked back, clenching my teeth, but Khaleid laughed as the cat continued 

nuzzling my ankle.  

“He seems to have taken a liking to you,” Khaleid said. 

“It scratched me,” I said angrily. 

“Cats can be like that. They may be your friends, but they will still fight when they 

want.” He winked at me and turned to leave.  

“They don’t always win the fights though,” I said.  
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“If winning were everything, there wouldn’t be that many cats left on the street. The fight 

itself is often enough. The thrill of the tooth and claw is quite a strong drug. Perhaps next time, I 

will fight you using more than half of my abilities. You have talent, but you are still a pup.”  

I tried to gauge whether he was bluffing, but I couldn’t discern a thing behind his eyes to 

give me a hint one way or the other. “Come along, little cousin,” Khaleid said to the cat. It 

followed obediently at his heels as he walked back into the shadows. It felt as if hours had 

passed, but I guessed it had only been a few minutes. The blood was drying on my face and 

getting itchy. I brushed at the wound, and some of the blood flaked off into the street. I walked 

back the way I came. The walk home was unpleasant. I jumped at shadows the entire way. The 

lobby of my apartment building was empty, and I thanked my lucky stars that I didn’t have to 

deal with Mrs. Wiggins again. I went straight up to my apartment and shut the door behind me. 

Tossing my coat over the back of my single wooden chair, I collapsed into bed without bothering 

to take off my clothes.  
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Chapter 8 

 
I jolted awake, sweating bullets. I suffered a brief moment of confusion as I tried to get 

my bearings. Why was there a sword on my wall instead of my surfboard? Why was I sleeping in 

slacks instead of my usual basketball shorts? Then there was another moment of confusion as I 

tried to figure out where those thoughts had come from. What was I looking for? What the hell is 

basketball? Something was wrong.  

 I dragged my hand through my hair and down my face. I felt as if I hadn’t gotten any rest 

at all, but I must have overslept because there was light seeping under the window curtains. I 

dragged myself over to the window and drew back the curtain. I gasped in surprise and then 

coughed from the dust stuck in the thick curtains that had been released with my sudden motion.  

 The sky was purple. Not pretty sunset purple. Not the-alchemists-let-another-recipe-get-

away-from-them purple. This was a pulsing, malignant thing. There was a swirling mass in the 

sky that looked like a three dimensional representation of a bruise, and from it was emanating a 

dark sickly light that spread out past where I could see it beyond the city walls. I cursed and ran 

to grab my shirt and my coat.  

 There wasn’t any stirring on the street as I pounded down the cobblestones toward 

Headquarters. This felt like a huge spell, and purple tended to be the color cast by someone who 

wasn’t all there in the head. I had fought a necromancer last year who could shoot purple 

lightning bolts. He had been convinced we were all undead, and that he was trying to cure the 

arresting Detectives by returning us to our “natural state.” That kind of thinking behind enough 

power to cover the entire sky would need everybody we could muster to bring down, especially 

without people getting hurt. 
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 As I made it into the square in front of Headquarters, I let loose a curse under my breath. 

The ground cracked under me. People could always tell when I was really upset when I started 

rearranging the landscape. The statue of the guardian outside had been twisted. Corrosion 

streaked the white marble like lines of blood, and the eyes had been blown out, leaving only 

scorched craters staring out from the pedestal. The statue had also been made to bow down, no 

mean feat given that marble was resistant to any sort of magic after it had been carved. The 

guardian was bowing down to a bald figure that had been constructed next to it. It was carved 

from obsidian and left a powerful contrast to the once white marble next to it. The guardian 

statue had been twisted into all sinuous curves and tortured angles, whereas this new statue was 

all straight lines and sharp corners. It depicted a massive man wearing a long cloak. Everything 

was covered except for his head, which was bald. Although the carving was heavily stylized, I 

could still make out a manic tilt to his head and a crazed look in his eyes.   

 I tried to use my anger to force the new statue back where it had erupted from the base of 

the guardian statue and to fix the white marble as well, but my original shock and anger had 

faded, and the magic escaped me. A noise of frustration escaped my throat as I hurried past the 

statue, trying not to look at it anymore than I had to.  

 Things were even worse inside headquarters. The corruption evidenced on the statue 

outside was all over the marble of the interior as well. Erma, the receptionist, was slouched over 

her desk. I ran to her and reached over the scattered papers to feel for a pulse. It was there, strong 

and steady, and nothing else seemed to be wrong with her. It was almost as if she was asleep. 

“Come on Erma, I need some help here,” I muttered under my breath, shaking her arm. There 

was no response. I cursed again. My plans were rapidly crumbling around me. 
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 As I jumped up to the balcony of the second floor, I almost lost my balance in a pool of 

blood. There was another Detective lying on the ground. I knew he wasn’t sleeping like Celia 

though. I felt for a pulse anyway, and my hand came away covered in his blood. I tried not to 

look at the massive gashes that angled up his torso and across his neck. Someone had a lot of gall 

to come charging into the heart of Order for the city with a bone to pick. I shut the Detective’s 

eyes and moved on, sticking to the walls and shadows cast through the windows by the strange 

purple sky.  

 I slid along the walls as quietly as I could. The walls had become deformed. They were 

covered in lines of rock that looked like melted wax, and I could feel them bumping along my 

back through the fabric of my coat as I continued on to my final goal. I drew my sword out of its 

back sheath, silently thanking my past self for oiling my blade so that it drew quickly and 

silently. I came to the dark wood door at the end of the hallway. The frosted glass of the window 

kept me from seeing anything inside except for vague blobs, but there was a lamp on in the 

interior. I pushed the door open and stepped into the Chief’s office, trying to keep myself from 

being silhouetted in the doorway. The Chief’s high-backed chair was facing away from the door, 

but I could see the top of his balding head above it. “Chief!” I called, dashing forward to whirl 

the chair around. I couldn’t help my mounting anxiety. If he was still here when the attack 

happened, then whoever we were dealing with was a grade A badass. As the chair spun around, 

the Chief’s head fell forward. He was unconscious as well. “Come on Henderson, you can’t sleep 

on the job. I need you here. We have to figure out what is going on,” I said as I shook his limp 

shoulders.  

 “You will find him quite unresponsive,” said a voice from behind me. I whipped around, 

with my sword already at the trespasser’s neck. He looked down his nose at me. He was at least 
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six-four and matched the statue out front. Right down to the crazed tilt of his head. Not many 

people are tall enough to look down on me. I didn’t like it.  

 “Crazy statue man, I presume?” I asked. 

 “If you mean the new ruler of this fair city and soon to be the continent, then yes, I am 

the ‘crazy statue man.’  Do you like my redecorations, Detective?” He was completely unfazed 

by the razor sharp rune metal at his neck. 

 “I much preferred the old style, personally. I never could understand why Chief would 

hire a decorator,” I said. I was starting to get angry at this guy. This was good. If I got angry 

enough, I could use some fire. I doubted anyone wearing that much fabric would enjoy it being 

set alight, no matter how powerful he was in magic. Heck, he probably punched my mom once. I 

could feel my eyes light at that one. A little self-delusion can go a long way when your powers 

are tied to your emotions.  

 The man’s eyes widened considerably and he gave a small chuckle. “You are as witty as 

the man behind you was,” he said. 

 “Not much for sarcasm then, huh?” I asked.  

“That’s enough,” said baldy, “my turn to talk now.” His smile showed a certain amount 

of satisfaction as I found myself flung against the wall. The pain was enough to ignite my 

flames. I raised my arms and opened my mouth to shout something witty before I blew this guy 

into a cinder. I figured overwhelming force was acceptable here since he had already killed one 

Detective and subdued the Chief. The guy was getting on in years and may have been putting 

some padding on around the waist, but you didn’t get to be the leader of an arcane police force 

working in the name of creatures that created the inhabitable parts of the world without having 

some pretty strong gifts. I thought that if I surprised him and eliminated the problem, then I 
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could always figure out how to wake people up later, but I found my fire extinguished before it 

made it halfway across the room to my adversary. It didn’t get deflected by a shield, and it didn’t 

run out; it just disappeared.  

“That’s enough of that from you,” said the man, still grinning. His smile widened and 

seemed much less amused this time. He gestured with a hand that was still shrouded in his robe, 

and I felt the flames inside me doused in an instant. He walked behind the desk and shoved Chief 

Henderson to the floor, so that he landed face-first and sprawled with his butt in the air. I 

flinched. The man sat behind the desk in the high-backed leather chair and swiveled it to face 

me. The way his cloak billowed around the chair and blended in with the black leather, it looked 

like he was peering forth from a void. I was still stuck to the wall, and now I couldn’t even move 

my head.  

“My name is Morpheus,” he said, making a steeple with his hands, “Welcome to my 

city.”  
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Chapter 9 

 
“Your city?” I asked, glad that I could still use my facial muscles so that I could raise my 

eyebrows dubiously. 

“As there is no one left to oppose me, yes, I would say that this is my city now,” 

Morpheus said. He still had that sickly, disturbing smile plastered on his face. It was beginning 

to unnerve me. I had faced down demons of terror before, but this guy’s smile was freaking me 

out. “I have conquered the denizens of this misguided land. Their protectors have deserted them, 

and they all dwell within my realm. I would say that qualifies.” 

“What did you do to them? A sleep charm isn’t this strong, and it looks like there is 

something else wrong with them, too,” I asked. It was always good to try and get the bad guy 

ranting. It bought time to think, and they usually couldn’t resist giving away most of their plans. 

Plus, a resourceful Detective could usually escape no matter how entangled they were. The Chief 

called it the providence of the guardians. I always just thought it was because dark magic had a 

tendency to make people focus on the big picture and miss details, like the fact that the force 

pinning an enemy to the wall was slowly being unraveled by constant strain.   

Morpheus turned his head directly toward me. The purple light filtering in through the 

blinds over the Chief’s window cast his eyes in shadow. That, combined with the cloak, made 

him look like a floating skull. “No doubt you expect me to tell you all of my plans while you 

slowly wiggle out of capture, stop that by the way,” he furrowed his brow and the restricting 

force tightened around me. I could barely breathe now, and the edges of my vision began to 

darken. The air had a sickly feel to it now, still and dank. 
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“Suffice it to say,” Morpheus began, sitting back in his chair, “that they won’t be waking 

up without my permission. I have them enthralled.”  

“We have charms against that kind of thing woven into us when we take the oath,” I said. 

I would have scratched my head in confusion if I had been able to move it. “There’s no way you 

would be able to do that without a lot more bloodshed than the poor guy out in the hall.” 

“Ah yes, Jenson; a shame about him. He managed to wake up somehow. I was forced to 

use more…” He paused and rubbed his chin. I smelled a hint of sulfur in the air, “physical means 

to subdue him.” 

“So it’s possible to wake up again. That’s good to know. The spell is powerful though, if 

you were able to take down Detectives with it,” I whistled, “And you managed to do it on a 

grand scale. That’s what is going on with the sky isn’t it?” 

“You are perceptive, Detective; a little too much so for your own good. Well I guess I 

should just kill you then.” His hands appeared from within the folds of his cloak, glowing with 

purple fire. I started to sweat. He rose and advanced towards me. The way he moved was odd, 

like he wasn’t walking so much as gliding. He placed his hand right in front of my face. I 

strained to get away from him, but couldn’t move a muscle. I could see through the haze of the 

purple fire a strange black tattoo on the palm of his hand. It looked like a serpent, twining in on 

itself to make a figure eight. Morpheus let loose with the flame. It dried the sweat off of my face, 

but otherwise felt like a warm breeze. I heard a dripping noise, and could see out of the corner of 

my eye that the window was now a glowing puddle on the stone sill. It was oozing viscously into 

the street.  

I heaved a sigh of relief. He attacked me with pure fire. It was elemental, and he hadn’t 

put a whole lot of power into it. As an elementalist, I didn’t have a whole lot to fear from fire 
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that was only that strong, especially considering my affinity for flames in the first place. 

Morpheus had a calculating expression on his face. “An elementalist? That is a lot of raw power 

to waste. I may have a use for you after all.” He clenched his hand into a fist and drove it into my 

solar plexus, and I mean into my solar plexus. I gaped at his wrist as the rest of his hand 

disappeared into my torso. There was a wavering purple aura around where his arm was touching 

my stomach. I screamed as burning agony pulsed its way out from the center of my gut. The 

world went black. The last thing I saw was that sickening smile in the darkness.  
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Chapter 10 

 
“Dude… dude! Wake up, we’re at the school.”  

My best friend Mike’s face swam into focus above me. I was slumped against the 

window of our school bus. The glass was cold, and through the fog my breath had left on the 

pane, I could see rain trickling down towards the street. I sighed.  

“Mike, I don’t want to be here anymore. It feels like the same old thing every single day.” 

Mike nodded at me sympathetically, as we grabbed our bags and headed into the school, 

ducking quickly through the gap between the bus doors and the overhang of the entrance to avoid 

as much of the rain as possible. The school was one of three identically built high schools in our 

town. It was made up of brown painted cinderblocks connected by skeletal hallways. The inside 

was all bare Formica and steel. It seemed that even the best teachers couldn’t manage to lighten 

up the place with posters of math puns and science jokes. I always thought that if you walked 

inside without reading any signs, you were just as likely to guess the building was a prison as a 

school.  

“That’s the way life is sometimes,” Mike interrupted my train of thought as we trudged 

down the hallway to our first class. “We pay our dues now, we work hard, and in the future we 

get good jobs, and start families and we get to be happy.” He looked slightly doubtful even at his 

own story. I looked up at Mike, he was tall, really tall, just shy of having to duck when he 

walked through doors. He was just under seven feet tall, but didn’t play any sports. He preferred 

to have his nose buried in a book or playing video games to running around. He was thin too, and 

his brown flat top buzz cut and large thick glasses didn’t exactly make him a hit with the ladies.  

“I just don’t feel like that is the way life has to be,” I said running my fingers along the 

plain white wall as we walked. Normally we had to shove our way through the overcrowded 
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halls as we hurried to class, but our bus had been late, and we knew our tardiness was excused 

already, so we were in no hurry.  

Mike shrugged. “Well you can always move to a different state and marry a guy, maybe 

adopt a kid or something, you know I don’t judge, man,” he said. I punched him in the arm as we 

rounded the corner. We stopped just outside the classroom door. It always felt like storming the 

breach when we went into our first period class.  

“That’s not what I meant and you know it,” I said, rubbing my eyes. I always felt so tired, 

no matter how much I slept the night before.  Mike got very serious.  

“Yeah, life does seem wrong to me. I always feel like I should be taller than I am,” he 

said. He shook his head, then smiled and walked into the classroom ahead of me.  

“The hell?” I asked. “Was he joking?” I said to the empty hallway. I shrugged and 

flinched under my heavy backpack. I had forgotten I was wearing it. “Might as well get this over 

with,” I said, and headed into class.  
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Chapter 11 

 
 “Mr. Fletcher, how nice of you to join us,” drawled Mr. Sueño. I ducked my head and 

headed for my seat. Mr. Sueño always had it in for me. If I didn’t say anything, maybe he would 

forget that I had gotten there late, and we could get on with the stupid class. “You’re late Mr. 

Fletcher,” said Mr. Sueño, pressing the issue. He was an imposing man, tall with dark skin. He 

either shaved his head or was as bald as a cue ball. He also had a penchant for wearing all black. 

Today he was wearing a black turtle neck shirt and black slacks. The ribbing in the shirt made 

his body appear to waver a little bit. I sat down and ran my hand over my face. I must have been 

more tired than I thought if I was thinking my science teacher looked like a mirage.  

 “Sorry Mr. Sueño, I was just walking in. Our bus was late, and I came straight here,” I 

said. 

 “No that would be Mr. Peters that came straight here,” said Mr. Sueño, glancing at Mike. 

“You came in after him, so you must have taken a side trip. I will have to count you tardy.”  

 “That’s not fair,” I protested, “I walked in right after him. It was thirty seconds tops,” 

“I don’t make the rules, I just enforce them,” said Mr. Sueño, but he looked anything but 

regretful.  

 “Why don’t you leave me alone and grow a pair?” I asked under my breath as he turned 

to the board. 

 “What was that, Mr. Fletcher?” asked the teacher; he whipped around to face me so 

quickly that I didn’t see any movement.  

 “I said, what’s fair is fair, Mr. Sueño.” I made my best imitation of angelic innocence.  
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 “That’s what I thought. It is fair, Mr. Fletcher, and don’t forget it, or I’ll send you to the 

office,” replied Mr. Sueño, turning back to the board once again. Mike was shaking with silent 

laughter as the teacher went back to writing on the board. 

 Classes dragged on, but I finally got a moment of rest at lunchtime. “I don’t know why he 

hates me so much,” I said, dipping a dry hard chicken nugget into some preprocessed powdered 

mashed potatoes with gravy. I savored the crunch. The flavor was somewhat liking messing with 

a sore tooth. It was painful, but somehow satisfying at the same time.  

 “Well you do give him a hard time every chance you get,” pointed out Mike, gesturing 

with a chicken nugget impaled on a fork.  

 “Yeah, but he seemed to start it. Actually I can’t remember what started it,” I swallowed 

my mouthful of food. The general drone of the cafeteria was almost comforting. We sat next to 

the small stage across the room from the line that led to the kitchen. I was trying to think back to 

the beginning of the year and was drawing a complete blank. I had a pounding headache. Mike 

looked at me sympathetically. 

 “You doing okay, Nate? You don’t look so good.” 

 “I can’t seem to remember anything,” I said. It was starting to worry me. Everything 

more than a week ago seemed to be just vague ideas.  

 Mike shoved two more chicken nuggets into his mouth and spoke with his mouth full. 

His cheeks bulged, and his voice came out muffled, “Hey man, it’s a hard part of the year, we’re 

all tired. I wouldn’t worry about it.” Mike continued talking, but I wasn’t listening anymore. 

Laura had just walked out of the lunch line with one of the salads that they saved for the 

teachers. She always managed to make friends with whoever she talked to. It seemed like she 

knew everyone in school, but she never spared a glance for me.  
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 “Nate? Come in Sergeant Nate; have the aliens landed?” Mike asked.  

 I blinked and refocused on my friend. “Sorry, what were we talking about?” I asked. 

 “I think I know where your memory has gone,” said Mike. “You've been using all your 

mental faculties on that fine epitome of all that is feminine beauty.”  

 I rolled my eyes at him, “Like you're one to judge; the only things you think are hot are 

those weird Japanese drawings of lizard women.” Mike practically lunged across the table at me 

trying to silence me.  

 “Shhh!” he said, waving his hands in front of my face. “I told you that in confidence. I 

can’t help it that I think scales and a tale are cute.”  

 “Hey man, I don’t judge,” I said, laughing as I shot his words from the bus back at him. 

“To each his own.”  

“Anyway,” began Mike, “why don’t you just go talk to her for once? You’ve been staring 

at her as long as I can remember.”  

 “How long can you remember exactly?” I asked. I was still worried by how hazy 

everything seemed. I couldn’t even remember getting dressed this morning.  

 “Stop trying to change the subject,” demanded Mike, “you are so good at talking to 

people, but whenever she comes up, you start acting like me. Go talk to her.” He tried to grab a 

chicken nugget off of my flimsy styrofoam  tray, but I slapped his hand away.  

 “Maybe I will,” I said, glancing at my watch. 

 “Well, why aren’t you moving?” asked Mike, staring balefully at my last chicken nugget. 

 “Because the bell is going to ring in three, two, one…” I trailed off. There was a long 

awkward pause. Mike opened his mouth to speak, but I raised a finger impatiently at him while 

still staring at my watch. We waited tensely for a few more seconds. I finally sighed and 
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slouched back on the bench attached to the lunch table. “Well fine, I guess I’ll...” 

BRRRRIIIIINNGGGGG. The bell went off, interrupting my train of thought, the shrill tone 

aggravating my already throbbing headache. Mike and I stood up from the table.  

 “Saved by the bell,” shouted Mike over the noise of the rest of the lunchroom throwing 

away their trash and heading to class. 

 “Stupid watch,” I grumbled. We shouldered our way to the doorway, getting stuck in the 

crush of the crowd. Usually the combination of Mike’s height and sharp elbows allowed us a 

little more space, but when an entire herd of high school students all wanted to get through the 

same double doors, there wasn’t any space left to give. The vertical pole that was used to lock 

the doors was a safety hazard too. As we made it out of the crush and into the hallway, 

someone’s elbow jabbed me in the ribs, knocking me off balance. I banged my head into the bar 

that went through the middle of the doorway. I stumbled into the hallway clutching my now 

budding migraine. The hallway seemed to waver, but that must have just been my headache. 

Mike was separated from me by the press of students, and I found myself over by the wall. I slid 

down to the floor with my legs crossed under me and closed my eyes.  

 “Nate? are you okay?” 

 I looked up to see an angel hovering above me.  My eyes travelled from the trendy black 

canvas tennis shoes up along the tight jeans hugging thin legs past a tight pink t-shirt proclaiming 

the name of a popular brand. I couldn’t really focus, and it wasn’t just the headache splitting my 

skull that made my pulse race as my gaze swept past a pleasingly endowed chest and settled on a 

blurry face surrounded by a halo of golden hair. The face floated like a vision until my vision 

swam into focus. When I saw who the face belonged to, I nearly swallowed my tongue. She had 

high cheekbones and piercing blue eyes. The girl’s pale brow was furrowed in concern, and her 
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pursed lips became the focus of my attention when they started moving again. I realized 

belatedly she was talking.  

 “Nate, are you alright? You look really pale,” she said. 

 “You know my name,” I mumbled. I tried to lean nonchalantly on my elbow, but instead 

collapsed to my side. “What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?” I asked trying to right 

myself, “Laura, you should be in class.”  

 Laura had come out of the lunchroom late and seen me on the floor. I tried to think of the 

implications about her stopping to check on me, but my head was pounding too hard for me to 

focus. Her face was serious, “Nate, let’s get you to the nurse. It’s just down the hall, and you 

look terrible.” I felt sad that she didn’t think I looked good. I told her so, and she gave me 

another worried look. She flung my arm over her shoulders and helped me down the hall to the 

nurse’s office. Luckily, it was only about thirty yards away, and the nurse was already back from 

lunch.  

 The nurse looked like my grandma. She had a kind, wrinkled face and wore wire rimmed 

glasses that hung low on her nose. She took one look at me and told Laura to put me on one of 

the infirmary cots. There were two canvas cots in a niche around the corner for students who 

were sick and waiting for their parents to give them a ride home. I slid regretfully away from 

Laura’s support. She smelled like flowers after a spring rain. I told myself I was never going to 

wash the shirt I was wearing. The nurse came over and took my temperature, but the digital 

thermometer gave a puff of smoke, beeped terminally, and went dead.  

 “Well that’s odd,” the nurse said, patting me on the shoulder. “I guess we should call 

your parents.; you look like you’re fighting something strong.”  
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 I nodded weakly. “He said I had a lot of power. He must have wanted to use it to 

strengthen the spell, but it can’t hold me. My projection is destabilized. I’m almost out.”  

 “What does that mean, sweetie?” asked the nurse reaching for the phone to call my 

parents.  

 I suffered a moment of fear. “I don’t know,” I whispered. I was starting to scare myself. I 

must have been hallucinating.  

 I really knew I was hallucinating when I saw Mr. Sueño come in. Instead of his usual 

black turtle neck he was wearing a shifting voluminous black cloak. “Dead give away,” I said. 

My voice sounded reedy to my own ears, but Mr. Sueño heard and turned to face me. He looked 

upset. “The villainous black cloak is kinda cliché don’t you think?” I said to him. He glared at 

me and turned to the nurse. I had no idea what I was saying by this point. It was like part of my 

mind didn’t feel like sharing with the rest of me what was going on.  

 “He’s falling out of the dream,” said Mr. Sueño angrily to the nurse. "Don’t let him fall 

asleep or we’ll lose him for sure." 

 “I can’t stop it, master,” the nurse hissed. She grew a long thin forked tongue and yellow 

eyes with vertical pupils to match. She looked much less like my grandmother now, but it 

seemed more appropriate. I felt like I was going crazy. I laughed and stuck out my tongue at the 

two adults. The raspberry noise I made through my teeth redirected the teacher’s anger at me. 

His face looked like a flaming skull. The empty sockets bore into me, but I suddenly didn’t care. 

I was tired; and a nap seemed like a good idea. Mr. Sueño’s bony hands reached from his cloak 

and grabbed me by the lapels.  

 “Don’t you dare fall asleep, you little shit,” he hissed. I wasn’t listening. My vision faded 

away.  
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 “Cut rate demon dealer,” I murmured as I slipped out of consciousness. The last thing I 

heard was Mr. Sueño’s inhuman shriek of rage.  
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Chapter 12 

 
 I was getting really tired of my blurry vision fading into a sight I wasn’t expecting. This 

time, it was a dripping pentagram drawn in blood around a fist-sized hole in the ceiling. I sat up 

from where I was slumped against the wall and shook my head to clear it. I wasn’t wearing jeans 

and a t-shirt anymore. I was back to my black pants and greatcoat. I leaned my head to one side 

and then the other, flinching slightly at the sharp snap crackle that emanated from my neck. I was 

back in the Chief’s office. The light coming in through the office’s big bay window was still a 

sickly purple. I had no idea what time of day it was. The building across the alley was steeped in 

twisting shadows. There was no sun to be seen, only that vertigo inducing whirlpool in the sky. I 

could see the Chief’s ceiling fan, brought all the way from the enchanters in Adamine. It looked 

like it had been torn out of its place in the ceiling and crumbled into a ball by a giant fist. That 

explained the hole in the pentagram. An enchanted appliance would have gotten in the way of 

the spell, whatever it was supposed to do.  

 “That must make you pretty mad, Chief,” I said to the figure of my boss, still slumped 

forward where he had been dumped by Morpheus. He was nonresponsive, so I shrugged, heaved 

myself to my feet with a groan and a stretch and craned my neck upward to examine the 

pentagram on the ceiling. My vision was clearing, and my pounding headache began to lessen as 

I looked closely at the diagram. It was a large circle with an ragged star sketched inside it, the 

points touching the circle. The lines of the star weren’t particularly straight, but there were other 

marks inscribed in all the spaces left. I couldn’t decipher the symbols, but I recognized the 

infernal language when I saw it. Most of the big time, mass destruction cases were caused by 
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spellcasters that had, for various reasons, decided to broker power with demons. The creatures 

from the netherworld flourished on chaos and destruction the same way happiness and prosperity 

came from the world of Order where we lived. Chaos can offer a lot of power to those who are 

willing to sell their souls for it, though. The problem was that selling your soul had a tendency to 

drive you insane and make you crave destruction. It was why the demons were so happy to lend 

you their power. A spellcaster could summon a demon and use it to their own means. All the 

while the demon would bow and scrape and stroke his ego, but the whole time the summoner 

was accomplishing the goal of the demon and, driven mad with power and hatred and pain, 

forgot why they summoned the demon in the first place. The diagram I was looking at wasn’t a 

summoning circle. I was trying to figure out why it looked so familiar when I heard an inhuman 

shriek. It felt like it originated inside my head and vibrated outward through the entire city, and it 

sounded angry. I was startled out of my reverie and ran towards the Chief, hoping I could maybe 

wake him up. I would even resort to causing him pain to snap him out of it. That sometimes 

worked with certain types of spells.  

 “Come on Chief, I need you buddy,” I said, after rolling Henderson over onto his back 

and shaking his shoulder. Even if I couldn’t wake him, at least he’d be more comfortable. I was 

interrupted by a booming voice. It echoed through the city and my head just as the shriek had.  

 “Detective,” it bellowed, I recognized the voice of Morpheus, “You have escaped me, but 

not for long. You are stronger than I thought, but you will not live long in my domain. Surrender 

or be devoured by my servants.” I winced at the fact he pluralized the word “servants.” That was 

never a good sign with megalomaniacs.  
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 “Slaves,” came the voice again, “detain him until I get there.” I didn’t like the sound of 

that, so I grabbed the Chief and threw him over my shoulders. He was a big guy, but the magic in 

my veins gave me the strength to make him only a minor inconvenience.  

 “Let’s get you out of here Chief. I could use your help as much as you can use mine at 

this point,” I said. I turned to leap out the window and make a break for it before his servants 

showed up, but before I could make it to the window sill, a heavy blow struck me in the temple 

and brought me to one knee. The Chief was struggling to get off my shoulder. “Oh thank Order 

you’re awake, sir.” I heaved a sigh of relief and slid him gently off my shoulders to let his feet 

rest on the ground. I waited a second to make sure he had his balance and received another elbow 

to the head for my trouble. My vision dimmed for a brief moment. “Damn, Chief, that wasn’t 

necessary,” my voice trailed off as I got a look at his eyes. They were solid white, devoid of 

pupils or color. They looked like marble orbs instead of eyes. I took a step back and cursed. The 

Chief calmly unsnapped the flap at the top of the chocolate brown leather holster at his shoulder 

and drew a revolver even bigger than mine out of it. He was an enchanter, so the gun was 

something to worry about. He must have been one of the servants that Morpheus had talked to. 

The Chief drew back the hammer of his gun with a click. I shifted my balance to the balls of my 

feet and threw myself backwards through the window. The sound of the shattered glass was 

drowned out by the cannon boom of the Chief’s gun. My shoulder bounced off part of the 

window sill, and I plummeted towards the street three stories below. I managed to get my feet 

under me and land with a backwards roll, leaving me against the wall on the far side of the alley. 

I covered my head to protect it from the brick raining down on me from the massive crater that 

had bloomed on the third floor of the building opposite Headquarters. The Chief’s bullet had left 

a ten-foot-wide hole in the wall. The dust settled, and I looked up to see my boss standing at the 
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window. We locked eyes, or at least as close to that as you can get when one of the people 

locking eyes only has solid white orbs. I was staring down the barrel of his gun as the quiet click 

of the hammer being drawn back again by the Chief’s thumb echoed into the alley.  
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Chapter 13 

 
 My stomach dropped out from under me. For most people, all that means is an 

uncomfortable feeling when something was going wrong. For an elementalist, those kinds of 

feelings had a tendency to lean towards the more literal side of things. I sank two feet into the 

pavement inside my brand new crater. The cracked edges of the upended cobble stones ripped 

long gashes in my pants and shirt and scraped my exposed hands, but it caused the Chief’s bullet 

to miss my head. An elementalist with more control could have pulled the earth in front of him to 

make a shield, but as the shock wave from the enchanted bullets blew me forward into the 

undamaged part, I found it hard to complain too much. I rolled forward onto my feet with the 

momentum of the blast and kept going. I hopped on one foot as I rounded the corner at the end of 

the alleyway. Trying to keep my balance, I sprinted headlong out of the kill zone of the narrow 

passage. I felt, more than heard, another slug whiz by my head as I ducked out of the Chief’s line 

of sight. I needed to get some help. This was a kind of magic I hadn’t seen before, and I knew 

when I was out of my league. My particular strength lay in blowing stuff up, and most of the 

time, I didn’t even do that on purpose. With my amount of control, I could level a city block if I 

was angry or scared enough, but I couldn’t light a candle on command. I was confident in my 

physical strength leant to me by my magic, but I didn’t take chances on the magic itself.  

 I pelted down the main thoroughfare that led away from headquarters. Anyone who had 

been at the office when that spell went off were under its effect. I had seen the effects of that 

myself with the Chief, but that didn’t mean the whole city was under Morpheus’ control. He 

struck me as the sort of person prone to exaggeration. I stumbled when I heard another of those 
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angry screeches emanate from the sky. I clutched at my head and leaned against the sunken 

doorway of an antique shop. The sound was nearly unbearable.  

 “Find him, minions!” screamed the voice of Morpheus all around me. I guessed he had 

arrived to find I had not been detained by the Chief. After all, I needed to stay away from him. 

He would send me back to that other world if he caught up with me. I didn’t know anything 

about how Morpheus operated, and that was a huge disadvantage in my line of work. In the 

world of magic, knowledge was power.  

 I looked up from my hands to see the shadows of two people coming around the corner. I 

threw myself against the door and fell into the store. A cloud of dust rose from each footstep. 

The antique shop must not have gotten much business. I pressed myself into the shadows next to 

the door. The sun had disappeared completely from the sky, and I silently thanked my luck for 

the darkness. The street orbs weren’t on. The purple light, whatever it was, must have been 

disrupting the spells that made them light the streets at night.  

 The two figures in the dark shuffled along with only the sound of their slightly dragging 

toes and light breathing to accompany them. One of them turned towards me, and I gasped. The 

extended teeth and tall pointy ears marked him as a vampire consumed by the Hunger. Now that 

I was looking for it, I noticed the inhuman thinness of the other silhouette. Odds were that he was 

a vampire, too. I recognized the one turned towards me though. It was my brother. The sanctuary 

was on the far end of the city, the vampires could be scattered everywhere by now if they were 

freely roaming. I held my breath, but Julius had his nose tilted up into the air. I could hear him 

sniffing, and he took a step toward the doorway where I was hidden in the shadows. I looked 

down at my arms and legs. They were oozing a bit of blood from where the rock had scraped 

them when I cratered the street. My attention was drawn down to my toes. The ground was 



98 
 

dusty. My brother was almost on top of me by this point. The spell must not have allowed him 

his full faculties, or he would have seen me already, but he had his eyes shut and took another 

deep breath. He was only a few strides away. I lifted my foot off the ground infinitesimally. I had 

to move slowly, or he would hear me. I swung my leg forward silently, like I was kicking a ball. 

I let my leg swing back under its own momentum and then moved it forward again. My tattered 

pants stirred the air, making a cloud of dust. Julius stopped and drew in another breath. I could 

see his eyes twitching back and forth under his almost translucent lids. Then he sneezed. Julius 

shook his head to clear the dust away, and, without any emotion on his face turned back to his 

partner who had been crisscrossing the street ahead, smelling the air. They continued down the 

street, pausing to sniff the air or kick a trashcan over every block or so. I waited until they were 

around the corner a couple of blocks away before I let out the breath I had been holding. I 

realized I was dizzy. I had been too scared to worry about my lack of breath at the time, but that 

had cut it close. As I took a breath in, the dust I had kicked in tickled my nose. I sneezed. The 

sound seemed to echo through the whole city as I took off running in the opposite direction. I 

tried to keep my foot falls as quiet as I could. Detectives who underestimated the senses of 

vampires had very short careers.  

 I headed for the city portal. The lands that had been formed from the chaos were 

separated by the wastes between. Pretty much the only way to travel from one city to another 

was by the portal. A very select few members of the populace could make their own portals, but I 

wasn’t one of them, and I didn’t even know anyone who could, not that they would have been 

much help anyway considering I didn’t know how to break Morpheus’ hold on them. 

Morpheus’ spell had another effect besides putting everyone to sleep and trapping them 

in a dream world. The spell also gave Morpheus the citizens’ bodies as slaves. They were all 
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over the city. The vampires were unaffected and were roaming around the city. I could only 

assume that the salamander I had eaten was not the only one. Julius must have struck a deal with 

Morpheus to give his clan free reign of the city. I dodged a couple more patrols of searching 

citizens on my way to the walls. I would have jumped up to the roof tops and headed there that 

way, but I would have been outlined against the purple light for anyone looking up to see. The 

people of the town didn’t seem incredibly thorough while under Morpheus’ control, but I didn’t 

want to take the risk of their calling him to where I was, or I wouldn’t make it out of the city. I 

was pretty sure that I was the only citizen not under the effects of the spell. I even saw Mrs. 

Gibbons standing with that same odd posture near my apartment. She was walking into the wall 

of a grocer’s down the street over and over again. Her blank expression was incongruous with 

the determination, as she tried to make a new door into the building. I tiptoed past her without 

being noticed and heard a crashing noise as I made it to a side street. I peered back the way I 

came to see a hole the shape of my landlady in the wall. She was bent over a large crate of 

cabbages inside, throwing them over her shoulder into the street as she searched the store’s 

stock.  

 The portal was housed in one of the tallest buildings in the city. You usually had to apply 

to the council of warlocks who kept the thing running to get a chance to use it. Unless you had a 

really good reason, or a lot of money, the odds were slim that you would be able to get a trip 

through the portal within a year of requesting. Detectives got special privileges for using the 

portal in exchange for keeping order in the city, but only when the reason they needed to use the 

portal had to do with an ongoing investigation. The tower that housed the portal was called the 

Spire, and it was easy to see why. It looked like some long twisted horn poking up into the sky 

from a beast sleeping underground. It was solid black, and had ribbing that spun its way up the 
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featureless walls to the pointed top. When someone used the portal inside, a ball of blue-white 

light formed at the tip before jetting away in the direction the portal had sent its passenger. No 

light glowed at the point of the tower, but what I did see made my heart fall. There was a 

massive crowd of people surrounding the Spire. They all stood at attention, motionless, and with 

identical posture. The tower had one thin door at the base that split the otherwise consistent 

design, and there were at least fifty people in front of it. Even if I could turn invisible like Laura, 

I wouldn’t be able to get through that crowd without bumping someone and alerting the group to 

my presence. The way the entire mob stood, silent and staring made me nervous. It was then that 

I noticed they were all breathing in unison. I thought that organized effort would be pretty easy 

for them. They all were linked by the spell. There was no way I could blast my way through that 

many people, and they weren’t my enemy anyway. I couldn’t fight them without hurting them, 

and if I tried, I would lose. I was going to have to find a different way. I slid away into the 

shadows. The sky pulsed like an evil organ above my head.  

I decided to make my way toward the city gates. They would be open, and the city walls 

were enchanted to make them impossible to climb from either side.  

 There were a couple of tense moments when I was trapped in a doorway or on a window 

sill with Morpheus’ new puppets coming all too close to me. By the time I made it to the gate, I 

was sweating bullets and jumping at shadows. I had to get out of the city and regroup. Stealth 

wasn’t my strong suit, but it was the only option when the entire city was against me. I was 

going to have to cross the wastes to find help. Luckily, there was no crowd of people in front of 

the gate when I arrived. I seized my chance and ran through it and into the field beyond. The 

normally green grass was the color of dried blood in the purple light. Morpheus must not have 
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bothered guarding the way out because he thought anyone would be insane to try to cross the 

land where chaos ruled. I agreed with him.  

I stalked across the fields that surrounded the city, stepping high to keep myself from 

getting tangled in the tall grass. It was quite a trek to exit city lands. There was a large area 

surrounding the city that was used for farming. The food for the populace had to come from 

somewhere, and the people who worked these fields made a comfortable living. They were close 

enough to be part of the ordered world, protected from the wild magic beyond, but far enough 

away from the walls to be free of the hustle and bustle of the city. I thrived on the activity, but 

not everyone enjoyed the city atmosphere as much as I did.  

 I was walking through a field of grain, running my hands along the ripe pods at 

the top of the stalks. The normally golden ripe plants were a sick gray color in the unnatural light 

that extended even this far away from the city. They were the color of dead skin. The wisps 

grazing over my finger tips tickled. I normally would have said they felt like feathers, but with 

the bruise-colored sky, my mind moved more towards insect wings. Shuddering slightly, I let my 

hands rest at my sides. I could smell the normally sun-baked earth, exuding a scent of decay and 

wetness. The land was being polluted by this spell. It was polluting my mind as well. I felt 

overcome with a weariness that gave me a sick feeling in my stomach. I walked with my head 

down, just trying to get away from this place.  

I was startled by a white wall that loomed in front of me because. The wall belonged to a 

small farm house nestled in the field. I had a moment of hope. The people inside must have been 

afraid and looking for guidance. They would need some reassurance that someone was still 

functional in the city and working to return everything to the way it was supposed to be. I ran 

around to the front door. It was a little one-floored cottage, suitable for a farmer and a small 
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family. The children probably slept in the loft in the pointed roof. I could see a window at the 

apex that suggested as much. The two square windows in the front of the house gaped dark, like 

the sockets on a skull. When I touched the simple wooden door, it swung open with no 

resistance.  

 At the table, with the dishes still set, sat a family of five. The farmer was a big 

broad shouldered man with heavy arms from working the fields surrounding the cottage. His 

wife was almost as big as he was, with her hair pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail. There 

were three kids, equally spaced in age with one being a teenager and the youngest around twelve. 

I didn’t look too closely because they were all slouched forward in their chairs. They looked like 

they had all just been overcome with exhaustion and decided to rest their eyes. I didn’t try to 

rouse them. With my luck they would awaken as the Chief had, in the control of Morpheus. I 

backed carefully over the threshold and shut the door to the cottage. The click of the latch echoed 

over the silent fields.  

 Absorbed in my own thoughts, I continued through the farmland.  I saw a few 

more cottages as I continued away from the city. They looked nearly identical to the one I had 

investigated. I was still having trouble believing the scale of the spell that Morpheus had cast. As 

I walked, my feet dragged more and more. The adrenaline that had pumped through my system 

had faded as I got further from the city. The rich soil used in the farms looked soft and inviting. I 

had to fight the urge to take a brief nap. My heavy feet began to drag, kicking up dust.  

I continued for miles through the fields. Normally, the magic in my veins gave me 

strength and endurance. It did for most of the magical races, but that perk was especially strong 

in elementalists. For some reason that strength wasn’t with me. The only reason I was able to 

keep going was sheer will.  
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The fields became interspersed with long tracts of barren ground. Only the hardiest 

farmers stayed this far from the city. It was a rough life. There were always a couple of 

Detectives out around the border investigating attacks from creatures from beyond the influence 

of the city.  Finally, I came to the last field. Up above, the purple pulsating sky came into contact 

with another unsettling pattern. The wastes in between the areas of order had a dark overhanging 

cloud cover. Nothing was consistent out beyond the borders of controlled magic, but this was 

usual. The purple sky was trying to batter its way further afield, but was swallowed by brown 

sullen clouds. I shuddered; this seemed to be a choice between the lesser of two evils. Very few 

people ventured into the wastes and came back in one piece. Even fewer came back with all their 

pieces attached in the right places. My toes were right up against the last plowed furrow of the 

last field of Arkh. Ahead lay the cracked rocks that lead to the true beginning of the wastes. I 

took a deep breath. There was no turning back. If I was going survive to do my job for the 

Archetypes, I had to cross those wastes to get where I was going, and I knew exactly where I was 

going. I could feel it pulling at me even then. I stepped out of the straight furrow in the ground 

and onto the jagged rocks beyond.  
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Chapter 14 

 
  As I walked, the sky got darker. It seemed to match my mood. The only positive 

about entering the wastes was that I started to feel as if I had more energy. There was an actual 

bounce to my step. I felt warm, too. The exhaustion and fear I had been feeling were probably a 

part of the spell that Morpheus had cast, I told myself. Especially the fear. That couldn’t have 

been me. I shook my head and stepped the pace up a little. I wanted to get through the wastes as 

quickly as I could. In my circles, I heard a lot of horror stories from people who had survived the 

wastes. Smugglers crossed the barren rocks more often than the Office of Trade would like to 

admit. Someone could make a fortune in just a few journeys running some of the darker alchemy 

ingredients, human bones and the like. There were also people who specialized in bringing glow 

dust from the swamps in the south. It grew in a kind of giant carnivorous mushroom. It was 

poison to humans, but basilisks could get addicted to the stuff after just a few tries.  

 I had seen some smugglers being processed at headquarters after capture, and I didn’t 

want to run into a group of them while I was on their home turf. Even more worrying than the 

smugglers, however, were the things that the smugglers feared. Most of the people with 

contraband were caught after they surrendered without a fight in exchange for help. We would 

get a message by spell or telepathic sending or even messenger birds every once in a while from 

a group that was holed up in a cave somewhere near the city, trapped by a denizen of the wastes. 

They were willing to give up their contraband from the trip and accept jail time to get official 

assistance with things out there. Hard, independent people who make a living outside the law 

like those didn’t ask for help unless they were really terrified and outmatched.  
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 Another thing that could result from getting caught smuggling was that, after an almost 

unfairly rigorous vetting process, the smuggler in question could join the Agency instead of 

serving jail time. This wasn’t a temporary deal either. You served the Agency for a career’s 

length no matter how you signed up. I had never really worked with an ex-smuggler though, but 

they stood out when they walked around HQ. They tended to be wide shouldered men with a 

preference for armored plates sewn into their coats and pants. Their bare arms were covered in 

swirling navy blue tattoos that moved slowly under their skin like lethargic snakes. The tattoos 

were supposed to help them survive the dangers of the wastes somehow. Supposedly, to get into 

a smuggling band, you had to journey to the far reaches of the land to seek out a certain hedge 

witch who would give those tattoos to you, for a price. The smugglers at the agency were 

curiously mute on this point. I had never heard any details of what went on there. Not even 

which direction you had to go to find the hedge witch. The ex-smuggler Detectives joined up to 

avoid jail time. The Agency accepted them, after making sure they were trustworthy, for a 

reason. They were tough, they were experienced, and they knew what they were doing out in the 

wastes. I, on the other hand, had no idea what was out here and had no experience in walking 

through the wastes on my own. I did feel tough though, so I had that going for me.  

 As I had been walking through the fields around the city, I had been trying to figure out 

what my next move would be. I could have gone to Tiera, Laura’s home city. They had some of 

the most powerful mages and some of the biggest libraries of magical knowledge on the 

continent. The problem with Tiera was their politics. Even walking in the gates of the city was a 

statement about political allegiances. I could end up tangled in some lord or senator’s private 

intrigue for years before I managed to garner the favors I would need to get into the library. I 

also didn’t want to risk getting a knife in the back at some state dinner, which would be likely if I 
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openly supported any one part in the ever shifting atmosphere there. With my luck and lack of 

political savvy, I would manage to insult everyone at the same time and unite them for just long 

enough to run me out of town or have me executed.  

 I also briefly considered heading home, to my village in the North Mountains. The idea 

didn’t last long. I had left my village for a reason. I didn’t want to just walk back into the kind of 

reception I would receive there. My father would lock me in a mountain for a year with only a 

small algae filled stream trickling past my mouth to keep me alive. That didn’t sound like an 

enjoyable proposition to me. Algae tastes like slimy dirt, and that was before I even made it to 

my teacher, who I had left before completing my training. That was part of the reason that my 

control was so spotty. The other reason was that I “behaved like a moth in the eye of a 

firestorm,” according to my teacher. I would face the entire village if I had to, but I didn’t think 

they would be much help in this situation anyway. The power of the elements is one of the 

strongest forces on the continent, and having the entire village at my back would give me a small 

army, strong enough to level several cities. The problem was, I couldn’t see a way to get the 

entire village at my back. After a meeting was called in the square, the arguments were usually 

fierce enough that we had to all pitch in to rebuild everything that had been burned, or take turns 

persuading a particularly opinionated villager to lift an opponent’s house back out of the chasm 

he had dropped it in. The buildings were all simple and easily replaceable, and the fights weren’t 

to the death, but needless to say, the village wasn’t exactly a united front on most issues. I 

probably would only be able to get three or four people with a strong talent help. That would be 

enough power to take down anyone I could think of, but I didn’t understand how Morpheus’ 

power worked. He was bolstered with an immensely powerful demon, and that meant that 

whatever his own type of magic was, it also had the flavor of whatever demon he had summoned 
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added in for kicks, along with all of that extra power that making a deal with an infernal added. 

There was a good chance that if we battled our way to Morpheus he could take us all out because 

we wouldn’t know what to expect, and then there would be no one left to stop him. He would 

effectively be ruling my city, the central bastion of order for the continent, the seat of the 

Archetypes. That much evil magic swirling around the structures and beings that gave order to 

our world and made it livable didn’t seem like a good idea. I didn’t know what would happen, 

but failure wasn’t an option. I couldn’t leave an entire city’s people trapped in some demonic 

spell, which meant I had to get it right the first time. This meant I needed knowledge of my 

enemy, but since I had never heard of Morpheus before, I needed some magical help. That only 

left one place. The place I was headed next.  

 I had stayed in the city since I got there from my village four years ago. Each city and 

village had its own laws and groups that made sure they were followed. Sometimes, when there 

was a problem that affected multiple cities or was too big for one set of peace keepers, others 

were called in as a favor. The Agency was one of the largest organizations that upheld the law on 

the continent, because our city had one of the biggest populations, so we got called more often 

for help than most, but even so, the cities scattered around the continent and divided by the 

wastes were mostly independent, and used to dealing with their own problems. This meant that I 

was busy dealing with my assignments in the city and hadn’t been called to do anything 

anywhere else. I hadn’t left the city, but I had heard stories from some of the older Detectives 

about what had happened in times of crisis. I had heard one that stuck in my head in particular 

about a year ago from a Detective named Sunny.  

 Sunny was a barrel of a man. He must have been half elf because he had the pointed ears 

and teeth that belonged to their race but he was a little over 5’ 6’’ so he wasn’t full blooded, 
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since elves tend to be about three feet tall. He had red cheeks that looked more bloodshot than 

rosy. His arms were massive and wrapped in banded muscle, and he had short stubby legs that 

caused him to walk with a rocking motion that reminded me of a ship at sea. He kept a bone 

white beard that was just a shade below being described as bushy, that matched the hair on top of 

his head. He was missing his left eye. He had a habit of walking up to new recruits in their first 

few days and asking, “Don’t you want to know what happened to my eye?” and gesturing angrily 

at it. When he did this to me my response was to look him square in the face and say, “What 

eye?” He laughed raucously and slapped me on the back. The sound from the impact had rung 

through the cafeteria and caused a moment of stillness in the room. Everyone stared at us, 

probably wondering why I wasn’t on the ground. After that Sunny would sit with me if we were 

both in the office during lunchtime. This didn’t happen often, and I hadn’t ever seen him eat 

anything, but he loved to tell stories of assignments he had gone on while us “city dwellers dealt 

with the petty local stuff”. It was one particular story that had me hiking north through the 

wastes. 

 “You ever heard of Cragnok?” asked Sunny, as I tried to hurriedly swallow some soup 

before he slapped me on the back again and made me spill. I hadn’t seen him walk in when I was 

picking up my meal, and so had picked the soup. He snuck up on me with his customary slap on 

the back and made me spill half of it in one thunderous clap.  

 “No,” I mumbled slurping soup like my life depended on it.  

 “So we find this ork sorcerer that snuck into the city years ago, right?” began Sunny, 

ignoring my preoccupation with my lunch and gesturing wildly. “Murdered a whole family and 

just set up in their little house on the east side of town.”  
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 I ducked under a waving arm and dropped my spoon into my now empty bowl. “I don’t 

remember hearing about that,” I said rubbing the back of my neck. “That’s the kind of thing that 

gets around too, why the hush-hush job?”  

 “That’s the thing,” said Sunny. “There was no cover up or anything like that. Turns out 

this Crognak guy wanders in from the wastes because he’s hungry and has decided chasing food 

out on those rocks is too much work. He only has one talent.” 

 “House sitting?” I asked innocently. 

 “HAW!” bellowed Sunny, “House sitting!” He slapped my back again. There was a good 

sized bruise there by this point, but I counted myself lucky that all of my bones were in the right 

place. No one even looked up from their food. The Detectives at headquarters were used to 

Sunny’s stories by now, and since he had decided he had taken a liking to me and they didn’t 

need to send me to the medic every time he hit me, they pretty much left us alone and tried to 

stay out of Sunny’s way. “No, it wasn’t house sitting,” he said, wiping a mirthful tear from the 

corner of his eye. “It was memory charms. Can you believe that? Big old man eater like him, and 

his only skill is memory charms.”  

 “That is a little odd,” I agreed. Orks usually preferred axes and maybe the occasional 

magic-imbued rally cry to any kind of organized magic, since they mostly lived in the waste in 

roving bands. They would prey on any smugglers who got separated from their caravan, or 

anyone else who was out in the waste for whatever reason. This was rare enough though that 

they mostly hunted the few animals that lived out in the wastes. Their stomachs where strong 

enough to endure the spikes and poison that went along with most of those.  

 “So, Crognak decides that he’s tired of eating beetles and that he’s tired of hunting 

smugglers. Fires below, he even decides that he’s tired of his other ork buddies,” Sunny said. 
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 “So he headed to town,” I guessed. 

 “So he headed to town,” Sunny nodded and continued, “He walks right up to the gates, 

and asks to be let in. The guards there ask what his purpose is and how long he’s staying.” 

 “Pretty standard,” I said. I was interested now.  

 “Yup, so he gets nervous and closes his eyes and BAM,” Sunny slammed his fist onto the 

table, “He’s not there anymore,” So this would cause quite a stir you’d think, but no one knows 

where he goes. They report it up the line and start a search, but when it gets time to do the 

paperwork, no one can remember who Crognak is, let alone why they are searching for him.” 

 “So they called it off?” I asked. 

 “Of course not. We’re magic police for cryin’ out loud. Circumstances of an 

unexplainable nature are in our job description.” 

 I tried to keep a straight face while looking at someone who had just said “for cryin’ out 

loud,” and “Circumstances of an unexplainable nature,” within two breaths. 

 “We kept an eye and an ear out for anything that could suggest an ork with a bone to 

pick,” Sunny continued. He had sobered considerably by this point in the story, “I wish he hadn’t 

been so literal with the picking bones idea.” He took a deep breath and continued. “Three weeks 

later I hear someone complaining that his favorite shop has been closed for three weeks. That 

perks my interest and I ask around. No one seems to think it’s odd that a shopkeeper has stopped 

opening up. Several of his favorite customers and family friends have gone to check on him, but 

no one can remember what the guy said that made them stop worrying. They just assumed that if 

they weren’t worried it must be alright. So, I write myself a note detailing the case and put it in 

my pocket, and head down to visit the shopkeeper’s house.” 

 “And Crognak was there?” I asked. 
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 “I assume so,” said Sunny, “Can’t remember a bloomin’ thing,” he laughed loudly again 

before continuing. “I was walking back to headquarters without a care in the world when I find a 

note in my pocket. It was in my handwriting and said, ‘if you are reading this then the ork we’re 

looking for can wipe memories and has wiped yours at least once,’ it then went on to detail the 

case like I said, which was a good idea of mine, because for the life of me I couldn’t even 

remember looking for an ork." 

 I let out a low whistle, “He was good.” 

 Sunny nodded in agreement, “Yep, but I’m better.” Sunny licked his lips. He had really 

gotten into the story by this point. “So, I didn’t know exactly what was going on with this guy 

except that I couldn’t even remember looking for him. That shows a lot of power, but it’s an 

effect that could be done quite a few different ways. There’s a lot of magic out there. So, I 

prepared the best way I knew how. I walked on over to HQ and told everyone in the cafeteria to 

arm up and follow me.” I looked around in astonishment. The Agency kept the Detectives 

running on a staggered schedule so that there was always a good portion of us working. This 

made sure we were never caught with our pants down during a crisis. There were also a lot of 

nocturnal Detectives, so that worked out pretty well too. No matter what time that Sunny had 

come charging in here, he had probably gotten at least ten other Detectives to follow him out into 

the streets. We usually worked alone or in pairs for the bigger cases. We were able to get more 

done, and that way we were assigned to cases to fit our particular talents. The Detectives were all 

picked by the Agency for a reason. Our talents lay in different areas, but we were all forces to be 

reckoned with. Ten Detectives after a single criminal was overkill on anything that didn’t 

threaten the entire continent.  

 I whistled again. “You were mad.” 
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 “Course I was mad,” Sunny agreed amicably, “some dumb ork had gotten the better of 

me, of the entire Agency. I was going to bring him in.” He grounded his fist into his hand with a 

smile. “Catharsis and all that.” He winked at me before continuing, “So we run down to the 

house directly from HQ. Some of the guys were still snarfing down their dinner as we went, but 

all of them were mad and ready to take this guy down. I can be quite persuasive.” 

 I looked at his arms, “I bet.”  

 “So we get there, and I’m the first through the door. We went piling in, and that’s all any 

of us could remember. He must have blasted all of us with those stupid charms as soon as we 

went in, but they were sloppy. We couldn’t remember where he went, but we knew why we were 

there. The scene wasn’t pretty. Cragnok had been chewing on this family for days. He had come 

to the city to find food, and I guess he took the first chance he got. He must have just zapped the 

memory out of anyone who came to check up on the family. The fire place had a disgusting layer 

of black soot on it, and it went out away from there. He must have been using it as a cooking fire. 

Anyway, we couldn’t find even a hint of where the green bugger had gotten off to. We couldn’t 

even find a trail to follow of people that couldn’t remember him because he didn’t leave any 

traces of that behind. No one had seen him, and no one had any parts of their day they couldn’t 

account for. Everyone else had headed back to headquarters by this point, but I wouldn’t give up. 

The shop owner had had two little girls, and I had seen some mighty small bones in that fire 

place. He was going to pay for what he did. So, I bumped a merchant out of line at the Warlocks 

portal and headed for the Seers Circle in the northern wastes. They told me what I needed to 

know and I hunted the killer down. His trial only lasted five minutes.” Sunny’s smile had turned 

diamond hard.  
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 “Seers Circle?” I asked, “I haven’t heard of them. You trusted something from the wastes 

to help you solve a case?”  

 Sunny held up a finger, “Not exactly from the wastes. They live on a tiny little island of 

order in one of the deepest parts of the waste. There’s a portal, a grassy hill they like to sit on, 

and the seers, and that’s it. No one knows how they got there.” 

 “Why haven’t I heard about them before?”  

 “Well they aren’t on any map, and I’ve heard if you don’t use a portal with true need to 

see them you can end up anywhere. They seem to only show up when you are willing to do 

almost anything to get the information you need. They are helpful, but they do everything for a 

price, and the price is steep. I guess Chief doesn’t want people to be too tempted by having all 

their questions answered. When people are desperate sometimes they sell things that they might 

regret later.” 

 “What was your price?” I asked seriously. 

 “You know, one of the reasons I like you, kid, is that you never asked me what happened 

about my eye. I always ask people if they want to know, and even if they say no, they want to 

know later. You never did. Now you know. Not many people do.” 

 “You gave up your eye to get revenge for people you didn’t even know?” I said. 

 “Not for revenge kid, for justice. That’s what we’re here for. That’s why the Agency 

exists, that’s why anything exists in the chaos out there. I brought him back for trial, and I didn’t 

even attend the execution. I had to do something for those little girls though. I did. I got them 

justice.  

 So that was where I was headed next. Sunny had told me that the Seers Circle was in the 

northern wastes. It may move locations, but what could be more important than saving an entire 
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city? I was definitely in need. I just had to head north and hope that what my need was enough to 

bring me in the right direction. I didn’t have the best luck in the world, but I didn’t know what 

else to do. I was lacking direction. I knew nothing about my enemy, all of my friends were under 

the influence of a massively powerful spell, and I had failed in my first attempt to stop 

everything from getting worse. I needed more information, and I needed to know where to go. 

The Seers Circle sounded like it could do that for me.  

 I walked until I was stumbling over every crack in the ground. I was exhausted from my 

escape from the city. I could feel a pulsing energy in the center of my chest, but it didn’t seem to 

extend to my muscles or my eyes. The sky had gone dark, and I could barely put one foot in front 

of the other. I had unbuttoned my coat an hour before the sun went down, or at least I assumed 

the sun went down. I couldn’t see it in the sky because of the clouds. The wind was blowing hard 

enough to send my coat blowing behind me constantly, but I wasn’t cold. I was actually 

overheating. I had been worried about heading into the wastes with no supplies, but there hadn’t 

been any time to gather any with the whole city after me. Food might have been an issue, but I 

didn’t think I would need to worry about a shelter. I didn’t feel cold at all. The only reason I 

hadn’t taken the coat off entirely was that it was easier to wear it than to carry it.  

 It was dark and my legs felt like they were falling off, so I headed off to an outcropping I 

had seen in the distance. It had been a large hulk of black against the darkness, an outline on the 

horizon. I picked a side that was away from the wind more often than not. The wind seemed to 

whip from all directions, so I was proud of myself for finding a little shelter. I had barely balled 

up my coat as a pillow and laid down before I was asleep.   
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Chapter 15 

 
 I slept deeply, too deeply for my preferences. I dreamed about my friends. I saw Mike 

turning towards me with blank eyes and blood on his hands. I saw the Chief, too. He had that gun 

pointed at me, and I saw the hammer descend in slow motion, just before I was whisked away. I 

saw Laura staring at me with those same empty marble eyes. I couldn’t wake up. I knew it was a 

dream, but I couldn’t get away from the prying white stares of the people I knew I had left 

behind.  

 I woke covered in sweat with rocks roiling under me. I fell with a yelp and the stones 

pulled back into the ground, dropping me awkwardly on my side. I gave a groan before rolling 

over onto my back and sitting up. I had been so stressed by the dream that my magic followed 

my emotions. I put my hands on my hips and leaned backwards to stretch, grunting as my spine 

cracked loudly. It must have been morning because I could see the ground around me, and the 

sky was a lighter shade of monotonous brown. I must have been more disturbed by the dreams 

than I thought, because I couldn’t see my sheltering pile of rocks anywhere. Maybe I had shifted 

it back into the ground. My power didn’t usually manifest itself while I was asleep so I didn’t 

know what to expect. The wild magic out in the wastes must have made my powers even more 

erratic. That was a bit of a scary thought, but at least there wasn’t anything out here for me to 

hurt.  

 My thoughts were interrupted by a low growling. It sounded like boulders grinding 

together, and I felt it more than heard it. Pebbles rattled across the ground. Taking a deep breath 
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that I tried to keep from shaking, I turned around. I found where my shelter went. Who would 

have thought that earth toads could get so big? 

 Earth toads were a fond memory from my childhood. They were parts of the land 

themselves, and we used to try and catch them as a game. They were fat and tended to be 

covered in moss or lichen. They looked like clods of earth, usually about the size of a fist. They 

moved incredibly slowly, but they were magical creatures that could move the earth just like an 

elementalist could. They jumped by making the ground below them pop up under them and 

riding the momentum. They caught food by making cages out of the earth to give them time to 

saunter over and eat their fill. When my older brother was in charge of watching me, he would 

challenge me to a contest of who could catch the most earth toads. I don’t know why he phrased 

it that way, though, since we never caught one. They could make the ground slide beneath them 

faster than we could run, and could make a spear out of the rock that struck like a fist. Our 

mother would always be incredibly upset about the bruises I had when we came home together 

after one of those outings, but it had always been fun. In fact some of the sharpest memories I 

had of our mother were the times she was yelling at my brother for getting me into dangerous 

situations.  

 This earth toad was not the size of a fist. It was big enough that I thought it was a hill the 

night before. It didn’t have anything growing on it out here. It was solid shale, and as it blinked 

at me, chunks of the rock flaked off and shattered at my feet. It’s mouth came open with a sharp 

crack, and I saw the glowing depths of the toad. It was literally a boulder hollowed out and filled 

with magic. Being in the wastes for so long had made the magic that gave it life go haywire. It 

had grown larger than a house and apparently wanted to eat me. The light inside the earth toad’s 

mouth was a sickly yellow color, and I couldn’t see anything else inside. The toad’s eyes were 
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the same color yellow, but veined in red and with long black slits for pupils, like a snake’s. It 

grumbled again, sounding like boulders. In all likelihood the sound was actually two boulders 

grinding away in its belly somewhere. I slowly reached down to pick up my coat and shrug it on. 

The toad followed me with its eyes, but the rest of it was completely still. I took one step 

backwards and the grumbling increased. The toad blinked again, slowly.  

 “Don’t make me do this, big boy,” I said to the toad, holding my hands out placatingly.  

 The toad swelled as if it was inflating with air. I could see the rocks that made up its back 

crack and expand, exposing the glowing magic beneath. The ground beneath it shifted, and it 

charged. Its mouth opened and the toad shrieked like steam forced through a teakettle whistle. 

The yellow eyes had reddened almost completely now. The toad was leaning forward slightly, its 

back legs flexing against the ground. They looked like twisted stone pillars. Otherwise, the toad 

wasn’t moving. The ground itself was. I knew that was how earth toads moved quickly, but 

seeing it on such a large scale, it was leaving a ditch deeper than I was tall behind it, stunned me 

for a moment. I didn’t want to kill an animal that was just trying to eat, but I had my own job to 

do and being slowly digested by the magic forces inside the toad would keep me from doing my 

job. I focused on the lessons my teacher had drilled into me. The way to combat elemental forces 

was with their own power. Use the earth, crush it down, it would be over quickly. I planted my 

feet as strongly as I could and took a deep breath. I could feel the magic coursing around me. 

The wastes were chock full of power, it was hard to control, but I didn’t have to deal with a lack 

of resources. I figured if someone else was out here with me it would be dangerous for them 

because I had no idea how big of a rain of shattered rock I was about to make, but I wasn’t 

worried about me.  
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 I flexed my arms in front of me and breathed out slowly. The toad was almost on me. Dirt 

and dust being kicked up from its moving piece of land were raining around me now. I blinked a 

piece of dust from my eye and let the power go, straight toward the toad. Nothing happened. The 

toad’s mouth was the only thing in my sight. That hellish yellow glow in its mouth had resolved 

into dancing shapes. They looked vaguely people shaped, and were beckoning for me to join 

them. I jumped as hard as I could to the side. I intended to roll gracefully to my feet, but the 

ground shifted under me and I landed hard on the same side that was bruised from my startled 

awakening after the dream. I felt a sharp pain, and my breathing became much more difficult. If I 

hadn’t just cracked a rib it was close. Glad that I had put my coat on before the toad charged, I 

drew my gun in my right hand and my sword in my left as the toad slewed around a 180 degree 

turn and headed back towards me. It was still screaming, uninterrupted. I guess it didn’t need to 

take a breath. I thumbed back the hammer on the revolver and took careful aim. My hands were 

shaking. It must have been the vibrations from the toad’s headlong charge that were throwing off 

my aim.  

 I squeezed the trigger, and a roar echoed across the barren plains of the wastes. My aim 

wasn’t too bad. I hit the toad just above its left eye. The recoil from the shot lifted my arm up 

above my head and tweaked my ribs. I gasped and fell to one knee. The shot caused the toad to 

skew to one side like a boat with a leak. It passed close enough that I rose up on the wake of rock 

that surrounded it. The massive eye of the toad rolled at me in insane fury as it passed. Keeping 

my arm straight, I swung with my sword as hard as I could. It cut a long gouge along its side, but 

at the joint where the hind leg met the body, my sword stuck. It was pulled from my hand as the 

toad careened past. Its shrieking was higher now. The sound wavered in the air, the note rising 

and falling rhythmically. I forced myself to stagger to my feet. The revolver in my hand weighed 
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a million pounds. It dangled straight towards the ground in my hand. I set my feet and used my 

other arm to help lift the gun and steady it in the direction of the toad. I pulled back the hammer 

and fired three times as quickly as I could. It was easier to fire rapidly with two hands to steady 

myself. The first shot went wide, but the other two hit. The first hit took the toad in the shoulder. 

It impacted with enough force to knock the toad off balance and its front foot slid off the side of 

the ground it was shoving around to move so fast. The foot stuck while the rest of the toad kept 

going. It started to tumble as the third shot took it in the back. The hole it blew went straight 

through and the yellow light of the interior was visible. It streaked out in places like blood. I 

heaved a sigh of relief as the toad landed and ground to a halt, face first, about thirty yards away.  

The circle of land that had been carrying the toad around lost momentum and sank back into the 

ground just before reaching me. I felt the rumble as it ran under me and came to a halt 

somewhere behind me, at rest in the ground again. I walked toward the toad to fetch my sword 

from where I could see it still stuck in its leg joint. The monster was rapidly deflating, the magic 

running out of the craters from my bullets. I grabbed the handle of my sword, noticing my hand 

was slick with blood when my hand slipped off on the first pull. I had gotten a lot of cuts rolling 

around on the rocks during the fight. I was just now noticing them as the adrenaline wore off. I 

wiped my hand on my coat and tried again. The toad shrieked its loudest and spun to face me, 

it’s gaping mouth was almost around me before I had time to think.  

 I screamed in surprise. A force left me all at once in a wave, and the toad exploded. The 

toad was ripped apart with me as the focal point of the wave. I bent over with my hands on my 

knees and heaved a deep breath. My heart was racing and I could feel the heat of my blood 

pumping in my face. I straightened up and cracked my neck, rolling my head in a slow circle. 

My eyes were closed, and I was trying to breathe at a normal rate as I stretched. I heard a loud 
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metallic clang right beside me. I slowly opened my eyes and looked down. My sword had 

landed, quivering and emitting a metallic whine from the vibration, less than an inch from my 

right foot. I sat down hard on the ground. Chunks of rock were still raining down in a wide circle 

around me. I fell back and lay staring at the brown turbulent sky until my pulse slowed and the 

blood on my arms and neck dried and started to itch.  

I sat up and used my sword, still stuck in the ground, to push myself to my feet. It took me two 

tugs to get it free of the rocks. I checked the blade carefully, and was glad to see it was 

undamaged, if a bit dusty. After wiping it on the side of my pants, I slid it home into its sheath in 

the back of my coat.  

 “So now my magic kicks in,” I mumbled to myself, kicking a dirt clod that was sitting 

beside my foot. A jagged spire of rock taller than me erupted out of the ground a few feet away. I 

yelled and jumped back a bit. More rock and dirt rained down around me. “Ok, ok, ok,” I said 

holding my hands up, “I’m not complaining; I'm just saying it could have been a bit quicker.” I 

rolled a sore shoulder as the spire sank sullenly back to where it came from. I had always thought 

my magic had a mind of its own, but out here that was truer than ever. I would have to be 

careful. I couldn’t rely on magic to get me out of situations while I was in the wastes. I was just 

glad that my revolver still worked. I didn’t know what would happen when I tried to use magic. I 

could do simple elemental things most of the time fairly reliably, even if it cost me more energy 

to light a candle consciously than to burn down a house when I was angry. I was glad, once 

again, that no one was out here with me. I couldn’t stand the idea of someone getting hurt 

because of my lack of control.  

 As I walked away from the trench left by the earth toad, I saw my hat lying on the 

ground. It was crumpled and covered in dirt, but I had a fondness for it. It matched my coat. I 
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grabbed it off the ground and beat the worst of the dirt out of it against my thigh. It was more a 

ragged misshapen cap than a stylish fedora by that point, but no one was out here to see me, and 

it made me feel better to have it back on my head. “Plus it will keep the sun out of my eyes,” I 

said sarcastically, glancing up at the endless brown clouds of the waste as I limped away. 

  



122 
 

 

Chapter 16 

 
 There was no sun to help me tell the time as I trudged through the empty land. There 

weren’t any landmarks either. I felt like I was walking from nowhere to nowhere. There were 

some rolling hills in the distance, but they all looked the same. I avoided any outcroppings or 

small hills that I saw. The experience with the earth toad was too fresh in my mind. It was 

unlikely that there were more out there, considering I had never heard of an earth toad getting 

even close to that big, but I knew next to nothing about the wastes and had decided not to take 

any more chances after being almost swallowed and eaten.  

 As I walked I started to feel a lot better. I felt the same as when I had crossed into the 

wastes in the first place. I grew less tired and stronger as I walked. The farther I got from the city 

the stronger I felt. My pulse was racing and, my limp quickly faded. I didn’t understand exactly 

what was going on, but I also didn’t question it too closely. If something wanted to go my way 

for once, I wasn’t going to look my gift centaur in the mouth.  

 “So,” I began, talking to myself, “this is working out fantastically. You are walking out 

of the range of a spell that was sucking your energy. You have no idea where you are going 

except for a cardinal direction. You are banged up, bleeding from an encounter with the largest 

earth toad you’ve ever heard of,” I caught a look at my wrist as I waved my arms in front of me 

in frustration. Something was wrong. I kept walking, but shoved my sleeve up past the elbow. I 

scratched at some of the dried blood on my forearm. There were no scratches underneath. There 

was no fresh blood or scabs. There weren’t even any lines from where I had rolled on the razor 

sharp rocks just a couple of hours before. I sucked in a surprised breath through my teeth and 
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stopped walking. “Ooooh kay, forget that, not injured. Alright that’s fine, I don’t even need to 

know why that’s happening. It’s not a big deal at all.” I started walking again. 

 “I think that could be an issue actually,” I told myself. 

 “Yeah? Well nobody asked you.” I snapped angrily. I shut my mouth before I let loose 

another angry retort. I started talking to myself to get everything straight in my head, but I hadn’t 

expected it to devolve into an argument. I had been under a lot of stress in the last twenty-four 

hours, and it was getting to me more than I would care to let on if I started shouting at myself in 

the middle of the wastes.  

 My mouth was bone dry after walking most of the morning. I wasn’t hungry, but if I 

didn’t get water soon, I wouldn’t need to worry about finding the Seers Circle. I would just be 

another casualty of the wastes. I hadn’t grabbed any supplies on my way out of town because 

everything had been patrolled and I didn’t want to hurt any innocents. I knew that the people 

who travelled out here went too far to carry enough water for their entire trip, which meant that 

there must have been water out there somewhere. I just didn’t have the faintest clue how to find 

it. 

 The basilisks were a nomadic people who travelled the wastes more frequently than they 

were seen in the pockets of order between.  If I had ever talked to Mike about his childhood, I 

might have had a better chance now that I was stuck out here without any help, and the 

possibility of  pursuit by Morpheus or one of his lackeys. Mike had always been quiet about his 

earlier life before the Agency though, and seeing as I had never wanted to talk about my 

childhood either, I didn’t want to pry. I was worried that if I broached the subject with him, that 

he would ask me about my life as well, and even though he was my best friend, it wasn’t 

something I was ready to talk about. I was even less willing to share because I hadn’t returned 
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home since I left. It was hard to discuss a problem when you hadn’t even reached the end of it 

yourself yet. I didn’t know what I was going to do.  

 With my mind turned to these unhappy thoughts, I found myself walking much faster 

than the energy-saving pace I had set for myself. I was also stomping pretty hard on the ground. 

My breathing was coming in gasps and my heart was pumping. I could feel my blood burning 

under my skin. I didn’t feel tired, but I couldn’t even remember how long I had been walking 

like this, almost running, while my thoughts had turned to my problems.  

 I forced myself to stop, giving my pulse a chance to slow. I waited to cool off, but, there 

was no change. I tried taking deep breaths, but every calming intake of air had the opposite 

effect. I felt hotter and my pulse beat quicker. I started to panic. Was I having a mental break 

down because of everything I had been through in the last two days? I had seen worse, but had 

always known there was backup and support from headquarters if things went wrong. This was 

the first time I had been completely on my own for a case. If I needed to be undercover I always 

at least had Mike with me in case things went haywire. We didn’t go undercover often because 

subtlety wasn’t really my thing, but when we had, he had always been there. By this point I was 

breathing quickly and my heart was beating so fast it sounded like one solid note in my ears. My 

skin was burning painfully.  

 I took in a deep breath to let out a scream and burst into flames. I was on fire, literally. 

My coat caught quickly and fell off of me in a shower of glowing fibers and ash. My hat had 

been blown off my head in the sudden updraft caused by my release of heat. I tried to pick it up 

and set it on my head, but as soon as my hands touched it, it caught and was quickly a 

smoldering heap. The ashes from my hat fell through my fingers and onto the ground. The air 

around me was twisting with heat waves, but my attention was focused on my hand. It was 
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covered in fire. I was fire. My mind was searching desperately for something to grab on to. I 

stared numbly at my hand. My fingers were, literally, flickering fingers of flame. I was 

fascinated by the dancing patterns.  

 I was knocked from my reverie by a colossal bang. I jumped and tripped over a two foot 

deep crater in the solid rock at my feet. I recovered my balance and looked at my hip where my 

revolver was glowing white hot. The cartridges had discharged under the heat. I tried to remove 

the gun from my hip. The holster had burned away, but the gun still sat at my waist as if the 

holster was still there. When I closed my hand around the handle, it just crumpled under my hand 

like wet newspaper. I disentangled my hand as well as I could. I didn’t want to damage the gun 

too much. It looked like something had crushed the handle under high pressure and heat. Which, 

I suppose was exactly what had just happened. I gently felt for my sword handle above my 

shoulder, and withdrew my hand quickly when it met malleable metal. I was just going to have 

to leave them there for now. At least I could take them with me. Maybe the Seers Circle could 

tell me where to find a nice gunsmith to replace the grip on my revolver as long as I was asking 

them difficult questions. Enchanters were the only people on the continent that even attempted to 

make firearms. My gun had been made for me by the Chief, and I could think of only two other 

enchanters that lived outside of their city. They kept to themselves. The Chief was currently 

indisposed, I thought, shuddering a little at the memory of his solid white eyes. The other two 

weren’t exactly on friendly terms with me either considering I had put one in prison for creating 

magic items using the blood of the innocent as a catalyst, and the other was a friend of my father.  

 “Great,” I yelled to the horizon. My voice came out with the crackling sound of wood 

burning beneath my usual tone of voice. “Now I’m on fire.” I kicked at the edge of the crater my 

gun had made. My burning foot went through it like a hot knife through butter. I looked down. 
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My other foot had sunk to the ankle in the ground as well. “And I’m sinking,” I yelled for good 

measure. I pulled my foot out of the ground with a slight strain. It came free with a sucking noise 

and left behind a glowing pool of molten rock.   

 “Told you it would be an issue,” I said. 
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Chapter 17 

 
 Being on fire had some advantages. I wasn’t thirsty anymore. I could see the ground 

better since I gave off my own light, and I wouldn’t have been able to trip over anything anyway 

since if I ever kicked a rock or a crack in the ground, my foot just melted through it. I didn’t 

know exactly how hot I was burning, but normal fire didn’t melt rock on contact or leave 

glowing footprints. As I headed north, I puzzled over what had happened.  

 This had something to do with my magic; no outside source would have caused this 

change in me and not caused me any harm. I looked at my arm and could only see the twisting 

blaze. I couldn’t see any skin underneath. I had a feeling that there wasn’t anything underneath, 

that somehow I had become the fire, not just covered myself in it. This must have been an effect 

of the chaos of the wastes. I didn’t have much control in the first place, and having this much 

raw power shooting through the air wasn’t something I could just ignore. I had been fine while I 

wasn’t using my magic, but when I got scared into exploding the earth toad, that changed 

dramatically. Now I couldn’t turn it off. I was no longer hungry or thirsty, and I wasn’t getting 

tired from walking anymore. Maybe I had become a Construct, a being of pure magic. I was just 

hoping that when I left the wastes my body would come back from wherever it had gotten off to. 

I had to be careful. If I was a magic construct, my magic was my life. I had a lot of power, but, if 

I used it up, I would just fade into the wind and be gone. I hoped that I wouldn’t run into any 

more earth toads.  

 I felt more a part of the wastes as a burning figure slogging across the landscape than I 

had as a scared Detective running from shadow to shadow. Other signs of life began to appear. It 
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may have just been that I was providing more light to see by, or it could have been that the magic 

coursing through my body had enhanced my senses. I saw brown scurrying creatures that looked 

like mice, but were four feet long, not counting their tail. They had stiletto-shaped pointed ears 

and short black spines ran down their backs, barely peeking above their matted fur. They would 

have looked cute except for their bloodstained muzzles. I would have been able to roast them 

easily. In fact, I found myself eager to fight, but they ran away as soon as they saw me. Often 

scurrying out of holes that seemed impossibly small for them and taking off in a mad dash 

toward the horizon. Sometimes they ran until they were too far to see, and sometimes they 

disappeared into the ground, another burrow, I assumed. An hour after I had seen the first giant 

mouse, I found myself running to chase one before I realized what was happening. I stopped and 

forced myself to take a deep breath, although I didn’t think I technically needed to breathe, since 

I didn’t have lungs. It helped calm me down anyway, and I took a strong hold of myself. The 

chaos seemed to have affected more than just my appearance. It was difficult to stay focused out 

here. I wanted to flex my new magic muscle, which I knew would be dangerous. Not only could 

I use up the magic that was keeping me alive, if I wasn’t careful, but I could attract the attention 

of something I couldn’t handle. I was a big walking signal fire after all. It was work to keep 

myself calm and collected. 

 After the incident with the mouse, I felt exposed out on the empty field. The mice all ran 

from me, but I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched. It wasn’t exactly like I felt eyes 

on the back of my neck. I couldn’t pinpoint any specific direction. It was almost as if the land 

itself was watching me, waiting to see what I would do. The feeling made me sick. 

 As it got closer to sundown, I could tell because the edge of the circle of light I cast 

became more pronounced, I saw a caravan come over the horizon, a tiny island of civilization 
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among the barren rock and brown clouds. It must have been a group of smugglers bringing 

contraband from some hideout in the deep wastes, but I was so excited to see signs of life that I 

started to run towards them. Even from that distance, I could hear cries of alarm. They turned 

quickly and took off. For a while it was an even race. They must have had some enchantments on 

their wagon, and maybe even a centaur to help pull it. The part of my mind that was still thinking 

like a Detective started wondering what kind of haul they were bringing in that warranted such a 

use of resources. Well, it wouldn’t have to be all that special, I thought, smugglers need that kind 

of speed just to survive the wastes. They have to be able to get away from whatever might try and 

chase them out here. I stopped dead in my tracks. A little surge of rock splashed up where my 

feet skidded to a halt and cooled to hardness before it hit the ground. It left an eerie wave frozen 

at the point of breaking at my feet. “Whatever might try and chase them,” I said to myself, “like 

a flaming figure walking the wastes alone and leaving glowing footprints behind him.” I sighed 

and sat down, hard, on the ground. It gave beneath me like mattress. I sank up to my hip, and sat 

idly tracing glowing designs in the rock with my fingertips. I must be a terrifying sight, I 

thought. It had been such a relief to see some sign of normalcy, even criminals, out in the wastes. 

It seemed like I was the only one left alive out here. I made a fist and wiped away the patterns I 

was drawing. You might as well be the last one alive, came a thought from the back of my mind. 

You won’t ever get close to anyone while you’re like this. You wouldn’t even want to, because 

the heat would kill them. I closed my eyes for a minute, and leaned back on my hands, gently 

flexing them against the rock. It felt like sinking in putty. The heat made the rock malleable. My 

body wasn’t tired, but my mind needed a break. I had been out here alone, worrying about my 

friends and my responsibilities to the city for too long. If I didn’t find the Seer’s Circle soon, I 

might lose my grip on my sanity. I couldn’t sleep because I was so full of energy, and because if 
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I sat still too long, I would get swallowed up by the rock I was lying on and be snuffed out. I 

didn’t have to breathe, but fire still needed air to burn. Magic was the fuel, but you needed air to 

keep fire going. I looked down. My legs, which were extended out in front of me, were already 

buried under a solid coating of molten rock. I had sunk up to my waist, and my hands were 

buried to the wrists where I had placed them behind me. I pulled them free with the slurping 

noise that was becoming all too familiar. Standing up, I brushed the back of my legs to remove 

the dust. It was a habit that made no sense, since I wasn’t wearing pants anymore, and any dust 

that would have stuck would have burned off anyway. I stopped myself with a shake of my head 

and looked to the north again. I had been heading more to the east as I pursued the caravan. The 

chase had broken the monotony of walking with no rest, but the slog became more mind 

numbing with every step, with not even exhaustion to break my stride. 

 I felt as if I had been walking for weeks, but it couldn’t have been more than a day. The 

brightness of the sky gradually increased from total darkness to a murky gloom and then back 

again. Even at what must have been midday, the light was never brighter than a smoky torch in a 

deep cave. My sense of time was completely gone. I just walked forward. Morpheus controlled 

the entire city now, so there wasn’t much I could do to save anyone still left inside, as they were 

all under his spell. I was in a hurry because I didn’t want him to solidify his power any more than 

he already had, but seeing as I needed information to stand a chance of beating him, I was stuck 

trudging through the wastes, looking for a circle of fortune tellers that may not even help, on an 

island of ordered magic on a green grassy hill that was never in the same location for long.  

I was beginning to nod my head to the noise my feet made with each step. I treaded 

lightly to avoid sinking too far into the rock, but as I was thinking about other things, my steps 

became heavier and they made a noise like stomping in a mud puddle. The rhythmic sloshing 



131 
 

noise sounded like a swamp troll folk band I heard in a city bar once. I hummed a barely 

remembered song tunelessly as I marched. The light faded as I continued on. Humming and 

stomping to keep the beat. By the time it was completely dark, the glow from my flaming body 

was a spotlight, and all eyes were on me. I couldn’t see anything outside of the twenty-foot circle 

of light that I cast on the ground. The illumination felt like an island in the midst of a sinister 

ocean. The feeling that I was being watched became stronger the further I went. I almost wished 

that whatever it was that was following me would show up just to break the tension. I hummed a 

little louder and jumped into a two-footed stomp on a rock in front of me. The crunching splash 

it made when my feet squished home sounded like a drum hit as I continued on into the night.  
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Chapter 18 

 
 “And Sally May, that dank swamp girl, she swam into my heart,” I belted to the wastes. It 

had been a long night, and my humming became singing at some point. There were no stars 

overhead, only the dark rolling clouds, so it was impossible to say exactly when I had gone from 

singing the best hits of the swamp troll band to where I was now, stopping to pose in my self-

made spotlight for the final climactic line of “Dank Swamp Girl”. It was funny that the songs 

were so imbedded in my mind, because when I heard them, I thought they were completely 

unappealing. It had been a really long night. I posed for the last line with an arm punching into 

the air triumphantly. Singing had never been my forte, but there was no one out in the wastes to 

hear me so I figured I could enjoy myself. I held the last note as long as I could. The fire 

crackling under my voice was a snare drum rattling away at the end of the drum solo 

accompaniment. As my finale echoed away toward the empty horizon, the feeling of being 

watched returned. I sighed, wishing I could reach the itching feeling between my shoulder 

blades, or where they would be if they hadn’t been replaced with my elemental magic.  

 Part of the reason I had been singing so strongly was that it made the feeling go away. As 

the night wore on, I couldn’t help but become paranoid about that uncomfortable premonition 

that something was following me, watching, and waiting for its chance to strike. I had hummed 

the feeling away for a while as night set in, but that hadn’t helped for long. As I hummed, I 

found myself whirling around suddenly to try and surprise whoever was following me. I knew 

there was no one there, because even when the wastes were at their lightest, I hadn’t seen a thing, 

so how was I expecting to catch a stalker in the dark, lit only by my own burning body? I had 
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eventually progressed to singing and tap dance numbers, which sounded like someone trying to 

crush grapes for wine as rapidly as possibly because the ground didn’t really stop my feet. The 

activity worked better than the humming had, but I still felt uncomfortable. I was glad the sky 

was lightening again, and hoped that would help drive off the feeling.  

 I was still posing, waiting for applause when the earth jumped beneath me with a solid 

boom, throwing me into the air. I landed sprawled on the ground with a wet slap. “Sally Mae?” I 

asked, confused, before scrambling to my feet and turning wildly to find the source of the noise. 

The sky lightened a bit more, and I could see a dark shape resolve out of the murkiness in front 

of me, to the north. I stood very still. If it was another earth toad, I would be in trouble. Whatever 

it was, it was the size of a mountain. It shifted slowly, one booming step at a time. I didn’t want 

to provoke something that could crush me with one massive foot and not even notice.  

 As the sky lightened, a massive tortoise head swam into clarity above me. It looked like it 

was covered in stone, but not made of stone like the earth toad had been. I could see leathery 

cracked skin beneath the gaps in the rocklike plating on its head and neck. “My you’ve gotten 

big Sally Mae,” I couldn’t help saying as the head swung over me. It must have been a city block 

above me, but I could see every detail in the tortoise’s face, thanks to its size. I stared into one of 

the massive green eyes of the tortoise. It blinked slowly at me, never slowing its pace. I stood, 

fixated, as a foot crashed down thirty yards away from me, too close. The earth flew away from 

the foot in a wave and sent me flying backwards, out from under the tortoise’s shell. I gasped. I 

had known it was huge, but the massive shell looked like an actual mountain. There were even 

some stunted trees growing sporadically along its sides. The shell rose into the cloud layer and 

beyond. A few errant sparks flickered past my vision, and I realized they had come from my 

mouth, which was hanging open at the sight.  
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 “Well don’t just stare boy. Get climbing,” a woman’s voice echoed down from above.  

 “Who are you?” I asked, “Why are you a giant turtle?”  

 “If you make it to the top, we will explain everything. Otherwise it won’t matter. Also, 

it’s a tortoise, and he doesn’t like when people get that wrong.” Another giant foot stomped 

home into the earth with a thunderous crash, as if in agreement. This time the voice sounded like 

a young girl talking. Different members of the Seers Circle, I guessed.  

 “Why do you want me to climb the tur- the tortoise?” I asked, swallowing. There was no 

answer. I felt like the few days in the waste had been a lonely eternity though, so I was willing to 

try anything. I balled my hands into fists and waited for my moment. Another foot came crashing 

down into the rocks. I took off at a dead sprint towards the walking mountain.  

 I ran straight towards the foot that had just landed, figuring that would give me the most 

time. It was the rear right leg of the tortoise and as I got closer I saw that it had some ledges 

notched into the rocky plates that covered it. They were rough, and not big enough to stand on, 

but would make for good handholds for climbing. I almost made it to the leg when the next 

massive pillar of a leg thundered into the earth. I cursed and jumped as hard as I could. The 

ground flew under me in an undulating wave as I slammed into the leg I was been aiming for. I 

began to slide down the rock as I scrabbled for purchase. I grabbed a handhold and thanked my 

luck that I didn’t melt through it. Whatever this tortoise was made of, it was stronger than the 

rock I had been walking on. I took a moment for a deep breath and then started climbing. I 

needed to get above the knee before this leg moved again. If I didn’t then it would be nearly 

impossible to hang on to one of these thin ledges while hurtling through the air. The tortoise was 

gigantic, and that made it appear to move slowly, but it covered large distances with each stride. 
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The leg would move a great deal before it was set back down again, and I needed to get to more 

solid ground before that happened. I climbed as fast as I could.  

 It was difficult to see where to put my hands as I climbed. I was so close to the wall that 

the light from my fire was blocked by any little ledge or outcropping. I could only see a few feet 

above my head. The stone skin I was climbing on didn’t even glow when I grabbed it. This 

showed how hardy the tortoise was, but it also made it that much more difficult to see what I was 

doing. The limb was so big around that it felt like I was climbing a flat wall. I couldn’t even 

make out the curve of the leg. It was hard to imagine what I was climbing, but I had been thrown 

clear once by the massive feet, almost twice with how close I had cut it running to get a start 

climbing, and I wasn’t about to forget what I was dealing with. I heard another boom below me. 

That meant there was one more leg still to move before mine did again. I grunted and upped my 

pace even more. Even with all the magic coursing through my veins and the lack of a physical 

body, I was getting tired. I had to concentrate on every single move I made to keep from falling, 

and I was using every muscle, or what would be a muscle, in my body to hold myself in place. 

That kind of complete effort would take a toll on anything, and it was taking its toll on me. I 

hoped that there was a ledge big enough to rest on somewhere between where I was, on the 

upper calf of the tortoise by now by my estimate, and the top. Either that or maybe it wasn’t as 

big as it looked from down on the ground. I snorted at my own optimism and placed myself in 

another foothold, lunging upward. Another boom sounded as the final leg landed before the one I 

was climbing. I didn’t have much time. I pushed off another grip and banged my head on a 

ledge. It went as far as I could see in either direction. I wasn’t going to be able to climb around it.  

 “Please be the knee,” I gasped. I didn’t have much time before the leg started moving, 

and I needed to find a good place to hold on before that happened. I made sure both of my feet 
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and hands had solid grips on each ledge, and then pushed off with all of them at once, jumping 

towards the lip of the outcropping that was barring my way. As soon as I had let go, flying 

through the air, the leg started to move. I let out a yell as the wall I was climbing moved away 

from me.  

 I cursed and reached for the rapidly retreating ledge. I didn’t know how my body would 

handle being dropped several hundred yards to the ground, but I was hoping not to find out. The 

leg sped past me as I reached the top of my jump. It was just out of reach. I would be falling 

through the empty air in the space of a heartbeat. I stretched again, and my fingers brushed the 

overhang. It really did go all the way around. I guessed it was part of the tortoise’s kneecap. 

Toward the back of the knee, the plating flared out for the joint at the back. It was the very tip of 

that flare that I had brushed against. I clung to it with one hand as desperately as I could, grateful 

that I didn’t currently have any fingernails to be torn off by the surrounding rocks. The wind 

whistled past me as the leg plowed through the air. I might have been about to die, but I 

wondered yet again at how massive the turtle was that a step took as long as thirty seconds to be 

set down again. With that thought, the leg crashed into the ground. I was swung forward and 

almost jarred from my handhold. I swung bodily into the wall, the force knocking a pained grunt 

out of me. I scrambled with both feet for purchase on the rocky plate I was hanging from. My 

other arm was dangling off the back of the knee and I couldn’t reach anything with it. I finally 

got a grip and climbed upward as fast as I could. My arms and legs were shaking hard by this 

point. I couldn’t tell if it was because of the adrenaline rush from almost dying, or because of 

exhaustion. Either way was not a good sign, and I needed to find somewhere to rest soon.  

 My hopes proved to be fruitful when I got to the top of the knee. I had tried not to think 

about whether that ledge on the bottom would have a counterpart. If it did, I would have 
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somewhere wide enough to sit for a while and rest. I was rewarded for my optimism when 

another part of the rock angled towards the tortoise’s skin.  I planted my hands on it and hauled 

myself up. This ledge was identical to the one I jumped over down below, but now it was 

positioned with its flat face towards the murky sky, so I could take the load off of my arms and 

legs. There was even a crater that I could use to hang on to. I stuck my arm in elbow first. When 

I relaxed the arm, it got stuck in the crater, giving me a strong hold on the wall. This meant that I 

could relax without having to worry about an errant gust of wind knocking me off. It also meant 

that I could rest past the point when the leg took another step. I stayed where I was until my 

limbs stopped shaking and my heartbeat slowed to a manageable rate. I tried not to think about 

what was making the throbbing in my chest and temples. I didn’t even know if I had a heart in 

my chest at that moment, and if it wasn’t a heart, it could be any number of things, from a nexus 

of magical energy to a small fire demon. None of the possibilities sounded enjoyable.  

 I was thinking too much, so I decided to climb on. It was a nice place, but even with my 

arm wedged in the crater I couldn’t rest there forever, and I had a job to do. I hurried up the rest 

of the leg. I was used to the pattern of ledges of rock and the creases in the thick skin of the 

tortoise now, so there was no trouble with that part of the journey. I was beginning to wonder 

what the top of the shell would look like when I was forced to stop. I had come to the shell. The 

abutment created by its outward flaring was much wider than the little pittance of a ledge I had 

jumped earlier. There was no way I would be able to leap that far away from the tortoise to grab 

on to the next part. To top things off, I was high enough now that the whole body moved with 

each step, so there wasn’t a way to let go completely, because of the chance the body of the 

tortoise might move away from me and I would be left falling away from the wall. Down on the 
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leg, I had taken the chance because it only moved a quarter of the time, but up here the body was 

always moving. I had to find another way around this obstacle.  

 I thanked my lucky stars I didn’t need sleep as I started to shimmy around the shell. The 

size of the mountainous animal meant I could be climbing for days looking for some way to get 

around the shell’s edge. Both directions looked the same, but since I had just finished the back 

leg, I headed towards the front to make sure I didn’t get exposed to anything regrettable. I had 

already had a pretty tough time since leaving the city, and I didn’t want to add behemoth tortoise 

poop to my list of woes. The joint of the leg where it connected to the shell had rising and falling 

lines of skin that blocked my view. I was between two of them at the moment, so I had to climb 

out away from the tortoise and then back in a pattern that, combined with the motion of the 

tortoise’s steps, was quite dizzying. I was just glad there wasn’t enough light in the wastes for 

me to see the ground from where I was. All of the different directions of movement caused by 

my climbing, combined with the tortoise’s rocking motion and the vision of seeing the ground 

rush past in the far distance would have made me sick.  

 I had only sidled around four or five wedges when I found what I was looking for. There 

was a hole in the shell’s rim that went all the way through. It looked like the shell had just grown 

around a gap of empty space, but it was right next to the skin, so I could climb through without 

having to let go and try to jump. I squeezed my way in close to the tortoise’s body near the hole. 

The shell was even thicker than I thought, and the insides of the hole were devoid of handholds. I 

pushed a hand up into the gap and felt the interior walls. At least it was rough. That would keep 

my hands and feet from slipping. The hole was perfectly circular, and I could see the brown 

clouds of the sky at the other end of the vertical tunnel it made in the shell. I gingerly put one 

hand on either side of the passage. It was just wide enough for me to straighten my arms between 
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the two walls but keep my elbows slightly bent. I heaved my way up into the tunnel and stuck 

out my feet to catch the walls as well. I climbed by moving one foot or hand at a time and using 

the pressure of my other limbs to hold me in place on the wall. It was a slow and difficult way to 

go, but I preferred it to circling the entire tortoise shell looking for an easier place to climb. At 

that moment, I wasn’t looking for easy; I was just looking for possible. The hold was about three 

times as deep as I was tall. So it wasn’t a short climb. When I was about halfway through, I 

wondered why the fire on my hands and feet created enough friction to hold me in place. 

Immediately, I began to slide back towards the bottom of the tunnel, and the hole that led to the 

abyss of open air and then the hard and unforgiving ground. “Don’t think about it, don’t think 

about it, don’t think about it,” I said to myself, faster and faster as the speed of my slide 

increased. I abruptly stopped, and decided not to wonder about how things affected by the chaos 

of the wastes worked anymore. I started climbing again.  

 I made it out of the hole without any more trouble and stood surveying the top of the 

shell. The carapace was made up of long rolling plates that could easily have been mistaken for 

hills because of their size. The whole surface was incredibly slick, and my feet shifted a little 

with each shuddering step of the tortoise’s legs below me. The motion was drastically decreased 

this far up, but it was still detectable, and I would have to be careful of where and when I stepped 

because of how slippery the surface of the shell was. The shell slanted up toward the sky, and got 

steeper the further up I looked. There were more of the scrubby trees that I had seen down below 

the shell. They looked healthier than the ones clinging for life on the constantly moving 

underside of the tortoise, but they weren’t much bigger. The trunks were twisted and the leaves 

were a silvery green, but they were the first plant life I had seen since leaving the city, so they 

were a pleasant surprise.   
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 Up above me, maybe fifty feet or so, I could see the bottom of the swirling clouds. They 

were a definite barrier in the sky. They shifted and moved restlessly, but the boundary between 

clear air and murky clouds was never raised or lowered. It stayed constant. The tortoise shell 

disappeared into the clouds without disturbing the boundary. I shook my arms out and started 

walking up the slope. The fire of my skin was burning low and blue because of the strong winds 

whipping around at this altitude. Occasionally, there would be a gust strong enough to shift my 

feet a few feet to the left or right along the smooth surface. It made my stomach drop through my 

feet every time. 

 I slowly inched my way toward the point where the shell went through the clouds. The 

way became more difficult as the slope got progressively steeper. A strong wind blew me along, 

until I came to a seam in the shell’s paneling. My feet stuck and I decided to use it for traction. I 

shuffled my way forward, following the slightly curved path formed by the paneling. A few trees 

grew in the gaps between the plates of the shells, and I was occasionally forced to leave my 

slight indentation because one blocked my path. I was almost to the barrier of the clouds, when I 

was forced out of my path by another tree. It was twisted and gnarled by the constant wind and 

had thin silvery leaves like a willow, but the branches were hard and short, not long and flexible 

like a willow’s normally were. The tree leaned wildly down slope, but seemed to be solidly 

rooted in the shell. The angle of the ground was too steep to walk on comfortably, but too 

shallow to climb using hands and feet. I settled for walking hunched over, when the wind caught 

me in the side and sent me sprawling. I windmilled my arms trying to keep my balance, and 

grabbed onto the tree. My hand tangled in the leaves for a split second. I pulled on the branch to 

right myself, and went right through it. I forgot that I was still made of flames, and in that 

moment, I lost my balance. The tree was burning, and I no longer had a grip, having reduced the 
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branch to ash. My feet left the shell completely and I flew into the air. I landed hard, and the 

wind pushed me down the slope. My hands scraped on the smooth surface as I tried to find a 

hand hold. I slid to a stop as the wind died. Shakily, I drew my legs under me and got to my feet. 

I slid again and I quickly bent low and held my hands out for balance. I overreacted, but the fall 

had made me jumpy. I shuffled over to another seam in the shell and made my way upward 

again. I slid my feet along the gap between the plates without lifting them anymore. I was not 

going to take any chances. When I got back to the place I had fallen, I walked straight through 

the still burning tree. It went up with a crackle, and it soon fell into a glowing pile. I glanced 

back at it after a few paces, but the wind had already whisked away what was left of the ash. It 

was as if the tree had never been there. I ground my feet into the shell and grimaced as I 

continued higher. I was not going to let anything stop me anymore. I didn’t know how long I had 

been climbing, but I was going to get to the top. I had a job to do and this was just one part of it.  

 The shell got steeper, and I was forced to crawl up on my hands and knees. I slid a foot 

back for every two feet I climbed, but I was moving forward. 

 Eventually, I came to the barrier between the clouds and the shell. I couldn’t see into the 

clouds at all. For all I knew the shell stopped as soon as it touched the roiling clouds above me. I 

gingerly reached a hand into the brown swirling mass and flinched. If they had been real clouds 

there would have been a loud hiss, and I may have pulled my flaming arm back without a hand, 

but there was only silence. I couldn’t see it anymore, but I could feel my fingers flexing on the 

other side of the cloud. I had heard that amputees could still feel their limbs sometimes, though, 

after they had been cut off. The lack of noise could have been caused by whatever was keeping 

the clouds in a perfectly straight barrier as well. For all I knew I had just removed my own hand. 

I took a deep breath. Some sparks drifted out of my mouth and danced up into the cloud. I 
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watched them wink out as they passed through. I pulled my arm back and heaved a sigh of relief 

when I saw it was still there. I hadn’t come this far just to back down, so I squared my shoulders 

and climbed. The panels in the shell had shrunk to about the same height as me, and a little less 

wide than my outstretched arms. This made it possible to climb higher. If the panels had stayed 

the same size, I would have had nothing to grab onto, but this way I could jam my fingers into 

the seams of the shell for handholds. It was difficult and slow going. As soon as my head broke 

the bottom surface of the clouds I felt relieved. I hadn’t just beheaded myself by putting out my 

head in a cloud made of water. My hand had come back in one piece, but I was still nervous. I 

didn’t know how my body was formed, and what really kept it working. Saying magic was 

keeping me alive was all well and good, but I didn’t know why magic was keeping me alive and 

burning, I just figured it was. It became more and more apparent that these clouds were magical 

constructs, probably formed from all the chaos magic flying around. I thought about why the 

clouds were so uniform when they were made of chaos, but quickly shied away from that line of 

thinking, remembering the last time I had questioned magic out here. I couldn’t see my hand in 

front of my face in the brown swirl of the clouds, and I didn’t want them to suddenly decide to 

go all the way to the ground just because I had pointed out they were being orderly. The 

climbing became more difficult because I couldn’t see anything, but the shell panels became a 

little smaller, which made my climbing easier. The handholds were closer together, and the shell 

became a little rougher. The extra traction added by the shell meant that I could put my feet 

directly on it and push off without having them on a seam in the shell. I climbed faster, and after 

three or four body lengths of climbing in the clouds, my head broke the surface.  

 I let out a gasp of surprise when I looked up to see the real sky for the first time in what 

felt like weeks. It had been lit with the murky light of what I assumed was daylight down below, 
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so I was surprised to see a deep indigo sky filled with stars above the clouds. There were more 

stars than I could see when I was in the city, but even the basic constellations seemed different. I 

looked for my favorite constellation, Identious, the flaming bull, but he wasn’t where he should 

have been in the sky. He always rose above the building across from my window at the same 

time the moon set, both at my home in the village and my apartment in the city, so I knew where 

he would be, but instead there was an odd seven pointed cluster of stars where Indentious would 

be. I knew that stars were different on different parts of the continent, but I had only been 

walking a few days, so that didn’t make any sense. I climbed all the way out of the clouds, and 

checked my feet to make sure they were still there. I wiggled my flaming toes where they were 

jammed into a groove, and it moved my body up and down slightly where I was perched. 

Satisfied, that I was still in one piece. I climbed onward.  

 I was surprised when only a few feet above me my hand came to a deep ledge. My 

fingers couldn’t reach the back of it. I held on and brought my other arm up above my head to 

investigate as well. I couldn’t see anything but the shell from where I was hanging. The slope 

was nearly vertical by this point. I levered myself up, and found myself on a plateau. The landing 

stretched on for the size of several city blocks. I didn’t see anywhere that I could keep climbing. 

It looked like I had finally reached the top. I lay down on the shell, far away from the ledge; I 

wasn’t taking any chances of falling to my death, or worse having to make another part of that 

harrowing climb again. The panels of the shell were now smaller than my hand, and had a dark 

swirling pattern on the otherwise amber color that I had grown used to on my climb. I traced one 

of the swirls with one finger and stared at the stars as they wheeled overhead. I could almost see 

them shifting over time. I couldn’t decide if this was because of my magic overloaded eyesight 

or because the stars were moving faster here. I waited to get feeling back into my numb arms and 
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hands before standing up and walking toward the center of the shell. My previous impression 

that I was already at the highest point had been wrong. There was a small rise in the middle, 

where I could see what looked like grass growing, and a large tree. It was the same kind as the 

one I had burned when I fell, but it looked as if it had been growing in calm soil, not battered by 

wind on a steep slope. It was then that I noticed that the air was still up here, and that I wasn’t 

getting blown around with each step. I forced myself to straighten my shoulders. They had been 

hunched defensively against the gusts that weren’t there. I rolled some of the tension out of my 

back and walked towards the tree. If I was going to find the source of the voice that had told me 

to climb, I thought it would be in the center. I stopped on the edge of the rise that marked the 

center of the shell. Grass grew in a perfect circle, stopping at a groove in the shell that bordered 

the area. It made a kind of boundary between the small amber hexagons that I was standing on 

and the grass that surrounded the tree.  I was afraid that if I stepped onto the grass it would burst 

into flames. I didn’t know what was maintaining the tortoise, but with my luck it would be some 

kind of earth magic tied to the tree, and I would kill it by accident. It had been nearly impossible 

climbing the tortoise, but that wasn’t its fault. It hadn’t told me to climb. The grass was green, 

and I probably wouldn’t burn more than my footprints as I walked over to it. As long as I didn’t 

touch the tree I would be fine, and I wanted to see if there were any enchantments on it that 

would explain what was going on. Even the initials of two lovers carved in a heart on the trunk 

would be nice to see because at least then there would be a touch of normalcy on this crazy 

journey.  

I stepped into the circle of grass. The light was immediately snuffed out. I shivered 

uncontrollably, and looked down at a hissing sound by my feet. The glowing outlines of my gun 

and sword were visible in a quickly widening circle of blackened grass. They had fallen off of 
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my body when I stepped through the circle. I stepped away from them because the heat that was 

coming off of them was intolerable. I could feel hair on my legs scorch. I wrapped my arms 

around my chest, trying to ward off the cold. That was when I noticed I was flesh and bone 

again. I was naked, and I was shaking. It had gotten darker because I was no longer providing 

my own light. The tree ahead of me seemed to glow dimly. It gave off a weak blue light. All the 

rest of the light came from the stars above me. My legs felt rubbery and I couldn’t stand up 

anymore. I fell face first into the grass. It smelled like damp earth and growth. I had enough 

energy to roll over onto my back and look at the stars. As my vision faded, a shape obscured part 

of the sky.  

 “You have come a long way, traveler,” said the shape. “The amount of effort you 

have put forth has taken its toll. You will be all right, not to worry. Rest now.” It spoke more, but 

everything faded into blackness.  
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Chapter 19 

 
 The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was a young girl with eyes like an abyss. 

Her eyes seemed to go deeper than the space of her head should allow. She had a serious face, 

devoid of humor, and long blond hair that went to her waist, and was light enough to seem 

almost white. She was wearing a gauzy black dress that was thin and translucent, but when I 

tried to focus on it my mind shied away from latching onto any details. When I refocused on the 

girl, she had the face of a twenty-year-old. The hair was the same blond color, but this time it 

was cut short, barely past her ears. She stared at me, not looking concerned, merely waiting for 

what I would do next.  

 I sat up and grabbed my head. It was pounding viciously.  I groaned through my arms. 

“I’m looking for the Seers Circle,” I said as quietly as I could while still being heard. I didn’t 

want to disturb the giant stomping around in my skull any more than I had to. 

 “You’ve found it,” came the same voice I had heard when I was losing consciousness. I 

squinted out from between my elbows, which were the parts of my arms that ended up in front of 

my face when I wrapped my head as tightly as I could to try and hold it together. The girl was 

now a toddler. She had one crooked tooth sticking out of her upper gum, and her hair was 

sticking wildly out in all directions.  

 “Well, I hoped this is where it was.” I groaned under the effort of maintaining thought. 

My head felt like it was ripping itself in two.  

 The toddler rested a pudgy hand on my bare shoulder. “Relax and wait for the pain to 

pass. Your body is attempting to relegate the amount of magic that was coursing through it an 

hour ago. Wait it out, and then we’ll talk.” I nodded and bit my bottom lip. She turned and, as I 
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blinked, appeared as a young woman. I couldn’t tell exactly what age because I couldn’t see her 

face. She walked back to the tree and sat down at the base with her legs folded.  

 The throbbing in my head was slowing down, but that meant the pain lasted longer each 

time before subsiding. My vision blurred and refocused on my surroundings in time with the 

throbbing in my head. It was making me nauseous. I groaned again and curled up into a ball on 

the grass, deciding to wait it out.  

 Eventually the pain sank to manageable levels, and I slowly uncurled from the tight knot 

I had twisted myself into. The shifting woman, who now looked like a middle-aged mother, with 

her blond hair fixed tightly in a bun, beckoned me over from where she still sat under the tree. I 

attempted to stand, but couldn’t get my legs under me, and just the strain of trying made me 

dizzy. I collapsed briefly back onto the ground before settling on crawling over to the woman on 

my hands and knees. The swaying motion caused my nausea to start again, so I tried to hold my 

head as still as possible while I moved.  

 “The pain will fade in time,” assured the woman. She looked old and shriveled now, but 

her hair was still the color of white gold. Her eyes almost matched her face when she looked old, 

but there still wasn’t enough experience in those wrinkles to match the experience in her eyes.  

 “It’s faded now,” I said breathlessly, dropping myself into a sitting position across from 

her, “now it only feels like the necromancers having a shindig in my skull are all normal sized 

instead of giants. It still isn’t pleasant, but I can handle it for now.”  

 “The pain will fade in time,” the woman said again, inclining her head towards me. I 

noticed I was still naked, but I told myself I was in too much pain still for it to bother me. The 

woman became young again while I was looking at myself. She was incredibly attractive and 

seemed in her mid-twenties, about my age, maybe slightly older. I was about to get 
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uncomfortable when I caught another look into her eyes, and the feeling abruptly faded. Her gaze 

gave the impression of having seen me to my very soul. Seeing me naked didn’t seem like such a 

big deal after that.  

 “So where is the Seers Circle?” I asked, forcing myself to meet her gaze. 

 “I am the Circle,” said the woman. She still looked attractive and young, but her face 

took on a haughty expression. For the first time I noticed a light tattoo on her forehead. It was a 

simple thin circle that started between her brows and stopped just short of her hair line. The 

circle was a faded gray, so I hadn’t seen it before because I was distracted by her changing 

appearance. When she looked like an old woman, the tattoo may even have been hidden by her 

wrinkles.  

 “Sorry, I mean the Circle of Seers?” I looked at her questioningly. “The group of beings 

that can find me an answer to my problems, but only at a terrible price? That Seer’s Circle? Are 

you their guardian or something?”  

 “I am the circle,” she said again. There was some amusement in her face, but it never 

reached those black eyes. “We appear differently to all who seek us here, but the fact is 

unchanged. We see what other’s cannot, and help those with true need.” 

 “So everyone sees you differently? Are you always one body, or do you show up as a 

group of old guys to some people?”  

 “You ask many questions that are not important, but we exist to serve curiosity and shall 

answer these freely,” she said. She was back to looking like a severe, middle-aged woman. “We 

are called the Circle because we are many. There are many aspects to us, and some can see that. 

The truly talented see us all at once.”  
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 “So you sit around in a circle of chairs, and then people see that in different ways?” I 

interrupted. 

 She laughed, “We are not like your guardians that waste away without movement, but 

yes, something like that.” 

 “Well, I guess I’m not talented, because I just see one of you changing how you look 

every once in a while,” I said. The pain in my head had faded to almost nothing.  

 “And yet that is a true representation of us as well,” the Circle said, nodding. 

 “Listen, that’s not why I’m here, and I would rather get down to business if you don’t 

mind,” I said.  

 “You always get straight to the point,” said the Circle. 

 I had my mouth opened to ask her about Morpheus when her words registered. “What do 

you mean always? This is the first time we’ve met.” 

 “Time does not move in a straight line. It eddies and flows. We have met, we are 

meeting, we will meet again.”  

 “You aren’t making a lot of sense,” I said, frowning. 

 “I get that a lot,” she said. For an instant she was a woman exactly my age. Her eyes were 

still those endless dark pools, but her face had an ironic smile, and her hands were perched on 

her hips. She returned to the middle-aged woman almost immediately. “Ask your question,” she 

commanded.  

 “Don’t you already know what I’m going to ask?” I was stalling for time while I tried to 

figure out exactly what I was going to say.  

 “Yes,” was all the Circle said. She crossed her arms impatiently, “But answers cannot 

exist without questions. Ask.” The ground shook with the last word, and I looked into the 
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Circle’s dark eyes one more time. I thought for a moment that I could see stars in those depths. 

Her appearance had thrown me off, I had been expecting a group of shriveled hermits living in a 

shack, not a shape-changing woman living on the back of a giant tortoise next to a glowing tree.  

 “When I ask my question, isn’t there some terrible price to be paid?” I asked hesitantly. I 

could still make it off of the tortoise and run for Tierra and its massive libraries if I couldn’t 

afford to pay it.  

 “We never ask a price that cannot be paid,” the Circle said, as though reading my mind. I 

opened my mouth, but was quickly interrupted. “No we cannot read minds,” she said. I tried to 

speak again, “Yes, we realize that last statement makes it seem as if we can, and, before you ask, 

no, we do not lie.” I shut my mouth and glared at the Circle, determined not to get interrupted 

again. I came to a realization and spoke quickly. 

 “I thought you said I had to ask questions to get answers,” I said.  

 “You do. For the real reason you are here, we will not assist without the question posed 

and payment taken. That was just a parlor trick to grab your attention. We know what you will 

ask, but, the way the world works, you must ask it.” 

 “Wow, you have no idea how tired I am of people answering me when I didn’t say 

anything,” I said, grimacing. 

 “I think we have an idea,” said the Circle with a small smile. “Go on and ask.”   

“Okay, as long as we have that cleared up,” I said hesitantly, “tell me what you know about 

Morpheus?”  

 “That wasn’t a question,” said the Circle. She changed back to an old woman. She was 

wrinkled and her hair was shoulder length, but she still looked healthy. “You must ask a 

question.”  
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 “Where does Morpheus get his power? What demon is he working with? What has he 

done to my city and how do I stop him?” I asked quickly, ticking off points on my fingers.  

 “That was four questions,” the Circle chastised. She shook her head ruefully. “No one 

follows tradition anymore.” She became a little girl again. Her hair was long enough that it was 

trailing in the grass behind her. “We will answer because even our magic depends on order, to an 

extent. We would lose Arachtung if the guardians fell, and he is what keeps us from destroying 

the world.” She leaned over and patted the grass. A low rumble filled the air, and then subsided.  

 “Wait, go back to that,” I held up both hands, “you destroy the world?”  

 “If we were free, yes. But we are not, so don’t worry about it. That is not the question 

you have come to ask. You cannot afford the price of that answer now.” She became middle-

aged again, and rubbed her hands together. “And speaking of price. For your question,” she 

rolled her eyes, “questions, I suppose. We shall place you in our debt.” 

 “What?” I didn’t like the sound of that.  

 “Relax Detective; you will simply owe us a favor at another juncture. You will know 

what we want when the time comes.”  

 “You took Sunny’s eye, and all you want from me is a favor?” I asked incredulously.  

 The Circle considered, staring into the distance, “Yes, I suppose we did let our friend 

Sunny off with a bargain, but it was a small question, so we exacted little.” I stared, calculating. 

If losing an eye was small, then the favor must be  nearly impossible. The Circle’s infinite eyes 

focused on me. The gaze was so sharp I expected to start bleeding. “You cannot afford to say 

no,” She said, and I knew she was right.  

 “I’ve already been gone for four days,” I said. “I can’t leave my friends that long with a 

maniac like Morpheus. Whatever your price, I will pay it.” 
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 The Circle cleared her throat. “Months,” she said. 

 My jaw fell open, “What?” “You have been gone four months. Not days. Your sense of 

time must have been distorted by the wastes. Not unforeseeable, but surprising.” 

 “But the sun, it rose and set only a few times,” I protested. Months! I thought. How could 

I have been gone that long?  

 “The sky of the wastes follows its own schedule. You lost part of your sanity along with 

control of your magic while you wandered the desert. Did you think that would only take days?” 

 I had been singing an awfully long time. Without the need for food or rest, I had no way 

to tell how long my journey was taking if the sky didn’t change as I had thought it should. I 

shook my head. “All the more reason then, I can’t afford to be delayed finding my answers 

another way. I will owe you a favor.” 

 “As we knew you would,” said the Circle. She became older than any of her appearances 

I had seen so far. She was small, wrinkled, and barely able to stand. The infinite eyes of the 

Circle had sunken back into her head, and she was almost completely bald. A few stray wisps of 

white blonde hair hung from her scalp. She opened her mouth to speak and I saw a single 

crooked tooth protruding from her upper gum. I was reminded of when she was a toddler. I 

thought that I preferred that to what she looked like now. “We cannot tell you the origin of the 

man who calls himself Morpheus. It is blocked from us. This suggests something of demonic 

origin.” Wind was beginning to swell around the small field of grass we were standing in. The 

tree whipped back and forth. The Circle raised her gnarled hands towards its branches and 

continued speaking. “The demon he trafficked with is commonly called Almonenzar. It is a 

servant, but controls more than it seems. Be wary.” I nodded as she continued. “We are unable to 

tell you the demon’s true name. That is blocked from us.” I tried to complain about the Circle’s 
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lack of help, but was unable to speak. The wind had increased and tore the words from my 

mouth. I was fighting to stand at this point, but the Circle seemed unaffected except that her 

sparse strands of hair whipped in crazy patterns above her head.  

 “Now,” said the Circle. Her voice pierced the howling wind, but she didn’t seem to be 

speaking above a whisper. “We will give you  the answers you seek.”  

  



154 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Book II 

 

  



155 
 

 

Chapter 1 

The wind blew against my back, the cold made me shiver and remember that I still didn’t 

have any clothes. It rushed in from every direction, centered on the Circle. She raised her hands 

towards the sky and tilted her head back, letting forth a triumphant yell that sounded like it came 

from eight different mouths. The wind became so strong that I had to lean into the gusts to keep 

myself from being blown off the tortoise, Arachtung, they had called it. The wind vanished, and I 

sat down hard on the grass, overbalanced. The grass prickled, and I scrambled to my feet. The 

wind had stopped blowing, but there was a rushing column of air around the Circle. Her form 

was shifting and changing so fast that I couldn’t make out her features at all. Her white hair, 

though it changed lengths rapidly, was blowing straight up from her head. Twisting and flailing 

in the wind, it looked like white fire. Her form was vague and her height changed, but her eyes 

were constant, staring out of the furious wind that surrounded her, the Circle stood still, looking 

straight toward me and through me. She opened her mouth, and a choir of voices came out, 

speaking in unison. They spoke the same words but in different speeds and tones, and I had to 

concentrate to make out the speech over the still howling wind.  

 “You shall not return to Arkh,” the Circle said. 

 “What? But that’s what I need to fix. You’re supposed to give me the knowledge to-,” I 

was shouting over the wind, but she continued like she couldn’t hear me, or didn’t care. 

 “If you return to Arkh now, you will never escape the clutches of the one who calls 

himself Morpheus. He will devour you through your mind, and he will use your power to fuel his 

own. Arkh will fall into darkness, the Archetypes will shrivel and weaken, trapped in their self-
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imposed exile, and order will end. A great race will begin between the destructive forces of the 

world. Morpheus will fall himself, and the Archetypes will be destroyed. Our entrapment, 

Arachtung, the great tortoise, will be slain, and release us from our own prison. Other forces that 

we cannot name will fly from the depths of the continent, and death will reign supreme.” For just 

a moment the Circle’s form settled on that of the little girl I had seen when I first woke up, 

“Don’t let us out,” she whispered. I shuddered, and this time it had nothing to do with my lack of 

clothes.  

 “So what am I supposed to do?” I asked. 

 The circle’s gaze had shifted off into the distance as she spoke, but now her gaze 

refocused on me. Her body went back to flickering through all of her appearances, and she 

opened her mouth to release the cacophony of voices yet again. “You will go to Adamine if you 

do not wish to destroy the world. There is an slumbering god upon a high place. You will talk to 

it and it will help you. Fear it, but do not cower. Respect it, but do not grovel. Fight it, but neither 

lose nor win. This is the only way to continue. All other paths lead to darkness. Tread carefully, 

Detective.” 

 “So this slumbering god person will help me defeat Morpheus?” I asked. 

 “Be careful of asking more questions, before we charge yet another price. The one you 

have paid is already steep enough, mortal.” The Circle’s eyes seemed to pull the light from the 

very air itself as she talked, and I had to force myself to stand up straight and meet her gaze. 

“This is the beginning of the answer. We have put you on the path, and you must tread it on your 

own. There is no direct victory and your journey will be long and difficult. Do not abandon hope, 

for it is truly all you have.”  
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 “So, how am I supposed to get from here to Adamine?” I asked. “We’re in the deep 

wastes, and I know it’s in the west somewhere.” 

 “Again with more questions than you have paid for.” The Circle’s voice reverberated 

deeply, with other voices shrieking above it.  

 “Crap,” I said. I felt a jab of pain and looked down at my arm to see a trickle of blood 

coming from the crook of my elbow. It ran down over my forearm, leaving a warm trail behind, 

over my palm and dripped off of my middle finger. The blood didn’t hit the ground when it fell, 

but instead drifted towards the column of wind that still blew around the Circle. When the 

droplets hit the wall of air, they were whipped upward, and disappeared. The column took on a 

pink hue, dyed by my blood. The wind began to diminish.  

 “You will not find trouble on your way to Adamine. We have taken you close by.” The 

ground jolted, and I felt the tortoise, Arachtung, stop his incessant steps. “Simply walk into the 

setting sun.” The Circle pointed behind me and I looked towards where she was indicating. 

There was a slight break in the clouds, and I even thought I could see the ground below. “We 

have brought you to the edge of the wastes that border Adamine,” she said. “You will find the 

answers you seek there, if you are vigilant. Earn your title, Detective. That is all we can say.”  

 The wind moved away from the Circle in a twisting mass, and wrapped around me. It 

whipped my hair around hard enough to pull at the roots and cause me stinging pain. The Seer’s 

Circle had returned to normal, or as normal as she ever was, and again resembled an attractive 

woman close to my age. I opened my mouth to thank her, but she put a finger to her lips.  

 “There is no more to say, Detective. When we meet again, you will be so wrapped up in 

the next questions that you will have forgotten these. I have a recommendation, free of charge. 

Find some clothes.” She smiled at me, and I blushed again. I was held by the wind and couldn’t 
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move, so even if I had wanted to cover myself I couldn’t have. “You should find someone to 

repair your weapons as well, Nate. You’re going to need them.” I saw a drop of my blood fly by, 

still held by the wind that now held me. My gun and my sword floated up out of the grass where 

they had fallen and began an orbit just above my head. The Circle reached into the whirlwind 

and grabbed my bleeding arm, digging a finger into the cut inside my elbow. I hissed with the 

pain, but she just grinned. “There, that should keep you from bursting into flames for a bit,” she 

said. The Circle blew me a kiss, winked, and then she changed appearance again. She had 

resumed the stern middle aged woman who glared at me with what looked like reproach. “Be 

gone from us,” she said and the wind lifted me off of the grassy turtle shell. 

 The wind pressed all around me, raking my skin as I hovered towards the back of the 

shell. The Circle turned away from me and walked back to the tree. As I floated off the edge of 

the shell and began to sink into the clouds, I saw her tug on the hem of her white dress, 

straightening it, and fold her legs under her, to sit with her back against the trunk. Then I sunk 

through the brown roiling clouds. So much had happened as I talked to the Circle that I had 

forgotten they were there on the edge of the shell. I took deep calming breaths as I sunk through 

the clouds, and fell towards the earth again. The whirlwind set me softly on my feet, and 

vanished. There was a faint dripping sound as my blood was released from the wind and plunked 

softly into the dust. My gun fell as well, and my sword landed point first in the ground ahead of 

me. I bent to pick them both up and caught a glimpse of my arm as I reached to do so. There was 

a small hollow scorched into the skin where the Seer’s Circle had touched me. The cut was gone, 

leaving behind only the quickly drying blood. It was hot out, for which I was thankful since I no 

longer had my coat or hat.  
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 I thought I smelled some sort of exotic spice on the breeze, and the heat in the air felt 

good on my bare skin. The Circle was right though, I needed clothes. I was going to be in public 

again. I looked around, trying to get my bearings, and saw a break in the clouds ahead of me. 

Beams of sunlight broke through, creating mesmerizing patterns on the bare rocks of the waste. I 

rested my warped sword on one shoulder and my twisted and melted gun on the other. The Circle 

had told me to follow the sun, so I set out in that direction, towards Adamine, and their 

slumbering god.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



160 
 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 
 

 It wasn’t long before the clouds began to break up above me. The sun beat down upon 

me, unfettered by the overcast sky of the wastes. Sweat started to drip down my body, and I was 

soon wishing for a canteen of water. The city appeared on the horizon before long though, and I 

headed straight for it. The rocks, which were warming as the sun climbed higher in the sky were 

sharp, and getting hotter with every step. I tried to walk as quickly as I could without over 

heating myself. I could feel my skin baking in the sunlight, but there wasn’t anything I could do 

about it.  

 My view of the city became clearer as I walked towards it. It wasn’t anything like I had 

pictured. The enchanters of Adamine were a reclusive people, and there weren’t many who 

risked the trek across the wastes to visit them. It was almost impossible to portal in. The structure 

of the magic in Adamine was rigid and unyielding. Most other magic didn’t work there. It wasn’t 

that the energy was blocked, or the magic users were rendered impotent, something about the 

way the city was built and the makeup of the area just caused the magic to go awry more often 

than anything else. So, it made sense that none but the most powerful or the most desperate 

warlocks would risk trying to open a portal to Adamine. The warlocks in the tower in Arkh could 

manage it, but they charged a fortune for the service, and were still hesitant except in the gravest 

emergencies because it was as dangerous for them as it was for the person who wanted to travel. 

They also resisted requests to open portals to Adamine because they were forced to close their 

tower for an entire day in preparation for the ritual that they used to stabilize the portal, and they 
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couldn’t stand to let the money from an entire day’s worth of travelers get away from them. The 

warlocks were from every race and region on the continent. Apparently the affinity for ritual 

based magic wasn’t constrained by the magic environment where a person grew up, but they 

were all united by the unshakable belief that you couldn’t get anything without a price. That was 

how their rituals worked, and it was why their magic was so incredibly strong, and could do 

things that no other magic could do. This lead to some interesting personality traits, though. 

Every warlock I ever met charged for his services. They wouldn’t do anything for free, even if 

they benefited them as much as their client. I heard the warlocks even charged each other for 

help with rituals that took more than one caster. They were obsessed with money to the point of 

shortsightedness. The warlocks in Arkh hated to close the tower, even when the person they 

closed it for was able to pay more than they could have possibly made in one day from their 

normal transactions.  

 The city of Adamine was a mountain. It didn’t look like a mountain and it wasn’t built 

into a mountain, it was a handmade mountain springing from the dry and cracked rocks around 

it. There were no green fields surrounding it like Arkh. The weather was too hot and dry for that. 

I remembered hearing that the enchanters grew their food deep underground, using their gadgets 

and inventions to make plants grow, even without sunlight. The entire city jutted upward out of 

the ground. Its spires and towers looked like claws extending towards the merciless sun. The 

uncountable walkways and gangplanks made the entire thing look like a solid entity. There were 

smokestacks belching fire into the air from the enchanters’ manufacturing plants below the city. 

They stuck out at odd angles and pulsed in different rhythms in different parts of the city, giving 

it a kind of heartbeat. As I got closer, I saw the wall that surrounded Adamine. It was solid metal, 

and round, like one giant ring enclosing the city. I didn’t know what it was made of, but it 
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reflected the sun dully and had a red tint to it. There were big pieces of obsidian imbedded in the 

wall, and they created a pattern of light that splayed across the ground in all directions with their 

reflections of the sun, which contrasted nicely with the duller reflections from the metal walls. 

There was a gate in the part of the wall facing me. It was hard to make out from a distance, 

because it was made from the same kind of metal as the rest of the wall, and the only thing that 

made it stand out was a particular concentration of obsidian upon it, and a thin black line that 

must have been where it opened when the latch was released. The sun sunk as I walked closer, 

and I was able to breathe easier in the reduced heat. I ran my hand through my hair and shook the 

sweat off of it. The drying sweat chilled my hand and I pressed it to the back of my neck, where I 

could feel the skin blistering. I jerked my hand away before I scraped any of the burned area. 

There was a moment of blissful relief as I walked into the shadow of the city wall. I craned my 

neck upwards, trying to get a better look at how high the wall was, ignoring the twinging protests 

from my scorched neck. I could see strange tubular projections from little divots in the wall, and 

what appeared to be massive nets hanging at staggered intervals. I didn’t understand what any of 

these additions were for. There was an old saying, “Nobody understands what an enchanter does 

except an enchanter, and he only with intense study.”  

 I came to the gate and realized a flaw with my plan. I hadn’t passed any homes outside of 

the walls, and so I hadn’t been able to ask anyone for clothes or help. I knew nothing of the city, 

and I was standing outside the gate, which had no visible way of calling to the gate keeper, 

without any plan of what I was going to do when I got in. I couldn’t even explain why I wanted 

to enter the city to whoever would let me in, because the truth, that I was ordained as the 

champion of order by the guardians and essential creators of our continent and way of life, 

sounded like the ravings of a madman. Granted, I was trying to get in to talk to enchanters, who 
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were often considered madmen when their inventions where shown to the world, but I didn’t 

think they would appreciate that line of reasoning either.  

 “Hello?” I called to the gate, hoping someone would hear me through the thick metal. “Is 

anyone there?” Normally the Detectives of Arkh were granted entry and hospitality in any city 

they visited because of their tendency to cut crime rates while they were there, and all of the 

times that we helped out other cities in need with reinforcements during more large scale 

conflicts with criminal elements or incursions from the wastes. All of the organizations from 

other cities were welcomed wherever they went, but I didn’t want to announce my profession 

while I was in Adamine because I couldn’t explain what had brought me there. I also couldn’t 

afford to be distracted by any official pleas from the enchanters of the city that would inevitably 

occur if my presence became known. I couldn’t tell anyone what was going on in Arkh either, 

because there were uncountable amounts of people who worked on the wrong side of the law that 

would use that information to their advantage, and some of them, I knew, were in high positions 

in government in some of the cities. I decided it was best to just assume the role of a curious 

traveler for the time being.  

 The gate didn’t seem to have any way to open on its own, so I expected to wait for a 

while, but the sun was beginning to burn more than just my neck, and I wanted to be able to sit 

down some day, so I tried knocking on the gate. It boomed, but there was no response from the 

inside. I tried to climb over, but the stones set into the dull metal always seemed to slide away 

from me when I tried to grab them. Wherever I reached I ended up touching metal. I even tried 

tunneling under the wall. I was so frustrated by that point that I was lifting boulders out of the 

ground with each scoop I made with my hand. I threw them behind me into a growing pile, but 

the wall went down even further than it went up. I ended up standing and leaning my head 
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against the wall. Every couple of minutes I would pull my head back and let it fall forward into 

the gate and then mumble “Open up.”  

 “Hi,” came a voice next to me. “You’re naked.” 

  I turned to see who was talking to me and saw a little boy. His head came up to my 

waist, and he was wearing baggy white cotton pants that bunched up around his ankles, and a 

purple vest settled over his otherwise bare chest. He had red scales covering his arms and legs 

and neck. What had appeared to be pale skin on his chest and face were actually smaller 

smoother scales that looked to be a little softer. I had never seen anyone like him before, but it 

was rude to stare, so I smiled at him instead. 

 “Yes I am naked, but I have a good reason to be. It’s not my fault.” 

 “What were you doing that made you naked?”  

 “I was riding a giant tortoise through the wastes,” I told him. He furrowed his brow 

dubiously for a second, and then nodded, accepting my explanation as perfectly logical.  

 “So why are you trying to get into town?” he asked. 

 “Because I’m burning in the sun, and I want to buy clothes.”  

 “I’d give you mine, but I need them so that people don’t think I’m weird,” he told me 

confidentially.  

 “Yeah, I can understand  that,” I said. “So, how do we get in? I’ve been trying 

everything, but they won’t open up.” 

 “Who’s they?” He cocked his head to the side quizzically.  

 “The people that open the gate,” I responded. 

 He snorted at me. I noticed that what I had taken for long black hair originally were 

actually finger-thick spines that ran from the top of his head to down below his shoulders. When 
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he laughed at me they had lifted on their own and spread around his head before falling back into 

place again, like a bird resettling its feathers. “People don’t open the gate. That’s dumb. 

Machines open the gate. It’s easy, watch this.” He walked over to the edge of one of the doors 

and put his hand on the black line formed by the edge of the door. He felt up and down the line 

for a second before he pulled his hand back and extended one finger towards a specific spot in 

the line. I noticed that his finger was tipped in a short black claw. He pushed the claw into the 

spot he had chosen and his finger sunk in up to the second knuckle. He looked back at me and 

giggled. “See? Easy.” Then he rotated his hand a quarter turn clockwise. I head the shifting of 

heavy tumblers. There was a rumbling noise and the wall vibrated. The whole construction 

resonated like a beaten drum, and then a square door opened next to the big hulking gate. It was 

a perfect size for the kid to walk through without hitting his head on the top.  

 “What about the big gate?” I asked. 

 “Oh that? That doesn’t open. It’s just to distract evil invaders. Come on naked man, go in 

first. I’ll hold the door open for you.” Picking up my gun and sword from where I had laid them 

against the wall I entered the newly formed opening. I had to squat and waddle through, because 

the door was so small, but after a short tunnel, I was able to stand up again. I felt hard scales 

bump me from behind.  

 “Come on, naked man, you can’t just stand around in a market with no clothes on, you’ll 

get taken away by the Academic’s Guild. They’d probably leave you in the drunk tank for a 

month.” The Academic’s Guild was the group that upheld the law in Adamine. They were 

primarily scholars and theoreticians, and most of the shopkeepers defended themselves from 

thieves and muggers. This wasn’t because they didn’t think that the Academics could help, it was 

because they tended to overreact. I asked the Chief about them once, when it occurred to me that 
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he could have worked there in his home city instead of travelling all the way to Arkh to become 

a Detective.  

 “They aren’t really the kind of justice I’m looking for,” he told me. The whole 

enforcement thing is kind of just a hobby for them. What they really do is develop weapons and 

magical theory. That’s why they’re called the Academics. When I was six, a caravan was robbed 

on its way through the middle of the city. Some orcs had managed to climb the wall with the help 

of a sorcerer. Well, some of the shopkeepers nearby panicked and activated an alarm rune. Those 

are littered all over the city by the way. All you have to do is touch them, and an Academic 

shows up ready for battle. Enchanters can even draw them themselves and call one from 

wherever they are in the city. The problem is they often get a little overenthusiastic. In that 

particular instance, the head of the Academics went himself, Consular Snath. He had been 

itching to try out a new capture technique. It was a silver tube that shot nets of lightning 

wherever you pointed. I know about all of this because of how fast word got around in the city 

after what happened..” He was staring into the distance lost in thought now. “He leveled the 

entire block. Shot one of those nets into an alchemist’s shop. Set off some chain reactions. the 

explosion could be seen from all over the city. Now Snath was wearing his own custom made 

magic resistant battle armor and was thrown, smoking, from the blast and landed about five 

blocks away, where I was manning the outer stall of my family’s store. I don’t know how many 

people were killed in that explosion, but that didn’t matter to Snath. He pulled himself from his 

newly made smoking crater muttered about needing some kind of failsafe and dissapeared with a 

pop back to the enchanter’s college. I don’t want to be a part of something like that. The 

Academics are hell in a fight, but they’re as likely to hurt the people they’re supposed to be 

protecting.”  
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 “Come ON!” insisted my new little friend, tugging at my bare arm and startling me from 

my memories. “My dad  owns a shop a few blocks from here. He’ll sell you clothes.” 

 “I don’t have any money,” I told him.  

 “Well we’ll give you some. You’re too squishy, I don’t want to see it anymore. Bring 

your stuff, let’s go let’s go let’s go!” He took off at a brisk walk. I noticed that we were standing 

on the edge of a market next to the wall. There were stalls open and customers haggling over 

prices. The kid’s outburst had drawn some attention, and people were beginning to stare. I ran to 

catch up to my diminutive guide.  
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Chapter 3 
 

 “My name is Nate, by the way,” I told my scaled companion. 

 “Oh, I’m Floay. Nice to meet you, naked guy Nate,” he said.  

 We walked through the streets of Adamine. Floay may have said that me being naked 

bothered him, but that didn’t seem to extend to him giving me any special consideration as to 

which path we took to get to his father’s shop. We took the broad and busy streets. I received 

stares of disbelief and disgust, and a few appreciative nods from people that we passed, but I 

tried not to let it get to me. After walking through two different intersections and causing traffic 

jams among the strange mechanical conveyances that the people of Adamine preferred in both of 

them, my face was burning hard enough that I could see the smoke rising off of me. Floay gave 

me a few nervous looks as we walked, but didn’t say anything. We passed more mechanical carts 

like we had seen in the intersections, rolling along without any obvious means of conveyance. I 

asked Floay about them.  

 “They’re just called carts. Nothing special.” He said dismissively. “Enchanters make 

them in bulk and sell them for cheap. They make lots of money, and everybody has an easier 

way to get around here. I walk because I’m not old enough to have my own cart yet.” 

 “They just, make, these? I knew enchanters were creative, but no one has to walk 

anymore.”  

 “That’s the idea. It boosts trade. The only problem is that no one can take them outside of 

Adamine.”  

 “Why not?” I asked.  
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 “Well, some of the Academics took one and tried to send it through a portal to Tierra. 

Something in the enchantments they use to run the carts doesn’t mix well with Warlock magic.” 

 “It blew up?” 

 “It blew up,” he agreed, nodding to me over his shoulder. I tried to keep the conversation 

going because it was keeping me distracted from the stares. I felt a sharp pain in my elbow, and 

looked down to see the mark left by the Circle. She had said it would prevent me from bursting 

into flame, and the pain was distracting me. The circle was fading though, and part of it was 

gone all together. I needed to get off of the streets and get some clothes before my magic 

overcame whatever the Circle had done to me. The Academics would find out about an 

elementalist in town, and they would want to talk. The problem was that sometimes they forgot 

about their guests, and I didn’t have time to sit in the jail below the university just to tell them 

that I was a traveler who had lost control. For all of their lack of common sense, they were some 

of the smartest people on the continent and I didn’t want to have to try and fool them. I tried to 

distract myself by asking Floay another question.  

 “So why didn’t they just drive some through the wastes? Hiring drivers would be cheaper 

than paying for teleports, and there is less of a chance of explosions.” 

 “Well, funny story,” he said shaking his head. The spines rattled. “They tried that, two 

days after the explosion, actually. It turns out that the series of enchantments they made on the 

carts are very finely balanced. Putting one of the carts in the wastes is like dropping an angry 

elementalist into an alchemist’s lab, no offense.”  

 “Why would you say no offense? I never said I was an elementalist.”  

 “Your shoulders are still smoking,” he said, giving me a meaningful glance. I brushed at 

them quickly and took a deep breath. The smoke subsided, mostly.  
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 “So they blew up out there too?” I asked. 

 “No, something much worse. They got smart.”  

 “What do you mean?” 

 “I mean that they turned on their drivers, threw them out, and formed a pack somewhere 

out in the wastes. They feed on particularly thick caches of wild magic out there around the 

borders of the city, and sometimes the occasional giant mouse. They have quite an interesting 

social structure, really. Kind of like wild hellhounds, except without the whole dragging souls 

into the depths of the abyss for fun thing.”  

 “How do you know all this, about the carts?” I felt myself calming down as I was drawn 

in my by the mystery. I had completely stopped smoking, and didn’t even notice anyone staring 

at me anymore. It also helped that we had turned off of main streets, and were heading down a 

dizzying series is side alleys. There were less people around, and so I drew fewer stares. I 

thought that they should remind me of Arkh, but the buildings on either side were too different to 

make me feel at home. They had no windows, instead of well aged brick, they were made of the 

same metal as the walls that wrapped around the outside of the city-mountain.  

 “How do I know about the carts? I know because I study them. They stay near the city 

most of the time, unless they’re trying to mate, then they go further out where the magic is less 

stable, and it’s harder to find them. Why else do you think I was out beyond the walls? because 

of the bracing air?”  

 “You sound like an Academic,” I said, laughing, “How old are you anyway, kid?” 

 “I’m thirty-five as of noon  today. That’s why dad let me go outside the walls. He said 

special occasions called for special actions, and look what happened. I found a naked friend. I’m 
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sure Dad will be so proud of me. You really think I sound like an Academic? Awesome, I really 

want to go to the college someday when I’m  older.”  

 “Wait, hold on,” I interrupted, “You’re thirty-five? You look more like ten. Maybe 

twelve if you’re a late bloomer.”  

 “Dad says that I am going to live for a long, long, long time. I think that means I grow 

slower.”  

 “And mature slower, apparently”  

 “Hey, watch it. This immature thirty-five year old is going to give you pants and a place 

to stay.”  

 “How much further is it?” I asked, the buildings in the alleys of Adamine seemed to arch 

towards each other as they grew taller, and they blocked out almost all of the sun. They must 

have been designed that way to help keep everything out of the direct sun and the heat that came 

with it. It was still sweltering, but my burned skin, and the quickly cooling sweat made me shiver 

out of the sunlight. I was ready to get inside and get some clothes, and maybe I would even have 

the chance to wash up a little before I had to return to my mission.  

 “Actually,” said Floay, “We’re here.” We had stopped in front of a one story wooden 

building that looked like it wormed its way between two metal featureless walls on both sides.  

The roof was curved inward, and the wood looked like it needed to be replaced, but there was a 

sign above the door with a faded image of a sword and pistol crossed over each other. Most 

importantly, the store had a window in the front, displaying some weapons that looked like they 

had been there a long time. The window reminded me of Arkh, and I followed my new friend in, 

overcome with a bout of homesickness.  
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Chapter 4 
 

 A bell jingled over the doorway when Floay pushed it open. A gruff voice came from the 

back of the room. “Be with you in a sec, have a look around.” 

 “Dad, it’s me and a naked guy, we’ll just come on back,” Floay said, pushing his way 

through a display of what looked like armor hanging from the ceiling. As his hand brushed 

against a gauntlet covered in complicated etching the whole suit began to glow bright blue and 

emit a low humming noise. He cursed and slapped the part of the armor that would cover the top 

of the leg as hard as he could. The armor sputtered and went inert again. Floay sighed in relief, 

and I followed him closely, trying to not touch anything. The shop was lit by a series of lamps 

fastened to the walls around the edge of the room. There were glass display cases running down 

the length of the floor at about waist height, although most of them were covered in dust, and the 

knives and bits of armor displayed within looked like they hadn’t been touched in years. The 

walls had armor and leatherwork hanging from racks between the lamps. The ceiling was low 

and made of dark wood, but I couldn’t see any spider webs or marks from wood worms. The 

building was better taken care of than it looked from the outside, even if it didn’t seem to have 

all that many customers.  

 I followed Floay past the front counter, which was also made of glass and displayed gems 

in various sizes and cuts. There was a metal monstrosity hunched upon the counter, like a 

squatting beast. It had pipes and dials sticking off in all directions, and a series of keys on the 

back with numbers inscribed on them. Floay saw the direction of my gaze and gave me an 

explanation, stopping to admire the counter. “It’s a register,” he said, smiling widely. His teeth 
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were thin and sharp. “I made it myself. You press those buttons on the front there and it tells you 

how much money the customer needs to pay. Then you put the money in the machines mouth 

and it protects it for you. It even does math sometimes. It makes counting a lot fast. I love 

counting, though, and Dad doesn’t trust it, so we usually just use a lockbox like normal stores. 

Sometimes, when we’re busy, I turn it on to keep the customers occupied. It flashes lights and 

makes lots of noises.” I tried to look encouraging, but I still had no idea what the thing did.  

  Some of the gems were glowing slightly, and there was no dust on the display case or on 

the gems. It looked like the gems got more attention than the rest of the wares. They were 

arranged in lines based on color, and then the lines themselves were organized by size and then 

the style of the cut. I hadn’t ever heard of any magic that used gems as a catalyst, but I got a 

definite feeling from these that they were powerful magic. I gave the register and the gems 

sitting beneath them a wide berth.  

 Floay pushed aside a worn blue curtain that separated the back room from the rest of the 

shop. The room was just big enough for both of us to stand comfortably on one side of the large 

worktable set in the middle of the room. It was covered in different machine parts and what 

looked like fragments of the gems from under the counter in the main room. On the opposite side 

of the worktable there was a man hunched over an intricate set of gears. He had white hair, and I 

could see a beard poking out from between his arms. The thing that seized my attention was the 

fact that one of his arms seemed to be made entirely of the same dull metal that made up the 

buildings and walls of Adamine. It worked exactly like a normal arm, as Floay’s dad tapped 

individual gears with a metal finger and listened closely to the ringing sounds that came back in 

different pitches.  
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 “What was that you said about a naked man, son?” he asked, without looking up from  

his work. 

 “He’s right here Dad, he needs clothes and his sword and gun melted,” Floay responded. 

 “I never said they melted,” I said nervously. I wasn’t too eager to be associated with fire. 

There were a lot of people that wouldn’t offer help to an elementalist because of rumors about us 

bursting into flame for no reason and destroying homes and businesses. Elementalists were rare 

enough and reclusive enough in the village that those kinds of stories tended to hang around. No 

one knew enough to refute them, even though elementalists almost always had enough control 

that they didn’t destroy things they didn’t want to. It was all a dumb rumor started by people who 

didn’t know anything about what they were talking about. Just because I was the exception and 

had burned down a few houses when I got angry didn’t mean that the rumors were true about 

everyone.  

 “But they are melted, I can see the dripping residue and the twisting that can only happen 

to steel at high temperatures,” said Floay. 

 “Very good, son,” said the man at the table, “I’ll make a smith of you  yet. You’re always 

running off to study some magic fluke or to handle the finances, but even more important than 

the business end of things is the attention to detail. You have to know what you’re doing, and 

look for the goal constantly.” 

 He looked up and I gasped, “Henderson?” I asked in surprise. His brow furrowed in 

confusion for a second, and I mentally kicked myself. They looked almost exactly the same. 

They both had the same ochre eyes, the color of dried blood. This man’s face was more aged, but 

at the same time looked less haggard. He had more laugh lines, and fewer wrinkles on his brow. 

The white beard and matching hair should have been a giveaway too, but I had still dropped into 
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a defensive crouch holding my half weapons in front of me and forgetting that I was naked. To 

be honest, the freedom of movement was starting to feel refreshing.  

 “Something about that look makes me think you’d be more comfortable in some Agency 

brown instead of your birthday suit,” the man  at the table said, giving me a thorough stare. “I 

know my son can be hostile, but there’s no reason for the weapons now, not that they’d do you  a 

lot of good.”  

 “I didn’t do anything,” Floay protested. He had walked around to a stool on the left side 

of the table and was fiddling with a metal box. It looked like a smaller version of the one that the 

Chief was tinkering with when he gave me my case. Floay’s short claws made pinging noises 

against the resonating metal.  

 “Not you, little one,” said the man, flexing his mechanical arm with a whir and setting 

aside the gears he was holding, “my other son. He ran away years ago to go to Arkh. Wanted to 

become a Detective. I told him he had a screw loose, and haven’t heard from him since. Do you 

work with him?”  

 “Yes Sir,” I replied. I had unconsciously straightened my posture, and couldn’t help but 

respond respectfully. He looked so much like Chief Henderson that it was difficult not to treat 

him the same way.  

 “Call me Zax, kid, I’m no Agency hound. My son is your partner right? Or he serves you 

every day in the cafeteria more likely.”  

 “No Sir, I mean, uh, Zax.” I was still trying to figure out how to treat him, and his gruff 

nature wasn’t helping, “He’s the Agency Chief actually. Chief Henderson has been running the 

place since before I got there. He’s a great man.” I snuck another look at Floay, who was still 

turning the box over and over in his hands, “He took me in when I was just a dirty run away 
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teenager and helped me join the Agency, but only after I had convinced him it was the only thing 

I wanted to do.”  

 “Really? Taking in strays huh? Well, Detective why don’t you sit over here.” He gestured 

to a metal stool  on the right side of the table, across from Floay’s spot. “I’m tired of seeing your 

noodle.”  

 I looked down at my body. The skin was red in patches and peeling in others. I was 

covered in dust, and I could feel my hair standing out in all directions where the wind had put it. 

I decided the freedom of movement wasn’t worth it, “I could really use some pants or something, 

Zax,” I said.  

 “We’ll get to that, kid, sit down for now.” 

 I scrambled to the chair and set myself on it gingerly, drawing a sharp intake of breath 

when the cold metal touched my bare skin. My waist was situated under the table and out of 

everyone’s line of sight, so I felt a little more comfortable. “How did you know I was with the 

Agency?” I asked. 

 “It’s been a long time, but I raised my son, and I know that someone would have to know 

him well or work with him to have that kind of reaction just when they see someone who looks 

similar,” he said. 

 “In my defense, the last time I saw him he was trying to blow my head off. It’s kind of 

hard to get over that kind of experience quickly.” 

 “Near death can leave a mark.” He nodded. 

 “Nothing like that, sir, I mean Zax. It was the fact that it was him? He was more of a 

father to me than my father was, plus there’s something so sudden about a bullet. Disembowling 

by drug addled orcs at least gives you time to reflect on your life. With a gun, especially a gun 
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made by the Chief, it’s over with one pull of the trigger.” I blinked in surprise. I hadn’t meant to 

be so forthcoming, but something about Zax put me at ease.  

 “So, little Sammy is still keeping up with the trade is he? Well that’s good to hear. Is that 

one of his?” he asked, pointing to the gun I had put on the table along with my sword.  

 “Yeah, he gave it to me as a present when I was accepted into the Agency.” 

 “Mind if I take a look at it?” 

 “Sure,” I said, “Wait, hang on. Sammy?” 

“Yes, Samuel Henderson. My son. Perhaps you’ve heard of him?” Zax asked dryly.  

“Well, yeah, I just had no idea what his first name was.” I tried to keep my face straight. 

“Anyway, the revolver’s not in the best shape right now, but it’s gotten me out of more scrapes 

than I’d care to mention.”  

 “How’s the accuracy?” he asked, sighting down the barrel. He was holding the gun 

carefully with his finger tips, exploring every nook and cranny of the design.  

 “The gun shoots straight. I don’t all of the time, but I’ve never had a problem with the 

hardware.”  

 “You’re a pretty smart kid to admit user error.” 

 “My name is Nate,” I interrupted. I was getting tired being called kid. I had seen way to 

much recently, and there was too much resting on my shoulders to be called kid.  

 “Alright, Nate,” he said. He looked at me closely, nodded to himself, and went back to 

examining the gun. “It’s good to hear that he got the precision down, Sammy always focused too 

much on firepower.” 

 “It’s a cannon,” I said. 
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 “It looks it. That was always his style. Let me guess, the first week you used it you 

almost broke your arm, and you’ve only recently managed to fire without knocking yourself off 

your feet?”  

 “I learned how to do that a while ago,” I said defensively, “But yes, it does have quite a 

bit of a kick. The one the Chief made for himself is even more powerful, but I’ve never seen him 

have any problems keeping his balance.”  

 “That’s because he didn’t make that one. I did,” Zax said. He set my gun down, and the 

impact made the table ring until he placed a hand on it to dampen the noise. He pushed the gun 

over to me. It slid easily across the few feet that separated us, and I stopped the gun with two 

fingers, looking down at its slightly deformed shape. “This gun has only a few enchantments 

worked into it, no doubt Sammy didn’t expect you to hang on to it too long, either that or he’s 

more skilled than I thought he would be after being gone for so long.”  

 “What do you mean, more skilled?”  

 “Well there’re a couple of runes put into this thing that I don’t recognize,” he admitted, 

“They could do anything really, but they don’t look active. The only reason I can think of to put 

inactive runes into an object is that you want to be sure that they are used at the right time, and 

not before. This could mean two things. One: the runes are one use only and are only to be 

activated under the most life threatening of circumstances because they will destroy the object 

and all of the rest of the enchantments contained within, or two: the runes are incredibly 

powerful, and are waiting for either the right time to activate because there’s a chance at mass 

destruction on a grand scale, or they won’t activate until the wielder of the gun is prepared to use 

them. The last one is likely to be true because Sam gave you the gun at such a young age and 

didn’t want you to blow your own arm off.” 
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 “So why did you say that he over focused it? It sounds really packed full of magical 

goodies already.” I pulled my hand off of my gun and crossed my arms in front of my chest. I 

hadn’t known about all of the secrets encased within, and the amount of times that Zax had used 

words like “explode” and “life threatening” and “mass destruction” in relation to it had made me 

nervous.  

 “Well one of the limits of enchanting is that the magic is tied to physical objects.” He 

gestured around the room, but my eyes were drawn to Zax’s arm, “The material can only hold so 

much power before it breaks down. One of the signs of a powerful enchanter is the amount of 

magic he can cram into one object without it blowing up in his face. That’s one of the problems 

with the Academics; they just keep trying to do more and more without really changing the 

formula or the base objects. Causes explosions, and sometimes effects more subtle too like low 

grade insanity. Depends on what they’re messing with. Anyway,” he clasped his hands in front 

of him, metal meshed with flesh, then reached for my gun again. I slid it towards him, and it 

snapped into his metal hand, “Your revolver has some standard runes. This one here is for 

power, he pointed towards a point on the cylinder, the part that holds the bullets and spins as the 

gun fires. 

 “I don’t see anything,” I said. It looked like there was a smudge there, but as Zax rotated 

the gun in his hands, he brushed that off, leaving only a smooth silver surface, if rather tarnished 

from the heat it had been exposed to.  

 “You wouldn’t see anything. It’s a standard rune. Enchanters have the talent to see them 

after they’ve been inscribed, although it’s difficult if it isn’t their own work. Sammy is my son, 

so of course I can see most of what he does. The interesting thing here is that he seems to have 

worked several power runes into a single one. They fold in on themselves in a kind of recursive 
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pattern. Clever…” Zax mumbled for a while to himself turning the gun over and over in his 

hands. When he looked back to me, remembering I was in the room, there was a little more 

respect in his eyes, “This is a good gun. He’s done some things with it I hadn’t even thought of, 

and since you have all of your original limbs, I would say he pulled it off.” He looked at it a 

while longer before he laughed to himself and showed me a point on the grip of the gun, right 

above where it had melted like putty under my hands. “See this right here? Looks like a finger 

print?” 

 “Yeah,” I said, “That’s my finger print from when the gun melted.” 

 “No not that one. This one.” He pointed more emphatically above where I had been 

looking. 

 “I still can’t see anything,” I said. 

 “Sorry. I keep forgetting. You have a spark of power that reminds me of Sammy, and I 

keep forgetting…” He trailed off again, then visibly shook himself and returned to the 

conversation. “Here, watch this." He pressed a finger flush against the spot he had been pointing 

to, and there was a short audible zap. The lights dimmed in the room, and the gun began to glow. 

I could see runes all over it. They glowed with the ochre red color that matched the Chief and 

Zax’s eyes. The one where Zax had pressed indeed looked like a finger print. I could see some 

patters that were single lines, and some circular patterns that were so convoluted they appeared 

to be almost solid because the lines inside of them were so close together.  

 “This has Sammy’s handiwork all over it,” Zax said to himself. The gun began to vibrate 

in his hands and he released his grip to allow the gun to float up to eye level. It hung there for a 

moment, slowly rotating in place as though caught in a breeze, then a voice came from the gun. 
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It sounded like the Chief but younger. It hadn’t been roughened by scotch, cigars, and 

experience. 

 “Get the hell off of my stuff, Dad,” said the gun. The dark red light pulsed suddenly, 

becoming the color of fire. I saw spots, and the gun dropped onto the table with a clang. All the 

lamps in the room went out, leaving us sitting in darkness. The silence was broken by Zax. 

 “Impudent squirt. I taught you everything you know,” he said. The gun made a rasberry 

noise in the dark. I heard someone fumbling in the dark, and then a hissing noise. Light returned 

to the room from a stone that was held by Floay. It was emitting a straight rod of flame about 

four inches long, and he relit one of the lamps. Then he calmly placed the stone on the table, 

made eye contact with me, and burst into laughter, a high pitched chitter. Floay leaned on the 

table, but the shakes from his laughing fit caused his hand to slip, and he fell backwards onto the 

floor. I could hear him rolling around and pounding on the ground as he continued in his 

hysterics.  

 “Off my stuff, off my stuff,” he gasped,  in between fits of giggles. Zax looked down at 

him, and rolled his eyes.  

 “Sam always thought he knew what was best,” said Zax. 

 “Hang on, weren’t you just telling me that you could only put so many runes on an object 

before it destroyed itself? Why would the Chief waste one on a prank like that?” 

 “Well,” began Zax, “it isn’t actually the number of runes, it’s the power they contain that 

leads to any instability. That rune telling me to back off has been Sam’s signature since he was a 

boy. He didn’t like me checking his work too closely. It doesn’t use very much power at all, 

since it isn’t actually related to increasing the abilities of the object. Besides, the enchantments 

are masterfully balanced. He’s managed to play the opposing forces of the runes against each 
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other. That little finger print is the key stone that holds it all together.” He pointed to the top of 

the grip, where I could now see the faint outline of the rune in gold. All other markings had 

faded from site. Zax looked me straight in the eye, pointing at the twisted gun that sat on the 

table. “If that rune was ever damaged, the amount of potential magic stored inside would be 

unleashed all at once. The results could be catastrophic.” 

 “You’re saying that I could get hurt pretty badly?” I asked. 

 “No, I’m saying that you should be worried about taking too much of the city’s 

population with you,” he said. I felt myself grow pale, and his gaze softened somewhat, “Look, 

kid, no one will be able to destroy the rune but Samuel, and maybe you, depending on how 

attached the magic has gotten to you by this point. It has to be intentional, and you can only do it 

with another enchanted item, so just don’t do it on purpose and you should be fine alright?” I 

wetted my lips before nodding.  

 “It’s not like it matters anyway though, right? The gun is toast. There isn’t anything to do 

but lock it up in a place the magic won’t go haywire,” I said. 

 “I thought you came here to fix it,” said Zax, smiling, “Why else would you come to see 

a master smith in his own shop with broken weapons? Although I will say most customers who 

seek me out do bother to dress up a little more.”  

 I smiled back as sweetly as I knew how. “So, speaking of clothes, I don’t suppose I could 

borrow some pants at least. I left Arkh in a bit of a hurry, and I don’t have any money with me, 

but if you could see to it out of the goodness of your heart…” 

 Zax interrupted me, “I can see to it out of the goodness of the Agency bank accounts that 

I know are in every major city on the continent. How’s that sound? Also there’s one more 

condition, the work I do is more than simple repairs. Some Academics think that bits of the 
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workman’s soul go into every piece they design. The repairs you’re asking me to do are almost 

complete reforges of the works, and with that gun I have to do it while maintaining the balancing 

act that my son put into the enchantments there. I always ask for something besides money, and 

you are in the unique position to provide me with something truly valuable. I want you to give 

my son a message when you return to Arkh.” 

 I agreed as quickly as I could. “Is there a bank nearby where I can draw on Agency funds 

without bringing the Academics down on me asking why I’m in town?” 

 “Floay, go and grap a pair of pants and one of my white shirts from my room upstairs 

please,” Zax said. Floay had just managed to poke his head up above the table, and he nodded in 

obedience before heading towards the door. 

 “My stuff!” he gasped once, snorting, before he left the room.  

 “There is a place that you may be able to find, a more private wing of the Adamine bank 

in the lower city. If you go there directly and manage to not set anything on fire, or arrest 

someone, you should be ok. I’ll start the work while you’re gone.” 

 I thanked Zax sincerely, and then we lapsed into an awkward silence. I tried to break the 

quiet with a question that had been nagging at the back of my mind. “So, Floay and the Chief 

don’t have much in the way of family resemblance,” I ventured, “I assume that the Chief takes 

after you and the little guy takes after his mother.” 

 Zax had gone back to fiddling with the two gears that he was adjusting when I first came 

in with Floay. His brow was furrowed in concentration. “Samuel’s mother died just before he ran 

away to Arkh to become a Detective. That was part of the reason he left. I never married again. I 

found Floay on the mountain when I was looking for components for a fire thrower that an 

Academic contracted me to build. Floay was just sitting among the smoking rocks. He was 
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maybe three and a half, small little guy. I asked him where his mother was and he just burst into 

tears, or at least he was sobbing. No water came out of his eyes. He was burning up when I held 

him, so I thought he was sick, and took him home to take care of him. Turns out he just runs hot. 

He always feels like he has a fever. It’s like there’s a fire inside of him. He’s a good kid though. 

Does what he’s told, and learns fast. Has a penchant for inventing. I’m sure he showed you that 

register contraption out front. It wouldn’t be half bad if just counting the money wasn’t easier 

than dealing with all those buttons.” 

 “So he’s your apprentice now, huh? Since the Chief left.”  

 “He’s not a replacement for Sam, if that’s what you’re thinking. They’re both my sons, 

and I love them dearly.” He said this last part gruffly, and seemed to remember I was in the 

room. He busied himself with the gears again, pushing them together with more force than was 

strictly necessary.  

 “So, this is an awkward question, but… uh…” I didn’t know how to phrase my next 

question.  

 “What is Floay?” He laughed at me. “Not the faintest idea. I’ve never seen any being like 

him before, and he was so young when I picked him up that I’m not even sure he can remember 

his mother."  

 “She was big and warm,” said Floay, walking into the room. His upper body was hidden 

behind a giant bundle of clothes, and his voice came out muffled by swathes of cloth. “I 

remember that she was big and warm and loved me and liked shiny things just like I do, but I 

couldn’t find her and it made me sad, and then Dad came along and took me home and taught me 

fun things, and I’m happy. I’ll find my mom some day. I know I will, and she’ll do nice things 
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for Dad for taking care of me and we’ll be one happy family.” He dropped the clothes on the 

table, next to the gun and sword.  

 Zax smiled and touseled Floay’s head spines from across the table. Floay pressed his 

head up into the affectionate hand and let out a low rumble in the back of his throat that sounded 

almost like a cat’s purr, then he hopped back onto his stool, rescuing the little cube from the 

ground and turning it over and over in his hands again. Clinking his talons against the metal 

selectively. “I can fix the gun,” Zax said. I pulled the clothes over to me and started to put on the 

pants, hopping up and down on one foot as the large folds of cloth got stuck around my ankles. 

The pants were obviously Zax’s and much too big for me, but they covered things that needed 

covering, and I wasn’t going to complain. I pulled a belt from the pile and sinched the rough 

black fabric closed on my waist, before pulling the shirt over my head. It felt like I was wearing 

a tent, but the loose cloth gave enough space to my burned skin that cool air could flow over my 

back, calming the irritation. “I can make your sword much better too, since I’m going to have to 

rebuild the damn thing anyway. What did you do, drop them in a forge for two weeks?” he asked 

me.  

 “Something like that,” I responded. Floay had included a black bowler hat in the pile of 

clothes, and I flicked a little dust off the brim before plunking it down on my head at a rakish 

angle. “The sword has sentimental value as well, save as much as you can, but I won’t complain 

about any improvements that you make.” I peered out from under the dark brim of the hat. “How 

much should I withdraw for your services? The Agency has express rules about rewarding 

suppliers.” 

 Zax gingerly picked my sword up off of the table and clicked his toungue between his 

teeth in disapproval when the metal sagged in the middle. The sword was barely able to hold 
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itself together after all of the trouble I gave it. “This is Ice Steel,” he said. I flushed guiltily. 

“Only elementalists forge with Ice Steel. You burned through this yourself didn’t you?”  

 “I’ve had a tough month or so,” I said quietly. “It was the only gift I ever received from 

my father. I hope you understand.”  

 “I understand, kid. I’ll save what I can. Besides, Ice Steel is one of the best metals in the 

world. I can work wonders with this stuff. You’re going to have quite a weapon on your hands 

when we get through. Just pay me what you think the job will be worth. The money isn’t the part 

of the price I value anyway. We’ll talk about that message when you get back,” he said, 

examining the sword more closely.  

 “What message?” asked Floay. 

 “I’m asking your brother to come home and visit,” said Zax. They both  had an  identical 

look on their faces that said they weren’t sure whether that was a good thing or not.  

 “Where is this bank branch you were talking about?” I asked, trying not to laugh out loud 

at them.  

 “It’s in the lower city. I don’t know where exactly. It’s not a part of town I visit often. 

Just keep heading down, and I’m sure you’ll find it eventually.”  

 “Thanks for all the help,” I said.  

 “Thank me after you get back in one piece. You’re headed there because it’s away from 

the sight of the Academics, and that’s why most of the population of the lower city is there. It’s 

not the most welcoming place. Go get my money, and then come back.” 

 “Alright, I’ll be careful,” I said. I turned to leave, but not before tipping my newly 

acquired hat to Floay. He giggled, and went back to his tinkering.  
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 “GO!” roared Zax in impatience. I scurried out of the shop and headed down the hill 

towards the lower parts of the city.  
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Chapter 5 
 

 The late afternoon sun was warm on my face as I peered into the shop windows lining the 

main boulevard of Adamine. The street was busy, even at this time of day, and I was worried 

about being recognized as the crazy naked man from earlier. It turned out that my fretting was 

over nothing though, because no one recognized me. I guess being naked and sunburned were 

details that stuck in people’s memories more than facial features, but I kept to the sides of the 

street and tried not to make eye contact anyway, just in case.  

 The hill flattened quickly, and I found myself headed back towards the gate where Floay 

had helped me get into the city. I stopped and looked around. There were no streets heading 

down. It looked like this was the lowest elevation that I could get to in this part of the city, and it 

didn’t look like I was going to find any kind of secret bank here. My eye was caught by a tailor’s 

shop, though. There was a brown coat hanging in the window. It was the same color as my old 

one that was now blowing around the wastes, converted to ashes by my lack of control. The sun 

was beginning to set, and a cold desert wind was blowing in from beyond the city walls, so I 

pushed open the door of the shop and entered.  

 The tailor’s shop was almost the exact opposite of the run down, dusty looking store that 

belonged to Zax, although I could tell right away that the quality of merchandise was much 

lower. Many of the clothes had exposed seams, or hanging threads, but the store had five or six 

different people in it examining the wares. I tipped my newly-acquired bowler hat to the 

shopkeeper. She had long silver-blond hair that went to her waist, held in a simple braid. Her 

hands were slim with different kinds of thread wrapped around her wrists and fingers. Her brown 
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woolen dress and white linen apron looked simple and hardy. The shopkeeper’s delicate features 

were clouded with frustration. She was helping one of the biggest orks I had ever seen in a city 

try on a suit jacket. It was too small for him, but he seemed convinced that it was the perfect fit. 

His dark green skin rippled in the light of the lamps on the walls as he shoved his arms into the 

unfortunate piece of clothing. He was wearing a black tie around his neck, and the material 

looked ridiculous dangling against his bare chest. I heard the seams popping in the jacket from 

across the room, and I headed towards the now dejected looking girl who was helping him.  

 “I told you sir, I think you need a bigger size,” she was saying as I came into earshot.  

 “Brawt no need extra extra large. Brawt is a fancy intercity businessman with fancy 

intercity tastes,” he said. He surveyed himself in a mirror that ran the length of the wall next to 

him. I could tell he was flexing because his biceps were visible through some of the newly made 

holes in the stitching.  

 “Be that as it may sir, the jacket seems to have grown some new holes, and I’m sure we 

can work out a way to put you into a better one,” she said.  

 “Brawt will take this jacket, or you will not get any of Brawt’s money,” the ork replied. 

She looked him up and down, and appeared to remember that she was dealing with an ork. His 

bald head shined in the lamplight, and his massive muscles were not hidden from view by the 

already ratty jacket that he was wearing. Brawt was wearing the kind of leather pleated kilt that 

orks favored, and it had enough wear on it to mark the item of clothing as what he was wearing 

when he came in. Brawt had exceptionally large tusks for an ork. They curled up almost to his 

cheek bones, and looked as deadly as the studded mace that leaned against the wall next to the 

mirror. Brawt’s eyes kept being drawn towards the mace.  
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 “I think you look fantastic as a fancy intercity businessman,” I said, clapping Brawt on 

the shoulder. “I am really into that refined, yet strong look that you’re cultivating.” Brawt looked 

at me a second and bared his fangs, the upper counterparts to his tusks, at me before he had 

managed to translate what I said into simpler words and realize that I was complimenting him.  

 “I am an intercity business man on intercity business,” he said contentedly.  

 “You know what would really complete the outfit?” I asked, taking off my hat and 

running the brim through my hands.  

 “Brawt has always been partial to sheep skulls,” he said, “with bloodstains. Brawt’s mom 

always dresses her children in the old style, but Brawt has an affection for tradition.”  

 “But now you’re going for the ork of business look right? A little respectability in these 

troubled times?” I asked. I was really getting into salesman mode now.  

 “Yes, Brawt is…”  

 I interrupted, “Exactly! You’re an intercity businessman. I’m sure your mother is very 

proud. The outfit only needs one thing, and you will be making fortunes in no time.” 

 Brawt was starting to look overwhelmed, but he stayed surprisingly non-violent for an 

ork being presented with new ideas. He seemed to really be taking the whole businessman idea 

quite seriously. He was also probably afraid of the Academics. They may have responded with 

extreme force with little provocation, but it encouraged the easily excitable to try and control 

themselves. “What you need, Mr. Brawt, is a hat. This hat, in fact. I think that it suits you.” I 

plunked my bowler hat down on his head before he could muster a response. I fought to keep a 

serious face as Brawt looked at me in awe.  

 “It is a business hat,” he declared satisfactorily, “Brawt is satisfied. You are lucky that 

your salesman came by, Brawt thought that business might be taken somewhere else,” he said 
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glaring at the hapless shopkeeper. He dropped a sack the size of a child’s head into my waiting 

arms and, grabbing the mace by the mirror, strode from the building. Mutely, I handed the bag to 

the shopkeeper and she gasped. She plunged her arm into the bag and brought out a fistful of 

hexagonal coins.  

 “Sir,” she called, “Mr. Brawt, you have overpaid!” Brawt didn’t hear, and the door 

slammed shut behind him. She was about to chase after him when I shushed her.  

 “Consider it hazard pay,” I told her, “You were in a bit of a dangerous situation. I’m sure 

you could have made him look fantastic, but never tell an ork what to do. They don’t take kindly 

to it, and they express dislike with weapons.” The shopkeeper blanched, and I could tell she 

hadn’t thought about that. I doubted Brawt would have killed her, but he could have easily sent 

her to a healer for a couple of days.  

 “Well thank you, sir,” she said, “You sold him your own hat though.”  

 “Yeah, I’ll take that out of the profits as well as my salesman commission, I think,” I told 

her. She started to laugh and then saw that I was serious and frowned at me. 

 “Fair’s fair, I suppose,” she said.  

 “Where’d he get all that money anyway?” I asked. It wasn’t any of my business, but I had 

no leads on where the undercity was, and it sounded like the kind of place that you didn’t want to 

be associated with in polite society. Besides, I was a Detective for a reason, and I was curious. I 

followed my curiosity when I was out of options, and it usually led to some kind of result.  

 “I have no idea, he just said something about having an in with the bank man and that he 

was using something called a ‘small business loan’ whatever that means.” 
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 “Bank man?” It looked like my curiosity may have led to something productive again. 

“Consider my commission a down payment on that coat in the window, plus maybe some pants 

and a shirt that fits. How late are you open?” I asked hurriedly.  

 “Normally sunset, but I live above the shop with my mother, the woman who makes all 

the clothes, so just knock four times and I’ll let you in. Where are you going?”  

 “I need to ask Brawt some more questions,” I said. I ran out the door to follow my first 

lead.  
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Chapter 6 
 

 Brawt hadn’t gone far. I found him staring into a fountain that was carved to look like a 

mermaid spitting water. He was trying to have a conversation with her.  

 “Brawt very impressed by your lung capacity,” he said. He tipped his hat to her the way I 

had when I entered the tailor’s shop. He must have seen me do it, and he mimicked my gesture 

with great effect. I tapped him on the shoulder. Brawt started and swung a back handed fist 

towards me as he whirled around. I ducked the strike, but became tangled in my overly large 

pants borrowed from Zax and sat down hard on the metal street. The sun was just now beginning 

to set, and I was surprised by the lack of heat radiating from the ground. The metal must have 

been designed to not conduct heat so that people didn’t roast in the metal city in the desert.  

 “Brawt, you must not remember me,” I said, dusting off my pants and regaining my feet, 

“I’m the man who sold you your hat and made the mean lady give you the jacket you wanted.” 

 Brawt was already nodding before I finished speaking. “Brawt wanted to squish the mean 

lady, but Academics are scary. Brawt can’t fight giant explosions with trusty mace.” He slightly 

raised the studded weapon that he had taken from the shop. I kept an eye on it until Brawt had 

returned it to the dangling position at his side.   

 “So Brawt, where did you get all that gold you used to pay for your fancy new business 

clothes?” I asked. I smiled and leaned back against the brim of the fountain which came up to my 

waist.  

 “Brawt work at bank in undercity. Brawt is an imp leggeral part of a flowerishing 

business,” he said.  
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 “You are an integral part of a flourishing business?” I clarified, guessing that he had 

misheard whatever his boss had told them.  

 Brawt grunted and leaned against the fountain as well, copying my posture. “That’s the 

one. Bossman talks too fast sometimes.” 

 “I’d like to meet the bossman,” I said. Brawt flinched and stared at me suspiciously. I 

made a placating gesture. “I am on important business too, Brawt. I just thought that maybe I 

would have a talk with such a prime investor. I have connections to make and people to see. 

Lethargy is no option.” I spoke quickly, and I could tell by the third sentence that I had 

completely lost Brawt, but he smiled and nodded along until I was done speaking.  

 “Brawt think the bossman will like you. He likes money. Lethal birdy is no option,” he 

said. “Why fancy hat man need Brawt? Bank is just in undercity. Not hard to find at all.”  

 “I would like a guide to the Bank. I don’t know where the undercity is Brawt, and call me 

Nate. We needn’t stick to formal titles.” I grinned a little.  

 “Nate. Ok, Nate, follow me Nate. We will go to the boss man.” Brawt heaved himself 

from the fountain and walked towards the edge of the plaza. He kept his head high and his 

shoulders thrown back in pride. The crowd that was gathering stayed well out of his way, and I 

stayed in his wake to make sure  I could keep up. Pride looks a lot like aggression on an ork, and 

it was good policy to avoid either. Brawt came to the side wall of a shop that jutted into the 

plaza. Metal walls bowed outward, and shined in the late afternoon light. I could see my own 

faint reflection in the metal. I looked like a kid who had tried on his father’s clothes. Zax was too 

wide for me, but I had no idea why his pants were too long as well, considering I was at least six 

inches taller than him.  

 “This is a wall, Brawt,” I said carefully.  



195 
 

 “Brawt not stupid, Nate.” He gave me a look of resentment. “The undercity is under the 

wall.” 

 “But how do we get there from here?” I asked.  

 “The ladder,” he said simply. “And people say Brawt dumb,” he mumbled under his 

breath. He pointed to the ground at our feet, but I couldn’t see a ladder. There was only a small 

circular hole in the otherwise featureless metal. It looked just big enough to fit a fist in. Brawt 

jammed three fingers into the hole and twisted. His hand was so much bigger than mine that the 

three fingers were all that would fit. There was a clicking sound, a faint green glow, and then 

there was a seam in the ground. The circle was the handle to a trap door. Brawt flipped the door 

open with a grunt, revealing a ladder made of the same metal that everything else seemed to be 

made of. He quickly swung his feet over the side and began to descend.  

 “It’s enchanted. That’s why I didn’t see it,” I said to myself. 

 “Nate must be new here,” said Brawt. “Everything in Adamine enchanted. It weird to 

find something not enchanted.” The last statement echoed up at me from the dark hole that Brawt 

had dissapeared into. The sun was at too low of an angle to pierce the darkness, and I saw only 

the edges of the ladder before it was overtaken with gloom. The faint scent of oil wafted to me. I 

grabbed the ladder and started to climb down. Although the metal of the ladder looked the same 

as all the surrounding material, it had a rough texture that made the climb much easier. I didn’t 

have to worry about slipping off of the rungs. Below me, I could hear Brawt talking to himself 

about what he was planning to do with his new intercity business. I didn’t have the heart to tell 

him that he had spent all of his business money on the suit jacket and tie. It sounded like he 

wanted to open up a meat store. He kept going on about wild cuts and savory flavor. I hoped that 
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he was talking about livestock. We descended into the darkness, but the trip was surprisingly 

short. After only thirty steps or so, I came to the bottom of the ladder.  

 “We’re right under the main city, huh Brawt?” I asked, after stepping off of the final 

rung. He was waiting for me next to the ladder. The walls and floors were made of the same 

metal as in the upper city, but they weren’t as polished. They appeared to be covered in grime, 

but when I nudged a mark on the floor with my shoe, the only article of clothing borrowed from 

Zax that fit, the mark didn’t change. The metal looked like it had been dirty so long that it was 

just part of the pattern now. The area was lit by faint glowing orbs that hung at intervals along 

the walls. We were in a narrow passageway. I could see other similar tunnels leading into it like 

tributaries to a river, and at the end of the tunnel was a large opening that looked like it could 

lead into a more open area.  I shook the kinks out of my arms from climbing in such a cramped 

space. The walls of the ladder chute had been very close.  

 “We not under main city. Undercity just in prime efficiency location,” Brawt said 

defensively.  

 I froze where I was as I heard a fluttering noise behind me and felt a blade pressed lightly 

against my throat. A voice came from behind me, “Hello Brawt,” it said pleasantly, “I see that 

you’re officially an intercity businessman now. You have the fancy clothes and everything.”  

 Brawt nodded amiably at whoever was positioned behind me. I felt a breeze against my 

back. “I am fancy businessman now. Dail no kill Brawt’s first client.”  

 “First client you say? When did you learn big words like that, Brawt?” asked Dail.  

 “Fancy words come with fancy clothes,” Brawt said, smiling. His tusks gleamed in the 

low light.  
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 “That they do my friend,” Dail returned. I felt a small hand press against my back as the 

blade was removed, and stumbled forward a step. I could have burned Dail where he stood, I was 

certainly angry enough, but I was still trying to keep a low profile, and setting someone on fire 

was not a subtle defense method.  

 I stood next to Brawt, who was busy straightening his tie. This consisted of him holding 

the haphazard knot tied around his neck and shifting it back and forth constantly without any real 

effect. Dail stepped out of the gloom where he had been hiding and gave me a nod of greeting. 

He was a faerie.  His gossamer wings, the source of the breeze and the fluttering noise, were 

about the size of his four foot tall body, and he was already folding them back where he kept 

them behind his shoulder blades. He had lank greasy green hair that went down to his shoulders 

and he kept swept back from his ears. His leather coat and pants had seen better days, but his 

solid green eyes gleamed dangerously in the light from the enchanted lanterns. His smile 

revealed pointed teeth, but he made a friendly face.  

 “Sorry about that, Nate was it?” I nodded and he looked satisfied with the fact that he had 

picked the name up from Brawt. “You smell like Academic. They don’t come here often.” 

 Brawt’s brow furrowed. “Nate no academic, Nate sold me fancy hat. Said we are 

business partners. Wants to meet bossman.”  

 “A hat salesman, really? Well, I have been known to be wrong, from time to time,” Dail 

said. 

 “I’m not much for science,” I said, rubbing at the spot that was still tingling where Dail’s 

long handled knife had rested. It was still in his hand, held ready, but he quickly sheathed it.   

 “No Academic would ever say that, even if the fool was trying to be sneaky. Guess I was 

wrong. Maybe you’re a Detective or something.” I tried to keep my face still, but Dail must have 



198 
 

seen some reaction there because he gave me a wink. “Don’t worry, Nate the hat salesman. 

Detectives don’t mess with the undercity unless there’s a good reason. I bet you’re here to find a 

lead. Maybe get some funds?”  

 “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said.  

 “Of course you don’t, Nate. Of course you don’t. Just be glad you were smart enough to 

come with Brawt here. If you were alone, and came here,” He paused for a second to look at me 

closely from head to toe, “unarmed,” he exclaimed in surprise. “Some people with less scruples 

may have tried to take advantage of you. Although, whether for their ill gain or yours, I’m not 

completely sure.” He smiled again. Brawt was tapping his foot impatiently on the metal, making 

slight pinging noises with the toe of his boot. “Alright big boy,” said Dail. “Take him to the 

bossman. I’m sure he’ll be incredibly interested to hear what Nate has to say.” Brawt smiled 

widely and jogged off down the tunnel. “I’ll be seeing you around Detective,” called Dail, as I 

turned to catch up. I couldn’t tell if he was being friendly or threatening me.  
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Chapter 7 
 

 The tunnel slanted into the dark. Brawt stayed just ahead of me as we hurried ahead. If I 

sped up so did he, and so I contented myself to jog after him and hope that the journey wouldn’t 

be too long. When we got to the bottom of the descent, Brawt paused to take a deep breath, and I 

caught up to him. We were at the mouth of the tunnel peering out at a massive dome. 

 The undercity was a single opening under the city like the hollow inside of a mountain. 

The roof high above us held three of the blue glowing spheres that had lined the tunnels, but 

these were much bigger and brighter. They were positioned in a triangle, and slowly rotated 

around each other, causing the shadows throughout the cavern to shift and turn disconcertingly. 

The walls were lined with buildings, squat little squares connected by ropes and ladders and 

walkways. The hundreds of identical cells made the whole place look like the inside of a 

beehive, and it was just as busy. People climbed all over the buildings and massed upon the 

ground in a gigantic market. There was every kind of ware and animal for sale. I shuddered as I 

saw an earth toad the size of a dog crouched next to a stall near us. There was food too. I could 

smell the grease and the tempting smoke from cooking meat. My stomach grumbled loudly, 

reminding me that I couldn’t even remember the last time I had eaten.  A vendor with a steaming 

tray hanging around his neck appeared at my shoulder.  

 “Seems like the man is hungry,” he said. He had pointy ears and a long forked tongue 

that flicked in and out of his mouth incessantly.  

 “Why yes, I happen to be starving,” I said to him. I was about to order whatever was the 

source of the intoxicating aroma coming from his covered tray when he reached out with his 

tongue and licked both eyeballs. He smacked his lips and tilted his head at me. 
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 “So what can I get you, young sir?” His voice hissed slightly when he talked. “We have a 

special on flat bread and meat today, compatible with even the weak human digestion. I checked 

earlier.”  

 “Well, I was just thinking that I wasn’t so…” I trailed off as another artfully fanned whiff 

of the food hit my nose. “Ah, forget it. What kind of meat is it?”  

 “There are kinds?” he asked. I decided to trust to fate anyway and ordered a flat bread 

and meat from the long tongued street vendor. He handed me the food, which came wrapped in 

brown paper. The heat radiating from the wrapping made my mouth water. “That’ll be four 

knuts,” the street vendor said, holding his hand under my nose.  

 “I don’t have knuts, but this should cover it,” I said. I rooted in my pockets for a moment 

and came up with a silver coin. It must have been left there from whenever Zax had worn them 

last. I told myself that I was going to pay him back anyway, and handed it over. The metal rung 

loudly as I dropped it onto the lid of the vendor’s tray. A pocket of silence in the bustling market 

formed around the vendor and I. People stopped what they were doing and stared at me as the 

ringing of the coin was silenced by the vendor’s quick fingers. He flipped it over in his hands, 

holding it close to his eyes.  

 “Foreigner are we? You’re a long way from home, Mr. Man. Thank you for your 

patronage. This will more than cover it.”  He stepped back into the crown and I lost sight of him 

quickly. The people around me went back to what they were doing, but they were trying too hard 

to not seem interested. I noticed more than one glance cast at me from the corner of an eye. I was 

now a point of interest. I cursed to myself. My plan to stay low profile wasn’t going very well at 

all.  
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 I was taller than most of the people in the crowd, but the variety of races present meant 

that there were some people taller than me. The heads of giants and orcs and other things I 

couldn’t identify at that distance made it hard to see very far through the crowd. Brawt had 

vanished. Even his distinctive bowler hat had disappeared into the crowd and I had no idea 

where I was going. I spun in a full circle, disoriented by the rotating blue suns above me. The 

tunnel and the street vendor combined with the crowds and strange lights had made my sense of 

direction completely useless. I pressed myself to the wall of the cavern, and picked a direction. 

The place was round, so I figured that at the absolute worst I could find the tunnel that let me in 

again. I also considered asking people around me about the banker that I was looking for, but I 

decided to pick my informant carefully. It seemed like the business in the undercity had a 

preference of anonymity. I didn’t want anyone to decide I asked too many questions and needed 

to be silenced. I could still defend myself, but if I did the entire city would hear about it by 

nightfall, and that was assuming I won the fight. I wasn’t as comfortable without my weapons. 

With my control of the elements, I’d essentially be wiggling my arms around hoping something 

would happen.  

 I continued along the wall of the cavern for some time, munching on the meal that I had 

bought for myself. I looked into stalls and shops as I walked, partly to blend with the crowd, and 

partly because the contents of the stores were incredibly interesting. I saw one shop that appeared 

to be selling fire in a jar. I stopped there for a while, trying to figure out if I was qualified to 

make them, but when I saw that the shopkeeper was an enchanter and not an elementalist, I 

decided to move on. He was flicking his fingers and small tongues of flame came out of them 

each time, but I had a feeling that it had more to do with the solid coating of rune tattoos that he 

had all over his bare arms and chest than with any sort of talent as an elementalist.  
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Another store was filled with man sized cages. They were all covered in white cloths. I 

lifted up the corner of one and was met by an eye the size of my open hand looking back at me. I 

dropped the cloth, jumping backwards. The shopkeeper, a short man with a goatee and shiny 

black wings projecting from his shoulder blades, removed the cloth with a flourish, revealing one 

of the giant mice I had seen in the wastes. I must not have been as close to them as I thought, 

because it was about twice the size of the ones I had seen out in the wastes. It looked exactly the 

same, so I chalked the difference up to the lack of reference points. They were bigger than I 

thought. I was interrupted by the mouse itself. It squeaked and then looked me straight in the eye 

and said, “Help me,” in a pitiful voice. The winged shopkeeper shouted something in a language 

that sounded like fire crackling in a hearth and threw the cloth back over the cage.  

 “These things, they have a funny sense of humor,” he told me. “I will make you a good 

price, the little buggers are great for experiments, and I know you have the coin.” He wiggled his 

eyebrows at me. It looked like the whole market had heard about the rich stranger already. News 

travels fast in a place like this. I shuddered and moved on.  

 I was about to give up and look for the nearest ladder when I heard a voice projecting 

over the crowd. It was the voice of a woman, made rough by age and hard living. “I know all and 

see all. I am a member of the legendary Seer’s Circle. Come to me and I will find you what you 

seek. Come to the Seer and I shall tell you of your true love, lost in the wastes, begging for their 

hero. I shall tell you of hidden riches. My power comes from the slumbering god!”  

 I hurried towards the voice. The claim of being a part of the Seer’s Circle would have 

been enough to make me go and listen anyway, but hearing anything about the slumbering god 

was enough to send me shoving my way through the crowd.  
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 There was a large group of people around the raised platform. The supposed Seer was 

pacing back and forth on the stage, and I could hear the planks creak even from the back of the 

crowd where I was staying. She was putting on quite a show. “I will tell you your future!” she 

shouted above the din of the market place. “I am Madame Magdeline, and your fate is laid before 

me like a map of the streets of Arkh. Simple and straight.”  

 She’s obviously never been to Arkh, I thought to myself. The woman was old. She had 

wrinkled skin, but it still hung close to her bones, not sagging with the extremes of age. Her gray 

hair stuck out in wisps from beneath the blue turban she wore on her head, and she was also 

wearing a matching robe that swished around her ankles as she walked back and forth across the 

stage. The robe was covered in sequins, and they reflected the light from above us in an ever 

shifting pattern among the crowd.  She carried a long stemmed pipe in one hand, the smoke 

wafting from it smelling of sandalwood. The Seer gestured wildly with the pipe while making 

grand claims of her mastery of the webs of time, and it scattered smoke and sparks among the 

crowd. People at the front by the stage were showered with burning debris, but they paid no 

mind. They were too busy listening to the promises being spouted by the fortune teller.  

 “I know all and see all. You sir, in the crowd, come up here and I will give you a reading 

for free.” She pointed to a lanky man with matted hair in the front row. He mounted the stage 

with practiced ease, and stood very still. A cloud of smoke from the fortune teller’s pipe drifted 

into his face, and his nose twitched. “You’re name is Larviticus, is it not?” she asked with a 

knowing smile. She made sure her voice projected to the back of the group of onlookers. 

Larviticus mimed shock.  

 “Why yes! It is indeed!” he said. His speech was stilted as though quickly memorized, 

and he laid his hands on either side of his face melodramatically. “What else do you know?”  
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 “I know all,” she repeated again. “Your wife is in grave danger. You must go to her 

immediately and tell her of the cure to her disease.”  

 “She’s sick?” Larviticus looked genuinely worried for a second, “But you said that 

nothing you said would be…” he trailed off as Madame Magdeline whispered furiously in his ear 

for a moment. “Oh, right,” he said, and then resumed his ridiculous expression from before. 

“She’s sick?” he asked again. He swept his face from one side of the crowd to the other so that 

everyone could see how surprised and worried he was. “Help me please Madame Magdeline.” 

 “You must go to the mountain of the slumbering god and pick three of the green hope 

flowers that grow there. Lay them on the brow of your beloved and she shall be saved from her 

impending sickness. You shall save her before she needs saving, and that shall be the gift of the 

slumbering god.”  

 “Thank you Madame Magdeline,” said Larviticus, “I shall do so right away.” He stepped 

down from the stage and walked to the back of the crowd. I saw his hand snake into several 

people’s pockets as he went. He jingled as he walked past me, but I felt him stop just behind me. 

I imagined that he was reaching into my pocket, but I heard a yelp and turned around to see him 

waving his hand and blowing on it. There were blisters springing up on his long fingers.  

 “Sir, your pants appear to be on fire,” he said.   

 I looked down to see a small bit of flame clinging to my pocket. I patted it out you’re 

quickly and looked Larviticus straight in the eye. “Thank you for your concern, but maybe these 

things wouldn’t happen if you kept your hands to yourself.” He nodded, panic emerging on his 

face. I saw several other men along the back of the crowd. The bulk of Madame Magdeline’s 

profits must not have been from her fortune telling.  
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 I had to ask her about the slumbering god while I had a chance. That was the only clue I 

had gotten from the real Seer’s Circle. There weren’t exactly signs pointing out the slumbering 

god as I walked around. I shoved my way to the front of the crowd. People grumbled, but 

judicious applications of elbows made sure that they got out of the way. The ground may have 

shifted a bit under people too, but I couldn’t help that. The pickpockets scattered through the 

crowd noticed me and started to push through the crowd as well. They probably didn’t want 

anyone to rile up the crowd before they were done checking their wallets.  I beat them to the 

front, thanks to my head start and the fact that I didn’t have to worry about jingling when I 

walked.  

 “Who is the slumbering god?” I shouted when I had made it to the front of the stage. 

Madame Magdeline dropped the tarot cards she was flourishing all over the stage. One landed 

face up in front of me. It spun quickly before coming to rest. The card said judgement in classical 

script across the top, and depicted a skeleton pointing. The hand was aimed directly at me. I 

shrugged and picked up the card, holding it up for Madame Magdeline. She glared at me and 

snatched then card away. She glanced at it before resting it on the deck, and then looked down 

again, her eyes widening.  

 “Do you have any idea,” she began, but I interrupted her.  

 “The slumbering god, I need to know what it is. I have to find it.”  

 “The slumbering god is where he has always been, on the bald mountain, protected from 

fate the guardian of all of Adamine, and the creator of our secrets,” she said. “Don’t interrupt a 

Seer while they are divining, child, our wrath is destructive and ancient.”  

 I was about to inform Madame Magdeline that I had in fact met the real Seer’s Circle 

before and didn’t recall seeing her there when a booming voice echoed through the crowd.  
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 “Fancy friend!” it called. I recognized the deep tones of Brawt even when it was raised in 

a panic. “Fancy friend, where are you? People tell Brawt that fancy man with silver coins is in 

undercity. Brawt hopes he finds you first because silver make people crazy. Not everyone handle 

being fancy intercity businessmen as well as Brawt.”  

 “You’re with Brawt, are you, child?” Madame Magdeline gave me another calculating 

look before glancing behind me. I had been so absorbed in trying to follow a lead that I didn’t 

notice the pickpockets that sorrounded me. They had bulges in their jackets that were either 

weapons or results of their work before I interrupted them. They all looked ready for a fight. I 

slid my feet beneath me, readying for the first attack when one of the thieves floated up into the 

air. Brawt had picked him up by the back of the neck and was holding him at arm’s length. He 

addressed the rest of the thieves, apparently forgetting about the one he was holding.  

 “Brawt found fancy friend. Thank you for helping Brawt. The nice future lady always 

knows what Brawt is looking for and delivers it to the boss man without damage.” Brawt 

scowled at Madame Magdeline. The muscles on the arm holding the pickpocket twisted like 

angry snakes. The man whimpered and thrashed for a moment and then fell still. He hung like 

wet cloth in Brawt’s still unmoving hand. Madame Magdeline turned pale before making a small 

signal with her hand. The other pickpockets backed away in a widening circle, giving us some 

room. Brawt smiled and dropped his victim. The thief hit the ground and moaned. I was glad to 

see that Brawt hadn’t killed the pickpocket, although I didn’t envy him the headache he was 

going to have when he woke up.  

 “You better go with him, child,” said the nervous fortune teller, “Brawt has a bit of a 

reputation in the undercity for getting things done, and he rarely does it in a non-violent fashion. 

Something powerful is following you, and you need to watch yourself. The mark of the wastes is 
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upon you and fate has laid claim to your life. Find the slumbering god, and be careful." She 

turned and left the stage, letting out a small oof! as she hopped off the back of the raised platform 

and dissapeared into the crowd.  

 Brawt rested a hand on my shoulder and guided me back in the direction I had come 

from. “Why Nate pay hundred times going price for Slaitheir’s vaguely consumable meat 

product?” he asked me as we walked. “Nate may not be used to secrets, but dealing with boss 

man is secret business. Nate should think about keeping a lower profile.”  

 “I’ll try to keep that in mind Brawt. I’m sorry if I made your job harder.”  

 “Whole undercity talks of dumb rich foreigner,” he said, shaking his head. 

 “Well that was my only coin. I found it in my pocket. I didn’t really know how much it 

was worth. Besides the meat I got was pretty good.”  

 “Always starts good. Nate may not feel so satisfied later,” he said. I tried not to let that 

foreboding answer worry me, but my stomach rumbled ominously.  “Boss man is interested,” he 

said. “Fancy friend Nate should not wander the undercity without Brawt until after business is 

completed.” Brawt looked concerned, and I felt touched. He seemed to really have gained an 

attatchment to me in the short time we had known each other. “If deal fall through with boss 

man, Brawt not want to chase you far to kill you.” 

 On the other hand, I thought, Maybe he isn’t that attached to me after all. 

 We walked for a short distance, the crowd parting around us, before turning down 

another tunnel that lead into the main cavern. I couldn’t tell the difference between this tunnel 

and the one we had entered through except that this one had guards lining the edges. Some were 

orks, but most were human. They all had a look about them that screamed mercenary. These 
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weren’t just security forces, most of the guards had seen battle before. I recognized that glint in 

their eye from some of the more experienced Detectives in Arkh.  

 We came to the end of the tunnel. At some point the metal that pervaded the city 

switched to dark brown rock. The last hundred yards or so was devoid of guards or doorways 

leading off into side passages. We must have been far below the city by now. The air felt thick. 

Brawt came to a thick wooden door. It was the same dark brown as the stone surrounding it. 

Brawt knocked on the door, and we waited. After a few minutes with no answer, Brawt leaned 

back and dealt the door a powerful punch, putting all his weight behind it. His knuckles left 

divots in the solid hardwood. The resulting boom echoed back up the tunnel. Almost 

immediately, a little slot opened at about chest height. I hadn’t noticed it before. It blended in 

perfectly with the iron bands that wrapped the door. The whole set up had the look of being 

prepared for a siege.   

 A green pointed nose stuck out of the slot. “What’s the password?” it asked. 

 “It is Brawt. Open up.” Brawt said, bending over to look through the slot.  

 “That was the password last week, Brawt. It changes, remember? What’s the new 

password?” 

 Brawt moved with lightning speed, and before I knew what had happened, he had his arm 

lodged in the slot. I heard scrabbling against the door, and desperate choking noises. “Brawt is 

not patient today Squell,” he said. “Squell knows it is Brawt. Open. The. Door. Now.” Each 

word was accompanied with a higher and higher pitched noise of distress from Squell. Finally, 

the door clicked open. Brawt smiled brightly and released Squell so that he could open the door. 

There was a thud as it impacted with the person on the other side, but Brawt shouldered his way 

through. I shrugged and followed.  
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 Squell was a small green imp with a long nose that I had gotten acquainted with from the 

other side of the door. His face was dark and he was coughing in the corner while he rubbed his 

bruising throat. A thin gold chain hung auspiciously from his neck and a small black business 

suit. Imps were generally only a few feet tall, and Squell was no exception. He had been standing 

on a stool just to see out of the low slot in the door. “You must be Nate,” he wheezed. “The 

banker is interested in your business proposition. He does advise you be more careful with your 

money in the future, however. You can show him in Brawt, he wants to talk to you too.”  

 Brawt, still smiling after gaining entrance without remembering the password, gestured 

grandly to another wooden door on the other side of the room. I walked carefully over the plush 

red velvet carpet that covered the floor. There were several chairs lining the walls. They were 

covered in velvet and cushions, but still looked uncomfortable. Squell, having regained his feet, 

pulled himself up behind a large gold desk. He put a pair of small bifocals on his long nose and 

resumed writing in a massive book that sat in front of him. He sniffed disdainfully as I passed 

him, but otherwise ignored me. His stiletto shaped ears twitched occasionally. Brawt held the 

door open for me, and shut it behind him as we both stepped inside. It slid closed on silent 

hinges, and ended with an ominous click.  
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Chapter 8 

 The room I entered was well lit, with the ceiling and floor painted white, a strange 

contrast to the foreboding dark wood and red velvet of the receiving room outside. The walls 

were all light sandstone. The grooves between the individual stones showed that they had been 

brought in from somewhere else. There was also a window that looked out onto a sunny green 

garden. The room smelled like freshly tilled earth, with a hint of animal smell I couldn’t identify. 

The sunlight made me heave a huge sigh of relief. I hadn’t realized how much the undercity was 

bothering me, but, feeling the tension go out of my shoulders, I realized all that earth between me 

and the sky had been making me nervous. There were several wooden chairs. They had no velvet 

or cushions, but the pleasant curve of the back and seat promised an infinitely more enjoyable 

experience than the chairs outside. The chairs were positioned in front of a desk made of the 

metal from the upper city. It was polished, and seemed to absorb the sunlight from the window, 

glowing contentedly. I sat down in front of the desk, and the chair creaked comfortably. Brawt 

leaned against the wall by the window. Only after I had arranged myself did I look at the man I 

had come to see: the banker.  

 The banker was a faun. That explained the slight animal smell. I recognized the immortal 

creature from descriptions I had heard muttered around the cafeteria back in Arkh. He was a well 

built man with hair that ran down the sides of his face and looked like it met hair growing up 

from his back. The mane spread over his shoulders and down the center of his chest as well. He 

had long furry legs that curved backwards like a goat, and ended with sharp hooves. I could tell 

because he was reclining in his leather desk chair with his feet up on the desk, flipping through 

some kind of report. One of the pages was facing me, and I could make out columns of numbers 

interspersed with short sentences. I also saw what looked like a blood spatter in the left corner. 
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The banker was balding. His hair only covered the sides of his head. The top was bare of 

everything except his two small pointed goat horns that protruded from his forehead. Fauns were 

nearly indestructible. They were immune to poisons and disease, and they healed quickly. Fauns 

were cunning and known for their intelligence due to their longevity. They said that a Faun was 

born once a century, and that there were only five known to exist on the whole continent. Two of 

them lived in Arkh. They ran a botanical garden on the roof of their apartment building. I had 

never been there, but I had met some of the dryads, the tree spirits, that lived there, and they all 

seemed very happy. Not counting the two in Arkh, I was pretty sure I remembered hearing that 

there was one in Tierra working as an advisor for a prominent house. There was also one in the 

southern jungles on a research assignment for the Agency. He had been there since before I was 

born, and I had never met him. The last known faun wandered the wastes with his own tribe of 

smugglers. He had a bounty on his head in every settlement on the continent, and was known for 

his bloodthirsty tactics.  

There were always rumors of other Fauns that chose to lead a move secretive life, but one 

living in the depths of the undercity of Adamine was certainly surprising. The banker looked up 

from his report and smiled at me. His teeth were thick and heavy, like cobblestones. He held the 

report he was reading up to his mouth and took a bite out of it. The paper crackled as he chewed 

on it. He made a satisfied noise in the back of his throat before swallowing and tossing the 

report, facedown, on the desk. He put his feet down with a faint clopping noise. He rested his 

hands on the desk in front of them and meshed his fingers together just below his mouth. “What 

can I do for you Detective Nate?” he asked. His voice was low, and had an undercurrent to it that 

reminded me of birdsong. I opened my mouth to answer, but he continued before I could protest. 

“Oh don’t be so surprised, I am a man with his fingers in a lot of delicious pies, and a Faun does 
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have a tendency to hear things. I assume you are here to procure funds. I didn’t see anything 

about an official portal in today, so you either came through the wastes or through some other 

more,” he grimaced, “sloppy means.”  

 “You know my name, but I know almost nothing about you,” I said, trying to gain for my 

brain to catch up to the current events.  

 “Good, that means I’m doing my job,” he said. He smiled again, his teeth reflecting the 

sunlight wetly. “Almost everyone in Adamine just calls me the banker. Some people call me less 

nice things, but they tend to owe me money. You can call me Chlor.”  

 “Detective named Nate,” Brawt chimed in helpfully.  

 “Thank you Brawt,” Chlor said. He swung his chair around to face the wall where Brawt 

was leaning. “How did the business trip go?” he asked, with the air of a doting father. “I like the 

new outfit. It’ll gain you a lot of respect down here. Make you more noticeable for sure.”  

 “Nate picked the hat,” Brawt said. He scuffed his toe along the ground bashfully.  

 “And a great choice that was too. Our new Detective friend has taste.”  

 “Nate is Brawt’s fancy friend.”  

 “I’m sure he is.”  

 I gaped during the exchange. I had seen Brawt almost pop a man’s head from his 

shoulders for being in his way, and now he was trading fashion tips with his boss. Chlor swung 

the chair back to face me. I used the break in conversation to get a question in edgewise. “So, 

you represent the Bank of Adamine?”  

 “You could say that,” he smiled again, and I repressed a shiver. Those teeth looked like 

they could crush whatever they got a hold of. “I am a subsidiary of the Bank of the Continent and 

its resulting branches. I am under the supervision of the Bank of Adamine specifically, because 
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this is where I was working before they bought me out, and I’m quite attached to the 

subterranean environment.” He noticed my confused look. “It’s strange for a faun I know, but 

something about the rock calls to me more than plants or sky. I have my window, and that 

satisfies any urges for nature that my racial disposition may give me, but in truth I much more 

value the feeling of safety that I can get down here than any chance to frolic in the breezes of 

Mother Nature.” 

 “So we are pretty close to the surface then?” I asked looking at the window.  

 “Oh, not at all, Nate, we’re far below the city. I had an Academic who owed me a few 

favors rig up a semi-permeable portal to a friend’s garden in Tierra. It’s beautiful, and I don’t 

even have to water it. I can see out, but no one can see in. As long as no one walks directly into 

the wall where it’s hidden there shouldn’t be any problems.”  

 “And you have a pretty handy escape route if your private army fails,” I said, jerking my 

head back towards the door.  

 “There’s that too,” he admitted. “Normally I wouldn’t tell you any of this, but I heard 

about your escapade around the lower city, and I know you need to talk to me. So you’re 

obviously not here to try and arrest me for anything related to Arkh. I’ve found that building 

working relationships with Detectives can be infinitely helpful in the long run, and if you’re here 

on your own this may be another one of those fate of the world things,” he rolled his eyes 

upward. “They’re bad for business because they tend to be expensive, but the end of the world 

order and the subsequent destruction would be worse for business.”  

 “So, you know why I’m here already?”  

 “You need funds for your investigation, and you don’t want to spend two weeks 

convincing the academics that your mission has nothing to do with them. Going to the bank and 
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accessing official Agency funds would involve the university immediately, and so you came 

somewhere a little more risky.” 

 “Believe me; the risk here is relatively low compared with what I’ve been dealing with 

lately.”  

 “You Detectives, always so full of bravado. I wouldn’t underestimate your situation, 

were I you. I stand to profit from this relationship, so you’re safe, but if you get in the way of my 

business, it will be a different story.” Chlor rummaged in a desk drawer and came up with a 

handful of green grass clippings. He eyed them for a moment before popping the clippings in his 

mouth. The smell of the crushed grass wafted around the room as he chewed. Chlor spoke 

around his snack, a bit of green juice dribbling from the corner of his mouth. “How much do you 

need? The Agency has sizable investments in the Bank of Adamine, and I can pull from those 

funds at will.” 

 “I need enough to buy some clothes, refit some weapons that were damaged and bribe 

informants. Besides that, maybe a little on the side for incidentals,” I said. The smell of the grass 

was making my nose start to itch.  

 “Do you intend to keep paying way over going price for food? Because I’ll need to take 

flippancy into account for my estimates.”  

 “No, that was a onetime thing.” I threw my hands above my head in frustration. “Jeez, 

how’d you hear about that so quickly all the way down here?” I asked.  

 “I don’t think you understand the scope of my operation,” he said. “You must think this is 

some off the books side project of the city bank. My funds are approximately half of the total 

working budget of the Continent Bank, the overarching arm that manages banks continent wide, 

including the Bank of Adamine and the Bank of the Round in Arkh. I was originally a private 
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business until the board bought me out. Now I do the same things, but I get to meet people like 

you and have them owe me favors instead of having them killed on principle.” 

 I felt cold. “Well that’s lucky for both of us then,” I said, forcing a smile.  

 “Yes, it really is.” Chlor smiled back, although his smile didn’t look forced. Brawt 

laughed to himself from where he leaned on the wall.  

 “So where does your money come from?” I asked. The look I got from Chlor made it 

obvious that this wasn’t a welcome line of questioning.  

 “Oh this and that, this and that,” he said, waving a hand vaguely.  

 “There’s a lot of profit then? In this and that?” I asked. 

 “Amplitudes,” he said. “I have relationships with intercity business people, like newly 

promoted Brawt here.” Brawt glowed with pride. “They go to other cities and make 

procurements, or they, uh, negotiate for some intermediaries that pay well for their anonymity.” 

 “So they blackmail, steal, and intimidate?” I asked smiling pleasantly. 

 “That’s unfair Detective, I never said that. Besides, sometimes they smuggle too.” He 

looked smug. Daring me to try and arrest him in the middle of his underground fortress. 

 “It’s not any problem for me right now. I have bigger fish to fry, I was just curious,” I 

said. 

 “Must be some pretty damn big fish to outshine me,” Chlor muttered grumpily.  He 

grabbed another handful of grass and popped it into his mouth. “So, the fact that you don’t have 

weapons must mean that you commissioned the work when you got here. Great choice, by the 

way, coming to Adamine, I mean. The workmen here are top notch. Charging the Agency must 

just be a bonus.” Chlor swallowed noisily. “Where are you getting them worked on?”  
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 “I ended up at some rickety old shop in a back alley way. It doesn’t have a name, but the 

guy who owns it is named Zax, do you know him? He’s kind of big and has a mechanical arm.” 

 Chlor almost choked. He scrambled to sit up straight. “You went to him? Man, you are 

gutsy with Agency money. He’s one of the finest craftsmen in Adamine, which makes him one 

of the finest on the continent. His work won’t come cheap.” 

 “Well I’m also doing him a favor, so he shouldn’t charge me too much.”  

 “By his standards, that price is still more than you would make in a year, but that’s not 

my place to judge. Here, this should cover your expenses. I’ll just debit the Agency investments 

for the difference. Plus a service fee, of course.” Chlor reached under his desk and pulled a sack 

of coins out of a drawer. It was about the size of two clenched fists. He dropped the bag on the 

desk with a thud. Some silver coins like the one I paid for lunch with rolled out. I picked one up 

and inspected it closely. One side was inscribed with a pair of wings attached to some kind of 

mechanical contraption, and the other side had a stylized flame on it. I picked up another of the 

coins and saw that it had the same markings except that the mechanical thing with the wings was 

a different shape. I dropped them back into the bag and the made a satisfying ringing noise. “I 

assume you haven’t ever been to Adamine before,” said Chlor, rubbing his hands together. “The 

Agency rarely lets young dogs off the leash.” I stared at him until he cleared his throat 

awkwardly and moved on. “Well let me explain Adamine money to you. These coins are pure 

silver, but enchanted during their casting to be neigh indestructible. They’re the old form of 

currency in Adamine. The coins are still accepted anywhere in the city of course, a shop owner 

would be crazy not to take them because they’re so valuable and rare. That little sack there is 

enough to buy a house on the main square. Now, if you need to buy something small next time, 

like lunch for instance,” he gave me a disapproving look, “Make sure you get change. The 
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modern currency in Adamine is the knut. It looks like this.” Chlor reached into another drawer 

behind his desk and pulled out a small hexagonal copper piece. It was as thick as it was tall, 

about the length of the first knuckle of my thumb. There was a round hole in the middle, and it 

shined dully, like the metal that the top part of the city was made of. “Unlike the coins,” Chlor 

continued, “which are valued for their silver content and the power of their enchantment, a knut 

derives it’s worth from the quality of the craftsmanship. Notice that it’s perfectly symmetrical, 

perfectly balanced.” Chlor set the knut on one corner and flicked it with a finger. It hummed 

slightly as it spun around and around. When the rotations came to a halt, the knut still rested on 

its edge. I whistled.  

 “Cool trick,” I said. My breath disturbed the knut and it fell over.  

 “They’re very well made,” said Chlor. He scooped it up and tossed it to me across the 

desk. I slipped it into my pants pocket. “Equally useful as currency and hardware for some of the 

more intricate inventions up at the academy. I like you, Nate, so be careful walking around the 

undercity with that much money. I’d hate to have to use more Agency funds to pay for your 

funeral.”  

 “It’s the thought that counts, Chlor,” I said.  

 “For that matter, be careful walking around the Upper City too, they’re less bloodthirsty, 

but nobody likes a smart mouth.” 

 “I suppose I’ll be leaving then,” I said pleasantly. I tried not to show how worried I was 

that he wouldn’t let me leave.  

 “Yes, I suppose you shall,” said Chlor. I heaved an internal sigh of relief. “One question 

though,” he said. There was a glint in his eye, and I held my breath again. “What is going on in 
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dear old Arkh anyway? I haven’t heard from several of my most reliable contacts in quite a 

while. Information is money afterall, and I don’t like being in the dark.”  

 “Oh this and that, this and that,” I answered flippantly. I couldn’t afford to have news 

spread of what had happened in Arkh. The panic might destabilize the whole continent. A whole 

city being put out of commission would have all of the other settlements arming against invasion, 

and they may not remember who the enemy was. I didn’t want to be responsible for a war. 

Chlor’s facial expression darkened, and I felt rather than saw Brawt tense behind me. “I wouldn’t 

worry about it, Chlor,” I said quickly. The increased tension in the room made me jumpy, and 

the backs of my hands were starting to smoke. The smoke wasn’t thick, and I hoped that the 

sunlight made it hard to see, but Chlor’s eyes darted to my hands and back again. I could see the 

wheels turning in his mind. “The whole place is on lockdown, I’ll tell you that much,” I told him. 

He sat slowly back in his chair, and Brawt leaned against the wall again. “I wouldn’t send 

anyone to go investigate on your own. Your informants are probably fine, but anyone who tried 

to go in now may not come back again. Even after I fix the current issue.”  

 “If you say so Detective. I trust you, so I’ll take your word for it. If you give me the 

whole truth, I’ll be willing to pay you handsomely.” 

 “Thanks, but no thanks,” I said, “Oh, one more thing, have you ever heard of the 

slumbering god? Some fortune teller started yelling about it and I’m interested.” 

 “I wouldn’t listen to Madame Magdeline long. She has a tendency to lighten your 

pockets.”  

 “Brawt lightened the pocket lighteners,” said Brawt. He chuckled to himself. “Tried to 

rob fancy friend Nate.” 
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 “Did you kill any of them Brawt? I’m too busy to deal with a turf war with that woman. 

She fights dirty.”  

 “Brawt didn’t kill puny man, Brawt just make him have huge headache.”  

 I tried not to shudder at the memory. Chlor’s attention was drawn back me. “We’ll talk 

about this later Brawt. Not in front of the company. Detective as far as your question goes, I am 

not a native of Adamine, as I’m sure my furry hooves make plain. The slumbering god is a 

legend of theirs. I don’t pay much attention to myths. I find they cloud your true judgement. If 

you want to know about something like that, ask someone born here.”  

 “Oooh Oooh!” Brawt waved his hand around and hopped on one foot. “Brawt knows 

Brawt knows!”  

 “Not you Brawt. We have business to attend to. I trust you can show yourself out, 

Detective.”  

I left the office. The door swung shut behind me, but I saw Brawt sit down in the chair I 

had just vacated. Chlor immediately started in on his questioning. “So, what did that hag do 

that’s got the whole undercity in an uproar?” he asked. That was all I could make out before the 

door shut with a click. After it closed, I couldn’t hear anything from the other side. I couldn’t tell 

if the effect was caused by enchantment or the thickness of the door.  

I shrugged and walked across the reception area towards the way out. I was pretty sure I 

could make it to the main market at least, since there was only a single tunnel to follow. From 

there I was going to follow the wall until I found a ladder, and then get out of the undercity as 

fast as I could. I didn’t think any pickpocket would try to get my money from me again, but if I 

actually was as rich as everyone thought I was, since I paid for that meat with a silver coin, I had 

a feeling the whole city might come after me at once. The imp at the golden desk looked up from 
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the giant book he was scribbling in and followed me across the room with his eyes. When I got 

to the other door, I turned and met his glare defiantly.  He blinked slowly, sniffed, and then went 

back to his writing as though I had already left. A fireball apppeared in my hand and the room 

trembled just enough for the imp’s inkwell to fall over on his desk. I smiled and shrugged. The 

low profile idea was getting harder as it went. I needed to get my weapons back. I shook my 

hand until the fire went out, and then headed back to the main market. The imp steadfastedly 

refused to look at me the entire time.  
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Chapter 9 

 None of the guards questioned me on the way out. I guess they figured that I was allowed 

to leave, since Brawt hadn’t ripped me in half. The market was rowdier than when I had left it. 

People of all kinds were packed from wall to wall, and they were all elbowing and shouting and 

trying to get the best deal. I stuck to the edge. along the metal wall of the undercity, and tried to 

stay out of everyone’s way. I kept my hand buried deep in my pocket where I had stashed my 

sack of money. I didn’t trust Chlor, but I didn’t think that he would lie about the value of the 

money he had given me. Banking was his business, and he took his business very seriously. The 

money bag was wrapped around my clenched fist.  

 I walked without any definite direction. I had gotten completely turned around while I 

was in the undercity, having had to fight just to keep up with Brawt. There hadn’t been a lot of 

time to look for landmarks, and the spinning blue suns up above me hadn’t been a lot of help 

either. I had a stroke of luck when I ran into the same street vendor as before. He was still 

screaming about his meat and flatbread creations, and I honed in on his voice. I walked up 

behind him as he took three knuts from a young kid with long pointed finger nails. I was about to 

ask him where his parents were, but he smiled, revealing huge serrated teeth, and ate the entire 

pile of meat in one bite, his mouth opening impossibly wide. He chewed for a minute before 

thanking the vendor in a slight lisp and walking away. The coins in my pocket clinked slightly, 

and the vendor whirled around like he was drawn to me by a magnet.  

 “I am so glad you didn’t get food poisoning,” he said. “You want more food. I will 

charge you return customer price. Half off. No strings attached.” 

   “Except that you overcharged me by a week’s worth of food,” I said. I tried to sound 

casual, but some of my annoyance must have come through because the vendor paled.  
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 “No refunds,” he gasped, before turning to run. I grabbed his shoulder. The coat he was 

wearing started to smoke a little, and I forced myself to take a deep breath. The smoke 

dissipated, and the vendor stood very still.  

 “I’m not asking for a refund,” I said, breathing deeply. “All I want to know is which 

ladder leads to the main square at the entrance to Adamine. I seem to have gotten a little turned 

around.”  

 “I will lead you there,” he said, smiling at me. I noticed that there was something 

crawling between two of his teeth.  

 “No you won’t. You aren’t going to lead me into a trap so all of your friends can jump 

me and give you a cut. You are going to give me directions. Even if they do get the best of me 

you won’t get anything out of it that way, also, you should know that I am pretty sure where to 

go, and if I think you’re lying to me I may go get my friend Brawt to teach you to tell the truth.” 

The vendor became completely white at the mention of Brawt, and quickly stammered out 

directions to me. I was closer than I had thought I would be, and got there without any trouble. 

The tunnel looked familiar, but considering that they all looked the same, that didn’t mean much. 

I trotted quickly up the incline. I was starting to really miss fresh air. The tunnel felt even longer 

than it was, and my pace increased a little more. The globes lighting the way flickered every 

once in a while. The ladder finally appeared around a bend, and I slowed to a walk. The globes 

flickered again, and I tripped on a small rock that was laying on the floor of the tunnel. 

Something whizzed above my head and stuck, quivering in the wall. I dove into a roll towards 

the ladder. 

 “I wouldn’t move if I were you, Detective,” came a voice from the shadows. “I won’t 

miss next time.”  
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 I came out of my roll with my hand already resting on the bottom rung of the ladder. The 

object that had flown over my head had stopped quivering, and I recognized it as a throwing 

knife. I knew there wasn’t any chance that I would be able to climb the ladder without being hit, 

even by someone who wasn’t very good with knives, which the assailant behind me obviously 

was. I heaved a sigh and straightened from my crouch. Raising my hands in the air I turned 

around slowly. It was Dail, the faerie from earlier. He was tossing a knife from hand to hand by 

the point of its blade. It was identical to the one buried in the wall. Both had the same long thin 

blade that he had threatened me with last time.  

 “I thought we had an understanding, Dail,” I said, keeping my hands where he could see 

them.  

 “Well, you ran around spending money like a basalisk on glowdust, so I changed my 

mind about you.” He grabbed his knife out of the air and pointed it at me, squinting one eye 

closed. “A Detective would be better at keeping a low profile than that, and you went to visit 

Chlor and came back alive, which means you have a lot of money. I happen to be at a low point 

financially, and so here we are.”  

 “You’re robbing me?” I asked, “You can’t be serious. Brawt would tear your wings off 

and feed them to you.”  

 “But he’s not here is he?” Dail leered at me. “I see you running down this tunnel, and 

your escort is nowhere to be seen, I’d wager you’ve had a falling from grace. Maybe you were 

stupid enough to try and cheat Chlor. Either way I can take the money I heard jingling in your 

pocket and go and see the banker. I may get a reward on top of what I say you spent on the way 

out. Double pay off, and Dail is back on top. Where he should be.”  
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 “Ok, that is it!” I yelled. The tunnel began to shake. Dail threw his knife at me. It flew 

faster than my eyes could follow, but a wall of earth erupted up through the metal floor, creating 

a shield. I heard the knife thud into the barrier, and then shoved the dirt and rock aside, where it 

waited patiently against the wall. I turned to Dail and raised both my hands. He had backed 

against the opposite wall of the tunnel.  

 “Can’t we work something out?” he said quickly, but even as he was talking, his hands 

blurred towards his pants, and more knives appeared. He must have had sheathes hidden in all of 

his clothes. The earth barrier was protecting me again before the knives could reach me, and I let 

it drop back into the ground, pulling the knives with it.  

 “Stop that!” I screamed. Solid rock burst in streams from the wall that Dail was leaning 

against. I hadn’t had an outburst like this since I was last in the elementalist village, but I had 

been controlling myself and keeping a low profile for a long time, and was tired of being treated 

like a defenseless fop with an inheritance to steal. The strips of rock slammed home around 

Dail’s wrists and ankles, trapping him in the midst of throwing two more knives.  

 “There hasn’t been an elementalist in Adamine for-” Dail’s statement was cut off by 

another strip of rock sliding over his mouth.  

 “A very long time, I’m sure,” I finished for him. “But you’re not going to tell anyone 

about this, are you?” Dail strained to shake his head, but it was held still by the rocks around 

him. “That’s right you’re not.” I didn’t try to keep the satisfaction out of my voice. “I can’t 

believe you tried to rob me,” I said. Fury bubbled over inside, and fireballs in my hands were 

lighting the tunnel far better than the glowing magic balls ever could. “That was a mistake Dail.” 

I leaned back and punched Dail as hard as I could, putting my entire weight behind it. The punch 

landed squarely on his face, since he couldn’t move away. It shattered the strip holding him still, 
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and Dail’s head dropped limply onto his chest. The only thing holding him up were the manacles 

affixing him to the wall. I smiled broadly. It felt good to do something overt. It seemed like this 

entire assignment had me skulking around pretending to be what I wasn’t. I took a deep breath 

and my hands went out. The tunnel stopped shaking. I absentmindedly patted out a tongue of 

flamed that was crackling away on Dail’s eyebrow. I surveyed the scene. The metal that lined the 

tunnel was ripped and exploded outward in several places, and a haze of dust filled the air. 

Several of the blue globes were shattered, and some kind of blue goo was hissing on the floor. I 

closed my eyes for a second and saw the sadistic smile of Morpheus there in the dark behind my 

lids. I had to focus on the goal. Just because the assignment wasn’t my style didn’t mean that I 

could hand it to anyone else. I was the only one left, and I had to do my job. That sobering 

thought banished the rest of my anger from my mind. I looked around one last time.  

 “I’ll take these,” I told the unconscious faerie. He was still clutching the last two knives. I 

pried them from his white knuckled grip and slipped one into each pocket. They were razor 

sharp, and the identical red stones on the pommels stuck out of the pockets of my borrowed pants 

just a little bit, but they didn’t pierce the cloth, and I felt better having something physical to 

protect myself with. I didn’t want to lose control again. One massive scene of wreckage could be 

caused by any number of things, but I didn’t want to leave a trail of destruction that started 

rumors of a rogue elementalist in town. I brushed the dust off of my clothes the best I could and 

started the climb up the ladder to the street. I didn’t know how long I had been underground, but 

with luck the tailor that sold clothes to Brawt would still be around. I wanted to look my best 

when I finally found the slumbering god.  
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Chapter 10 

 It was dark when I pushed the trap door out of the way and climbed up onto the street. I 

had completely lost track of time in the depths of the undercity. The air was cool, but a warm 

breeze blew across the square and against my face. The wind smelled like baking sand and 

spices. The trapdoor slipped out of my hand and crashed closed with a clang that echoed through 

the streets in all directions. I flinched and held my breath, but aside from a elderly couple 

walking past the fountain holding hands, there was no one around. The hunched woman gave me 

a suspicious look before turning up her nose and hurrying out of the square, dragging her 

bewildered husband behind her.  

 I turned a slow circle trying to get my bearings. Everything looked different at night, and 

it must have been late because the glowing yellow lanterns that hung from the walls along the 

street were dimmed. The main source of light was the fountain itself in the center of the square. 

The fountain with the mermaid where I had first talked to Brawt earlier was glowing. There were 

blue orbs, like smaller versions of the ones that lit the undercity, floating around in the water 

below the mermaid. The glow reflected through the pool and threw mesmerizing patterns of light 

and shadow along the stonework that made up the fountain. The effect stretched along the 

ground and the nearer buildings as well. It looked like the stars had decided to come and play 

together in the little square. I looked up, just to make sure, and saw the stars, still where they 

always were, twinkling quietly to themselves.  

 Another breeze blew, and I tore myself away from the lights toward the tailor’s shop on 

the other side of the fountain. I didn’t know what time it was, but since I had only seen two 

people out and about, I figured it was later than polite citizens of Adamine made social visits, but 

I didn’t want to wait until tomorrow. I walked a circuit around the building, following the alley 
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that ran between the  tailor’s shop and what looked like a store that made clothes out of 

vegetables.  

 After circling the entire shop once I settled on a door around back was at the top of a 

rickety wooden staircase. It was the most wood I had seen used for building during my entire 

visit to Adamine, and somehow it made me feel more at home. Feeling conspicuous, I knocked 

on the door. I heard a squeek and the thump of somebody hitting the floor, then silence. I could 

hear my heart beating in my ears, but nothing else. After a tense moment, I slapped myself in the 

forehead. “Stupid,” I said to myself. I knocked on the door four times.  

 “That was five total,” came a muffled voice from behind the door. 

 I groaned. “Look, it’s close enough,” I hissed, holding my mouth close to the door.  

 “Fine.” The door swung open to reveal the tailor from earlier. Her hair was frizzy and 

stuck out to the left side of her head like she was standing in a strong wind. She was wrapped in 

a thick blanket. I could see a bed in comfortable disarray behind her. “You took so long. I 

thought maybe Mr. Brawt had grown tired of you.” I had been so fixated on the ork when I was 

last in the shop that I never really got a good look at her. She was young, maybe sixteen, and 

appeared to be human. She squinted at me, and had the habit of bunching her mouth to the side, 

like she was holding some pins in her lips until she needed them.  

 “Well I’m sorry to inconvenience you after I gave you enough gold to buy another shop,” 

I said. I ran a hand through my hair in frustration, and felt it stay standing at odd angles on my 

head. “And my hat,” I said indignantly.  

 She stared at me a second, looking from head to toe. I could feel her gaze taking in my ill 

fitting clothes and the tired slump of my shoulders. Her expression softened. “You look like 

you’ve had a rough day,” she said sympathetically. I nodded mutely. “Come on in.” She stepped 
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away from the door. “I already picked out some clothes for you as a thank you for earlier. My 

name’s Ann, by the way.”  

 The room was filled with half made clothing and scraps of cloth. The light coming from a 

lamp on a squat wooden stand near the bed tinted the whole room red thanks to some lacy cloth 

dangling from the lamp shade. “So I started to go for something classic, but better fitting,” she 

said breathlessly. She was digging through a trunk at the foot of the bed while she talked. Scraps 

of cloth of every color flew everywhere. They looked like little flamboyant ghosts. “So I put 

together some nice slacks and a good sturdy coat from our inventory, but then I started hearing 

rumors. I heard some snippets from customers and then an elaborate story about a stranger of 

your description turning the undercity upside down and poking their nose into all sorts of 

places.” She turned around and looked at me calculatingly before nodding to herself and going 

back to digging through the trunk. “So, I had a guess or two about you, and I used that to make 

you something a little less careful, but a lot more helpful I think. There it is,” she exclaimed, 

holding up a piece of black silk. “The lining wasn’t quite done, but it had gotten so late I figured 

you were dead and I could finish later and sell it to someone else downstairs.” 

 I sank onto a cushioned pink stool by the door. “Such confidence,” I said rubbing my face 

tiredly. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept and it felt like all of the adrenaline from the 

ordeal deserted me.  

 “Don’t take it the wrong way.” She gave me a smile as she carried the silk across the 

room to the brown coat. It was hanging on a metal dummy that was made entirely out of gears. 

She grabbed one of the arms and pulled it towards her. It clicked and whirred, but stayed where 

she set it as she rolled back the sleeve, exposing a missing section of liner. “Lots of people 

wander down there and never come back,” she said, sewing the cloth in place. 
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 “Well I’m back, so I guess I get my commission after all. What is all this anyway?” I 

asked, looking around. There was a pair of brown pants that was a shade darker than the coat, 

and a white shirt folded neatly on the chair next to the dummy. I had expected to argue with Ann 

about the clothes and lack of payment. It was one of the reasons I went to get money from the 

undercity. I needed my gear to fit. If I got tangled in my pants in a fight, they could be the last 

pair of pants I ever wore. However, I didn’t expect anything like the amount of work she had 

apparently put into my new outfit.  

 “Well you got me a lot of money for that suit, and I would have had to rethread the whole 

thing anyway, so I thought I would just put the work into some clothes for you instead. If you 

didn’t come back I could still sell it and make some money that way.” 

 “Nothing in the shop looks nearly this nice,” I said. I walked across the room and 

unfolded the shirt. It was cleanly done, and of a material that I had never seen before. It felt light 

and ran smoothly over my hands. I noticed reinforcement sewed into the seams as well. This 

shirt would be able to take a beating.  

 “We’re working on a budget,” Ann said, without looking up from her work. She was 

putting the final touches on the coat sleeve. “Mother owns the shop, and she decided that we 

needed more inventory. She brought in some outside work and told me that I had to start making 

a lot more clothes. Needless to say, the quality suffered.” She sighed and gestured listlessly at a 

shirt hanging half made from a rack on the wall. Ann pulled her hand through her silvery hair, 

which made it stand out from her head even more. “There’s not a lot I can do about it, but you 

made me a lot of money, and I’m working off the clock, so it’s nice to go back to some quality 

work instead of all that mass production garbage. I get to be an artist for at least a couple of 

hours with this beauty.” She patted the coat affectionately and rolled the sleeve back down.  
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 “Don’t forget that I saved your life,” I said, refolding the shirt and setting it gently on the 

chair.  

 “I don’t think Mr. Brawt would have hurt me. He struck me as a kind of gentle giant,” 

she said. 

 “I’ve never met a giant that didn’t enjoy smashing things,” I said speculatively.  

 “It’s a turn of speech.” 

 “I saw Brawt crush a man’s throat with one hand about six hours ago,” I replied. 

 Ann blanched before hurrying around to the back of the mannequin and slipping the coat 

from its shoulders. “So are you going to try them on?” she asked. “I got a pretty good look at you 

and guessed your size. We have, sorry had, some customers that didn’t like to try on clothes 

before the market change, and I got pretty good at guessing the sizes, but if you leave here 

wearing that tent,” she gestured at my baggy shirt and pants, “I will scream.”  

 “Well where am I supposed to change?” I asked, looking around. It was a small room, 

and there was only one door that led to the rest of the building. I didn’t want to go explore her 

house and business in the middle of the night. I had enough of seeming like a piece of the 

criminal underworld for one day.  

 Ann looked me up and down slowly, “Right here would be fine,” she said, grinning. I 

gave her a solid look. “Oh fine.” She huffed and turned around. I made a couple of silly faces to 

make sure she wasn’t peeking, and got no response from her, so I undid the belt and slipped out 

of my clothes. “I didn’t expect anyone in your profession to be shy,” she said as I shook out my 

arms and legs. The clothes had been baggy, but they bunched at the knees and elbows, and had 

been quite restrictive and uncomfortable.  
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 I paused in buckling the soft leather belt that had come with the pants for a moment. The 

buckle clinked. “What do you mean, my profession?” I asked, attempting to sound nonchalant.  

 “Well, you know,” she turned around and gave me a long look through hooded eyes. 

“Let’s just say I picked those pants because I thought you’d be comfortable in the color.” 

 I looked down as I slipped on the white shirt. It felt smooth on my burned skin. I took a 

close look at the pants. They were that distinctive shade of Detective brown. My breath caught in 

my throat and I had to try several times to get the words to come out. “I do look good in brown,” 

I said, licking my lips. “I don’t think the color of the pants has anything to do with the comfort 

level really though. I thought a tailor would know that.” 

 “For someone undercover, you don’t lie very well.” Ann winked at me. I felt my cheeks 

burning, and the smoke obscured my vision. I looked for the scorch mark on my arm, the gift 

from the Seer’s Circle, but the previously marred skin was smooth and clean like I had never 

been touched by the circle.  

 “There goes that advantage,” I muttered to myself. I took a deep breath and felt the fire 

leave my face. Ann had really gotten to me if blushing almost caused me to burn down the shop.  

 Ann’s eyes were wide. “What was that?” she asked.  

 “Don’t worry about it. Listen where did you hear these rumors from?” 

 She visibly got a hold of herself. “People came into the shop. They were talking and I 

listened in. No one ever thinks of me as someone important. I hear all sorts of things stocking the 

shelves.” 

 “Well if you heard about me, then the Academics won’t be far behind. I need to leave. If 

anyone comes asking around, you don’t know who I am.”  

 “So they are true, and you’re an elementalist. I never thought I’d meet one.”  
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 “You haven’t met anyone important, Ann.” 

 “Oh, I’d beg to differ, Detective.” Ann batted her eyes at me and traced her hand up the 

sleeve of my new coat. She looked carefully at the stitching, as though she was checking how the 

seam lay against my arm, but her touch raised goosebumps. “It’s a long way home, and Adamine 

can be dangerous at night, Detective.  Why don’t you stay here, where it’s warm and,” she raised 

her eyes to meet my gaze, “inviting?”  

 I stepped back, snatching my arm away from her delicate fingers. For some reason my 

thoughts drifted to Laura.  “That’s ok, Ann. If I am who you think I am, then you should know 

that there isn’t anything out there that could hurt me, and if I’m not, then nothing is after me 

anyway.” I hastily tried to change the subject. “How much do I owe you for the clothes? They’re 

even nicer than my old ones.” 

 She sat down on the bed, tracing circles on the blanket with a single finger. “You already 

gave me more money than I would make in a month. It’s the least I can do. I could do so, so 

much more.” She leaned towards me, her shirt hanging open. 

 My heart was racing and I had trouble speaking for a different reason this time. “Well, Ann, it 

was a pleasure to meet you.” 

 She licked her lips, “The pleasure was all mine.”  

 I backed towards the door, keeping an eye on Ann. I had the distinct feeling that she was 

about to jump on me. I reached behind me when my back bumped against the door, fumbling for 

the knob. “I guess I’ll be seeing you around then.” I tried to sound non-chalant, but my voice 

came out rushed and nervous. The knob wouldn’t turn, and Ann rose from the bed. She hadn’t 

seemed that lithe when I arrived. As she walked toward me, I pulled on the door harder. It rattled 

in the frame. She was three steps from me when the door came free. I practically jumped outside.  
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 “If you change your mind I’ll be right here,” Ann said petulantly. 

 I nodded and slammed the door shut. I took the steps three at a time and jogged down the 

street back to Zax’s shop. I obviously didn’t understand the citizens of Adamine at all. I was 

more comfortable around Zax. He reminded me of the Chief. He also had my sword and gun, and 

I knew I would be able to breathe easier when I had them back in my hands. The moon was 

setting over the buildings of Adamine as I ran through the golden metal streets.  
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Chapter 11 

 I made it to Zax’s shop with no incident. The entryway was in shadow, and the building 

looked empty, but the door was unlocked when I tried it. It swung soundlessly on its oiled 

hinges. In the dark everything looked washed out. The weapons and armor of the shop looked 

black and gray, and, without the light there to make it obvious that everything was covered in 

dust, the shop looked like it had travelled back in time. Starlight filtered dimly through the 

windows, just enough to glint on the metal wares. I could imagine the shop in its hayday, with 

people coming from miles around to see Zax and his fine wares.  

 A lamp flared to life in the back of the shop. I jumped, and the flicker of light blazed 

strongly, enough to shatter the glass holding it. The lamp was sitting on a small table, now 

covered in melted glass. Next to it was an overstuffed, high backed chair. Zax glanced at the 

cooling glass on the table.  

 “Just as I thought, no control,” he rumbled to himself. His voice sounded rough as he 

scratched under his chin. The bristles rasped under his fingernails. “Not very many people can 

melt the kind of metal my son uses. Took me a long time to reforge the stuff. He must have spent 

months forming it the first time.” 

 “Does everyone in the city know what I can do? This was supposed to be covert.” I 

groaned to myself and rested my face in my hands. The ground trembled slightly, and there was 

the tinkling of broken glass from outside. 

 “How could you expect anything else when you pull shenanigans like that?” asked Zax. 

He slammed his fist into the table, and the lamp rocked on its brass stand before crashing into the 

floor and going out. I called fire into a ball on my palm and held it up to my face so Zax could 
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see my dubious expression. “Keep that look on your face, boy, and I’m going to wipe it off,” said 

Zax.  

 “What was that?” came a sleeping voice from the back room.  

 “Nothing, Floay. Go back to sleep.”  

 The fire in my palm snuffed out in surprise at the sudden change in tone that Zax used 

with his son. He sounded almost doting. We sat there in the dark for a moment, nothing passing 

between us except the sound of our breathing. Zax’s voice reminded me of Henderson’s from 

years ago.  

I had been standing in the rain, shivering, lost in a big city and feeling betrayed by 

everyone I had ever known. Henderson came ambling out of the mist. He walked right past me 

and continued on his way down the street, shoulders hunched in his coat, and his hat pulled low. 

Something made him turn around. He stopped staring down the street ahead of him before 

turning back the way he came and calling to me where I huddled in the doorway of an 

alchemist’s shop. 

“Why are you standin’ there kid?” he had asked.  

“I like the rain.” I said, but the chattering of my teeth gave me away. I was used to the 

cold weather up in the mountains, but this was the kind of rain that soaked into your bones and 

froze you from the inside out. I had no other clothes, and didn’t even know where to go in the 

city.  

Henderson had roared in laughter at the skinny shivering fourteen year old before 

becoming suddenly very serious. “Do you have a place to stay for the night?” he’d asked, and 

something in his eyes, piercing through the rain, had made me tell the truth.  

 “No.”  
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 “Well you do now.” Henderson turned and walked into the rain, and I had run to 

catch up.  

 The voices of Zax and Henderson reverberated in my head. They sounded so 

similar. I shivered with remembered cold. I tried to keep my voice as gentle as possible. “He’s 

lucky to have someone like you,” I said.  

 Zax leaned back in his chair heavily, our brief argument forgotten. “A kid needs 

someone to care for him. Without that, there isn’t much worth living for.” 

 “I know what you mean,” I agreed.  

 “I finished your gear,” Zax said, changing the subject. “The sword took some 

work, but I managed to get some runes to stick to the ice steel. I also rebalanced what was left of 

the hilt. I didn’t mess with the gun. You saw Samuel’s sense of humor. I don’t really have the 

business right now to justify rebuilding this shop if I burned it down trying out new enchantment 

theory.” He gestured vaguely around the star lit shop. “Where’d you get those duds?” he asked.  

 “I picked them up on the way to go get your payment. Speaking of which I owe 

you a coin extra. Why did you give that to me anyway?”  

 “To be honest, I thought you would need it to save your life in the undercity. I try 

to spread around the money I have left,” he said. “This used to be one of the most exclusive arms 

shops on the entire continent, but the Academics went even crazier. Carrying a weapon around 

these days is an invitation to be carted off to that prison and get experimented on. Most people 

would just rather not risk it. So, I sit here in the dark waiting for rogue elementalists to come on 

by and pick up my pro bono work instead.” 

“It’s not pro bono,” I said, pulling the sack of coins from my pocket and jingling them.  
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“Those better be knuts, boy,” said Zax, getting angry again. “There is no way that you 

want to be that in debt to the banker from the undercity.” 

“Desperate times call for desperate measures, and I’m pretty desperate,” I said.  

“I get the feeling you’ve been desperate for a long time, kid,” said Zax. “Well, what’s 

done is done. I hope that the undercity didn’t rub off on you too much. It tends to follow you.” 

Zax rubbed at his metal arm unconsciously. I suddenly found it hard to make eye contact with 

him.  “So anyway,” Zax swiped at his nose with the back of his hand, “Where’d did you get 

those new clothes?”  

“I rescued a tailor from a fashion conscious ork. She was very appreciative. Overly 

appreciative actually.” I told Zax about my day. He listening carefully, nodding along at certain 

parts. When I described Chlor, the undercity banker, to him, he froze for a moment before 

grunting and motioning for me to continue on with the story. “So then I ran back here. I was 

worried she might follow me and try and jump me again when I got a few hours of sleep,” I 

finished.  

Zax laughed uproariously. “Not much for the ladies, are we, boy?” he asked.  

I ignored the comment. “I just don’t get what made her become so… hormonal, but I 

couldn’t stay there. She was intimidating.”  

Zax chuckled again. “I’m sure the little girl with pretty blonde hair was very scary for a 

man who can shoot fire out of his ass. But, she does know about you, even that you’re a person 

of interest for the Academics. She either found you intriguing, or more likely, she wanted to 

detain you and get some kind of retainer from the Academics. People can make a good living 

giving information to an organization that prizes information above all other things,” Zax looked 
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reflective, “Except maybe explosions. You can’t stay here tomorrow. You’ll have to leave 

tomorrow morning.” 

“I was planning on leaving way before that,” I said, but I sagged against the counter of 

the shop.  

“You can barely walk, Nate. The Academics are slow. They’ve probably heard about 

you, but they have to make sure all their experiments are in a row before they come after you. 

Who would waste a fifty year project on fire enchantment just over a person of interest? So 

you’ll need to leave in the morning, unless you want to meet them.”  

“I’m not involved in anything that would put me in those laboratories, I can assure you,” 

I said.  

 “I was never really that worried. You don’t seem the type.” Zax scratched at his stubble 

again.  

 “What I’m working on is time sensitive, and they would want me to do them some 

favors, or at least to explain what was going on, and I can’t do that right now. I can’t be delayed, 

and I really can’t explain what’s going on.” 

 “So, you’ll leave in the morning then.”  

 “So, I’ll leave in the morning then.”  

 “Great, well do you want to see my work?” Zax sprang up, excited to be talking about his 

passion. I followed him to the back room where there were to black cloths spread on the 

worktable. “Which do you want to see first?”  

 My eyes felt heavy. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d slept. “I’d like my sword 

please.” 
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 “Someone isn’t very enthusiastic,” grumbled Zax. He was an entirely different person 

when it came to his work. Zax reached down and pulled away one of the covers. There was a 

snick and the cloth fell to the floor in two parts. “That’s a problem that you will have a lot from 

now on.” Zax lifted one of the pieces off the floor and dragged it over the blade. The cloth fell 

into pieces. The sword glistened in the lamplight. “I kept the same general design. I thought 

about making it a little thicker more of a saber, but the metal knew what it wanted to be. I 

couldn’t change it without breaking it,” Zax said. The sword had the same straight one sided 

blade design, but now there was a thin line of gold climbing the flat of the blade. I wrapped my 

fingers around the hilt, and suppressed a shiver. Somehow it just felt right. I hadn’t realized how 

naked I felt without the sword until I got it back. I turned it over and saw that there was an 

identical gold line on the other side. The cross guard of the sword had been expanded. The 

normal circular protector now had a second ring of gold around the usual silver piece. I 

recognized the golden metal somehow.  

 “The material you added-”  

 “Not all of the ice steal was salvageable, I’m afraid. So I took something almost as 

strong. This is the lifeblood of our city.” Zax grabbed a chunk of raw metal from the table. “It 

has many names, Adamite, Croxium, God’s Breath, but most people just call it metal. We only 

ever refer to one kind of metal around here. Other things are steel or iron. This is metal.” Zax 

dropped it on the table, and it clanged loudly. “And now, that is metal too, at least in part.” He 

gestured to the sword in my hand. I swung it experimentally, and it hissed like it was cutting the 

air itself. “I already told you I worked some runes into the reforming,”  Zax said. “There are 

runes for strength, runes for speed, runes for keenness.” As Zax named them, symbols glowed 

blue along the blade and then faded back into the metal. “I also made some runes of fire for you. 
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The blade can now handle heat as well as you can, so you won’t need to come back. I don’t think 

your sword can handle another reforging. I had to really dance with it just to get it back into 

shape this time.” 

 “It’s beautiful, Zax.” I was in awe. It felt even lighter than it had before, and seemed to 

know what I wanted to do with it before I ever moved. I set the sword back on the table with 

reverence.  

 “I didn’t know what kind of sheathe you preferred, so I waited to ask you before I made 

one. Want to  see Samuel’s work now? I didn’t do much but reform the metal, but it’s still more 

than it was before.”  

 I pulled the cloth off of the revolver myself. It was blocky and lethal looking, just as I 

remembered. There were streaks of gold up along the barrel and the cylinder, the part that held 

the bullets, had gold leaf all around it. I whistled in appreciation.  

 “Yeah she’s pretty, but she has even more of a kick than before so you’re going to need 

to get used to her all over again. I was nervous about messing with any of the enchantments 

because of Samuel’s ideas on making the gun a magic time bomb, but I managed to work one 

small thing in. The heat all gets displaced into the metal, the new metal not the steel. It should 

make it so that it isn’t so vunlerable to fire and the cartridges won’t discharge as quickly under 

heat either. It isn’t a perfect system but I didn’t have a lot to work with. I did the same trick with 

the line of metal on your sword blade, except the sword is stronger because I had more space to 

work with. The array is quite artful, if I do say so myself.” Zax calmed down a bit and looked at 

me closely. I held the gun up to my ear and spun the cylinder. It whirred like a locust before 

clicking to a halt. I also pulled back the hammer and pulled the trigger, listening to the firing 

mechanism. The click echoed around the quiet room.  
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 “They’re amazing, Zax. I owe you a lot,” I said finally, setting the gun down by the 

sword and taking in the view. The sword and gun looked like a matched set now, even coming 

from such different sources.  

 “Just don’t pay me back in money, Nate. I have no use for it these days.” Zax barked a 

laugh, “Which is good because I don’t have much. How do you want your holster and sheathe? I 

can make it while you sleep.”  

 I started to protest, but Zax just waved me off and stared at me expectantly. I sighed. “I 

prefer an over the shoulder sheathe for the sword, handle on the right side, shallow angle,” I said, 

all business. “The holster for the pistol needs to be tight, I can’t have it falling out unless I’m 

reaching for it. I like it on the left hip usually, but there are times that a shoulder holster is easier 

to reach for, if a bit slower on the draw.” I spun my coat off of my shoulders, “Also, I don’t 

know how much you are for sewing, but if you could put a slot in the coat so that the hilt can 

come through that would be fantastic.”  

 Zax meerly nodded and listened carefully. “It’s an interesting set up,” he said when I had 

finished, “Not a lot of people have the coordination for that kind of dual draw.”  

 “I don’t really either,” I admitted, “but it’s the most comfortable.” Zax just shook his 

head and took my coat from me, laying it by the gun and sword. “I’ll take care of it, Nate. Now 

go to sleep before you pass out where you stand. I’ve seen exhaustion before, and I’d say you 

haven’t slept in at least three days.” 

 “To be honest I can’t even really remember how long it’s been.”  

 “My point exactly, now go through that door on the left.”  

 I had never noticed the small door in the corner of the workshop, but as I passed through, 

I saw that I was facing three open doorways. The room on my right had scraps of metal hanging 
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on the wall and a chest of drawers that were thrown open with more clothes like the ones I had 

been wearing earlier tossed on the ground. It must have been Zax’s room. The room to my left 

had starlight streaming in through an open window. I saw Floay curled in a small bed with all of 

his blankets piled around him like a nest. He was making a low rumbling noise as he slept that 

seemed to make the room vibrate. That left the room in front of me. I pushed the door open to 

find a small room just slightly larger than a closet. It had just enough floor space for a bed and a 

worn nightstand with a lamp on it. I didn’t even bother with the lamp. I just unbuttoned my shirt 

and hung it gently on the post at the headboard of the bed and lay down. I slept without dreams, 

thankfully, for the first time that I could remember. Nothing disturbed me except that I was 

woken up by one point by Floay coming into my room. His talons clicked on the hardwood floor. 

I opened one eye blearily.  

 “Dad wants your clothes,” he said, rubbing at his eyes. I groaned and pointed at the shirt 

on the headboard. “All of them,” he said. He looked away and ground a toe into the floor, 

leaving a little crater where his talon scored the wood. I was too tired to question him, so I 

wiggled around until I was under the thin blanket that covered the bed and unbuckled my belt 

enough to slip off my pants, holding them out to Floay who had taken the two steps across the 

room to the top of the bed in order to collect the shirt. “Thanks,” he said. grabbing both and 

making a hasty retreat. “You can go back to sleep now, Nate,” he said, easing the door closed.  

 “Wait,” I said, something niggling at the back of my mind. “Do you know anything about 

the slumbering god?” I asked. I had meant to ask Zax, but the thought had been wiped clean from 

my mind when I saw the sword and revolver he had made for me.  

 Floay paused in the doorway, his silhouette black in the late starlight. “The slumbering 

god?” he asked, but the question wasn’t aimed at me. “I’ve heard that somewhere before, a long 
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time ago.” Floay trailed off, but didn’t leave. “I think it has something to do with where Dad 

found me, on the mountain.”  

 I rolled over in the bed, thankful that the blanket and sheets were soft on my still burned 

skin. “Thanks, Floay. I’ll try and ask your dad in the morning.”  

 Floay nodded and shut the door, but I was asleep before the latch clicked closed.  
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Chapter 12 

 The bed rattled like it was scared. I sat bolt upright and reached for my weapons. 

They were on the nightstand and I drew my sword and cocked the revolver in one swift motion, 

pointing them both at the door. Then I paused to think. My weapons were back. When did that 

happen? A weak stream of sunlight flickered along the newly golden length of the sword. My 

memories came back with a vengeance. The room shook again. That was when a man fell out of 

the air onto my lap. He blinked into existence above me, and I barely managed to move my 

sword out of the way to avoid skewering him. He was a short squat looking human, and very 

heavy. He knocked the wind out of me. The man looked up into my face from where he was 

sprawled in my lap and blinked several times before rolling off of me onto the floor. He was 

wearing a robe that may have once been maroon, but now was so covered in dust and grime, that 

it looked mostly black. He bent over and scrabbled around on the floor, coming up with a tall 

pointed hat. The hat had complex sigils all over it, but I could tell just by looking that they 

weren’t enchantments, just strange markings. The man screwed the hat down on his head and 

straightened up. It didn’t make much of a difference in his height.  

 “Sorry about that,” he apologized. “Teleportation is a science of aproximations at best, 

and dismemberment at worst. I must report that I got here in one piece. My collegues will be 

invigorated at our success.” He touched a finger to his chin thoughtfully, “They may like to 

know that I’m alive as well.” The whole room had continued its rhythmic shaking during this 

time, and I finally recognized the sound of someone pounding on the front door of the shop. The 

man waddled out of the room, and I rolled out of bed and followed him into the work room. 

There were some scraps of tan cloth on the ground, but otherwise the usual clutter had all been 
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cleared off of the table. I peered around the corner after the retreating figure. He walked through 

the shop, and I could just see the shape of Zax ahead of him. Zax opened the door.  

 “What is it?” he asked angrily. From the long shadows in the street I could tell it was still 

early in the morning. A troll continued to make a knocking motion in the air where the door used 

to be. That explained the shaking of the entire building. He was wearing the same robes as the 

man who had appeared in my room except that they only came down to mid thigh on him, and 

his sleeves dangled uselessly at the elbow, lodged there by the massive slabs of muscle on his 

arms. A similar pointy hat, but with less markings, hung from one craggy ear.  

 “That’s enough, brother Clog,” came a voice from behind the moving mountain. Brother 

Clog stopped air knocking and stepped out of the way to reveal eight other men in robes. 

“Greetings citizen,” said the man standing in front. He was tall and skinny, and he had a pair of 

spectacles that he was constantly pushing further up his nose. He squinted every time they slid 

back down. While his robe went all the way to his feet, his arms stuck out too far, leaving the 

sleeves at mid forearm, the entire ensemble made him look disproportioned. “I am Alderous, 

third inquisitor of the public relations division of the searchers of truth.” 

 “What?” asked Zax. 

 Alderous cleared his throat, “Uhm,” he squinted again, “The Academics? The upholders 

of knowledge and justice in our fair city of Adamine?”  

 “Oh. Alright then,” said Zax.  

 “We have heard rumors that you are harboring a person of interest in your residence and 

we would like to question him.”  

 The man who had materialized on top of me earlier took this moment to clear his throat 

awkwardly. He had been standing waiting for someone to notice him, but seemed to have run out 
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of uncomfortable patience. “Excuse me, I just need to join my brothers out there if you don’t 

mind,” he said. 

 Zax turned around slowly. “How’d you get in here?” he asked.  

 “I teleported,” declared the Academic proudly. He sucked in his gut and inched his way 

back outside to join his companions. Zax filled the entire doorway. “A surprise house raid is a 

great opportunity to try out a new spell theory,” the pudgy academic continued, “Someday we 

may even be able to land right on top of the target and avoid these messy conflicts in doorways.” 

Zax paused at the mention of someday entering the house, but declined to comment. “It’s all very 

cutting edge,” the Academic said, carefully adjusting his pointed hat.  

 “I’m sure it is,” said Zax. The tall Acedemic in glasses, Alderous, shook his head and 

tried to regain control of the conversation.  

 “We will speak of the implications of this breakthrough later,” he said. His high handed 

tone was spoiled, however, when he whispered over his shoulder to the other Academic who had 

shoved his way back into the group, “Was it cool?” The fat Academic nodded solemnly. Zax 

cleared his throat impatiently. “Right, sorry, where was I?” Alderous said, looking momentarily 

flustered. “Oh, yes, we demand entry to your establishment. There is a person of interest inside 

according to our sources, and, as our mission is the pursuit of knowledge in all forms-,” the troll 

standing off to the side grunted, “and to uphold the peace in our fair city of course,” he finished 

waving a hand dismissively at brother Clog. “It is paramount to our mission that we are 

permitted to question your new guest.”  

 “I don’t have a guest,” said Zax casually. 

 Aldous blinked, but rallied quickly. “If not, than perhaps the famous Zax could show us 

some hospitality. We would love to see your, uhm, your shop.” From where I was peeking out of 
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the doorway, I could see a vein throbbing behind Zax’s ear. Zax turned to look behind him. Our 

eyes met. He jerked his eyes towards the back room.  I got the message, it was time to go. Zax 

turned back to the Academics. Alderous smiled sweetly.  

 “I’m going to have to refuse you gentlemen,” said Zax, “The shop isn’t opening today.” 

Zax yawned and stretched dramatically. I heard his joints pop, and the metal arm clicked and 

began to whir quietly. Things began to move under the golden surface. I could see the shape of 

the arm contort and twist.  

 The smile dropped off of Alderous’ face like it had never existed. He tilted his head 

forward and his spectacles reflected the sunlight, hiding his eyes. “Well then we will be forced to 

gain entry by any means necessary." The academics behind Alderous reached into various 

pockets and sleeves on their robes and removed a variety of strange contraptions. I saw one 

twisted looking faerie with lavender skin pull a long silver tube seemingly out of nowhere and 

rest it on his shoulder. Alderous stepped back into the middle of the group while the Academics 

on either side of him removed their hats to expose strange spinning disks that were nestled in 

their hair. The Academic who had gotten there by teleportation fumbled a mirrored sphere about 

the size of an orange out of his sock. He shook it vigorously in front of him and it began to his. 

His facial expression said that he wasn’t sure that was what was supposed to happen. Clog the 

Academic troll merely stepped into the doorway and cracked the knuckles on both hands.  

Zax observed all of this calmly. The fingers on his mechanical arm had elongated and 

become disjointed. They looked sharper than they had before, and various panels were popping 

off in places to reveal blades and tools underneath. The accoutrements began to snap into place 

at different angles, and Zax turned sideways, placing the golden arm in front of him as a shield. I 

got a glimpse of his profile. He didn’t look worried at all. Clog roared and raised a fist. Zax 
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returned the roar with his own hoarse yell. “GO!” he screamed, catching the thrown troll fist in 

his mechanical one. The servos and gears inside shrieked in protest, and Clog screamed in pain 

in a dissonant harmony. I went.  

 I pelted through the work room and back into the bedroom where I had slept. I 

noticed the rest of my clothes folded neatly at the foot of the bed. It was only then that I realized 

that I was in my underwear. I could hear Zax yelling from the other room, but it was quickly 

drowned out by sheiks and pops and something that sounded like the whistling of wind but three 

octaves too low. I felt that sound in my bones. It was enough to push me on my way. I grabbed 

the clothes in a pile, stopping just long enough to stick my revolver in the back waistband of my 

underwear and slide my sword into its new scabbard in my coat. I threw the bundle through the 

window in the corner. It was up high on the wall, and I had to scramble to get my shoulders 

through it. I wormed my way through the small opening, landing heavily on my back in the alley 

outside. The workshop shook with the force of an explosion.  

 “Oh no you don’t,” I heard Floay scream above the racket, “Taste the fury of my 

demonic cash register!” He must have woken up and joined the fight at some point after I left. I 

don’t know who I was more worried for, Floay or the Academics.  

I was about to leave when the coins jingled in my coat pocket. I took the sack and threw 

the coins through the bedroom window. “Pro bono my ass,” I said. It was time to go.  

 I ran down the street hopping into my pants and buckling the belt as I went. I slid 

the shirt over my shoulders, switching which arm held the rest of the bundle as I needed to shove 

the other into the sleeve. I slung the coat over one shoulder and came to a stop as I reached the 

wall of the city. I hadn’t picked a particular direction besides away, but I was standing in the 

shadow of the neighboring mountain. Adamine looked like a small golden copy of the dark rocky 
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crags of the mountain next door. I stared at the wall then leaned against it to help me balance as I 

shoved my feet into the shoes. I paused to catch my breath and gently unfolded the coat, careful 

not to get the sword twisted in the fabric. A belt with a holster fell out of the coat when I 

unfolded it, along with a note. The belt was of soft chocolate colored leather, and I pulled the 

gun out of the back of my pants and slid it home. It fit perfectly, and I swung the belt around my 

waist, hanging the gun low off of my left hip. The belt was lined with cartridges. I was thankful 

for the ammo, but I hoped I wouldn’t come into any situation where I would need that much. I 

guessed that was how Zax did things though. I shuddered remembering his mechanical arm 

twisting and shifting into a weapon. It had worked just as well as a precision tool when he was 

tinkering at his worktable just the night before. He liked to be prepared. I opened the note. The 

handwriting was rough, but easily legible.  

Kid, it read, I doubt we’ll have time to talk in the morning. I downplayed the speed of the 

Academics because you needed the sleep, and the boy and I can handle ourselves quite nicely. 

The clothes have a few runes worked into them as well. I know you didn’t ask for it, but you went 

through a lot to get them so I made them resistant to wear and tear. Add it to my bill if it makes 

you feel better. The cartridges for the revolver should do the job. They have a lot of kick, but I’m 

sure you’re used to that. They’re also heat resistant, so hopefully they won’t ignite and blow off 

your legs if you lose your temper. Head for the mountain. “Thanks so much for the advice,” I 

murmured to myself, glancing up at the forbidding rocks above me. Be careful. The kid likes you 

and you still need to pay my bill and deliver my message to Samuel.  

“Well, I paid the bill at least,” I said to the letter.  

 There was no signature, but it was obvious who it was from. I tucked the letter into my 

coat and walked over to rest my hand against the wall again. Nothing moved and I didn’t get 
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attacked by any sort of magical defenses. I figured that the enchantments on the fortifications 

must have all been aimed out. I dug my fingers into a seam in the metal and started to climb. I 

was quickly over the wall and landed heavily in the desert sand on the other side. The sun 

immediately found the burned skin of my neck. I settled the hat from Ann on my head. I blushed 

a little at the thought of what I had almost had to do to get the hat, but that didn’t mean I couldn't 

use it. The lack of smoke in my eyes gave me pause. It was the first time I could remember 

blushing or feeling embarrassed without flaming even a little bit. I brightened, but my mood was 

quickly doused by a rising unearthly wail, followed by a tremendous boom that rattled the walls 

themselves. I looked back over the wall to see a thick column of smoke rising in the direction I 

had come from. I hoped that Zax and Floay were alright. I’d never forgive myself if they had 

gotten hurt buying me time to get out of there. There was nothing I could do about it then, 

though, so I turned towards the mountain and set off at a brisk trot. Time was of the essence.  
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Chapter 13 

 The mountain looked closer than it was. I set out at a jogging pace, looking to make some 

distance between me and the explosion behind the wall. I guessed I would be at the foot of the 

mountain in twenty minutes or so. I was wrong. Instead, the mountain got bigger and bigger 

without getting any closer. It was a trick of perspective. Just before I began to worry about 

getting there before hunger and thirst became an issue, the mountain finally came closer. I 

slowed to a walk, looking behind me to see the city of Adamine in the distance. I stopped for a 

second to admire the equilibrium created by my distance from both places. They looked the same 

size. It felt like I was walking through a canyon in the desert, but I knew better. I had already 

seen the two mountains from a different angle, and I knew exactly where I was.  

 The trudge to the foot of the mountain took longer than I had expected from my original 

view on the back of the Seer’s Circle’s giant tortoise. As soon as my foot hit the first rock of the 

mountain, I felt the vibration. It felt alive. The rocks were all the black red color of dried blood. 

They were sharp enough that I could feel them through the soles of my shoes. The mountain was 

steep, and after a few minutes of scrambling around boulders, I guessed that the only reason I 

hadn’t reduced my clothes to shreds was the enchantment done by Zax the night before.  

 As I climbed higher, I noticed that some of the stone had golden flecks in it, the same 

kind of metal as the city. I remembered Zax talking about finding Floay up here. He had said he 

was looking for components. I guessed he was using some of the metal from the mountainside. I 

stepped on a rock which broke open and belched fire up my leg. I jumped and instinctively 

started trying to pat out the fire, but there wasn’t any. Another gift from Zax. There was more 

than metal that could be useful on the mountain. I climbed higher, noting big lumps of the golden 

metal, god’s breath Zax had called it, lying around and tucked into crevaces. It made more sense 
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to me now why so much of the city used it as a fundamental building block. They could just walk 

over here and take some. They didn’t even need to mine it. They could just pick it up off of the 

ground.  

 I climbed higher, my feet burning under the jagged rocks’ constant assault. The vibrating 

feeling at the base of my spine, the feeling that I was coming to something important, 

strengthened the higher I climbed. I was just beginning to worry that I would have to climb all 

the way to the top when the strange feeling abruptly vanished. I stopped in my tracks. The 

sudden absence of the reassuring feeling felt like a slap to the face. I scratched at my temple and 

took a slow step backward. The feeling returned along with a warm feeling of reassurance. I felt 

my shoulders smoking. I took a step towards the peak of the mountain again. The feeling was 

gone again, only this time it was replaced by a sharp pain. I couldn’t figure out what hurt, all I 

knew was that I didn’t want to go any further up the mountain. Whatever feeling was guiding me 

was getting impatient. Looking to my left, I spied a precipice jutting out over the slope. I scurried 

along the sharp face of the mountain, avoiding the sharper boulders. By perching on the very 

edge of the jutting rock I could see both up and down the slope. I leaned out over the edge, trying 

to ignore the tingling in my toes caused by vertigo. Then, I turned around and looked up the 

mountain again. From what I could see, it looked like I was about halfway up. I walked back to 

the base of the precipice and then slid down a slope to get to more even ground. The strange 

feeling alternated between positive and negative depending on where I was facing, but I ignored 

it. I came to a relatively flat rock and scrambled up on top of it. My footsteps raised puffs of 

smoke behind me, but that had happened to me before anyway, so I was nonplussed.  

 I closed my eyes and turned a slow circle. My pulse was pounding in my ears from the 

excitement and the scramble down the slope, so I took a deep breath. The noise of my pounding 
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heart faded, and I was able to focus on the feeling coursing through me. I turned a full circle 

twice just to be sure I was pointing in the direction that made the strange fuzzy vibrating feeling 

the strongest. I could feel the sun on my face, and when I opened my eyes, shading them with my 

hand, the feeling twinged. “Ok,” I said to myself, “I guess I’m going that way.” The sun was just 

beginning to set. My course would take me around the mountain, not up or down. I shrugged and 

hopped down off my rocky platform. Since I had come to the mountain with the vague ideas of a 

tired child as my guide, I wasn’t feeling specific on what I needed to be doing. All I knew was 

that the Seer’s Circle had told me to find the slumbering god, and I had too many hints to ignore 

pointing me at the mountain. If this strange urge I was feeling inside was also one of those hints I 

wasn’t going to question it.  

 Walking along the side of the mountain, I trailed my hand against a cliff that jutted up on 

my right side. The feeling became progressively stronger until my hand snagged on a crack in 

the cliff, nearly pulling me off of my feet. The pain of my wedged hand sang in harmony with 

the sudden triumphant, almost painful, throbbing of the feeling at the base of my spine. I turned 

to examine the wall more closely and was surprised to see a cave. I hadn’t seen it a minute ago, 

and when I looked away, I tried to continue on my way again, halted only by my hand which was 

still caught in the crevice. I stared hard at the cave. There was strong magic here. Strong enough 

to make me forget I saw it even while it stood right in front of me. Carefully keeping my hand in 

the crevice to make sure I didn’t forget what I was doing, I stepped into the cave. I was expecting 

the tunnel to be dark and gloomy. I couldn’t have been more wrong. 
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Chapter 14  

 The tunnel was made entirely of god’s breath, the abundant metal that kept 

Adamine flourishing. The metal rose all the way up the walls of the tunnel and even onto the 

ceiling. There were soft lumps in the metal; it looked like it had been layered over the natural 

rock of the tunnel, softening the normal jagged edges. The whole area was bright. The sunlight 

reflected off of the mirrored surfaces and bounced its way along the tunnel. It was brighter in 

here than outside. My reflections followed me down the hallway. I tried to walk purposefully, 

but the feeling of anticipation inside wasn’t all mine. There was something else influencing me, 

making me want to sprint down the hallway to whatever laid within. I fought the urge as much as 

I could, but it caused me to walk with an uneven pace. I was fighting with myself. I couldn’t 

shake the image of a fly in a spider’s web. Something had led me here. The fact I was looking for 

the same place was irrelevant.  

 My reflection distorted as I continued down the tunnel, making me look twisted and 

distorted. I must have been imagining, but I could have sworn the metal was following me down 

the hallway. It seemed to bend and flow with a mind of its own. I shook my head and tried to 

focus. All of the reflections and the bright lights must have gotten to me. The ground tremored 

beneath me, and I tried hard not to think of cave-ins. All I needed was to get nervous and bring 

the mountain down on top of myself. I took deep breaths as I came to the edge of the tunnel. It 

opened up into what I could only describe as molten light.  

 The cavern was shaped like an egg. It dipped down in the center and curved out before 

coming together at the top. The room was tall, maybe a hundred feet, and there was an opening 

at the top. I could see sky through it, and one side of the round skylight was bright, reflecting the 
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sun down into the room. The entire area was made of metal, and it shone like the sun, but for 

some reason it didn’t hurt my eyes. The light focused my vision. I could see every little detail 

perfectly. All along the curved floor of the cavern were strange looking gadgets made of the 

golden metal. I saw tables and chairs, a large pile of knuts that were ten times larger than the 

ones I had seen in the city, I even saw what looked like a tree growing along the back wall, 

complete with leaves and birds, except the entire thing was made of god’s breath. The feeling 

that had been flowing through me since I first stepped foot on the mountain shivered and died. I 

couldn’t help but heave a sigh of relief. The moment was quickly squashed by a low matronly 

voice emanating from the center of the cavern.  

 “I have never seen someone more pig-headed and stubborn in my life,” she said. A giant 

bulge of the metal began to unfold in the center of the cavern. Two massive wings unwrapped 

themselves from around a long and muscled body. The creature had four legs that ended in 

deceptively delicate looking talons, with a long neck that ended in a lizard head. It was a dragon. 

A dragon the size of two houses end to end. It shook itself out and stretched, yawning. I was 

treated to a view of triple rows of razor sharp golden teeth disappearing down the back of a 

gaping throat as it turned to look at me, flicking open two ruby eyes with golden slits for pupils. 

The slits widened and then focused directly on me. It opened its mouth slightly, and I heard the 

voice directly in my mind, accompanied by the same shivery feeling down my spine that had 

followed me all over the mountain. “Don’t just stand there like a hairless ape, I’ve raised your 

kind better than that. Have a seat.” The dragon gestured daintily to a metal chair that sprouted 

out of the floor of the cave itself. The chair was rounded and comfortable looking except for the 

material it was made of, but sitting there would mean moving closer to the creature that I had 

thought only existed in legend. This was saying something since almost every legend on the 
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continent was true. I knew that more than the average citizen because of my work, but I had 

never met anyone who had met anyone who had ever heard of someone seeing a real dragon. I 

stayed put, trying to decide whether to reach for my weapons or not. The dragon settled back 

down with a huff. “I’m not going to eat you, even with all of the magic you have coursing 

through you, there’s no reason to over stuff. I ate five hundred years ago.” The dragon grinned at 

me. The sight of all of those razor teeth startled me out of my shocked immobility and I forced 

myself to walk towards the chair. I didn’t think I would be able to outrun a dragon anyway. 

 “Good boy,” she said, and it was definitely a she. The voice had the kind of womanly 

authority only a mother could have. Her red and gold eyes followed me, unblinking, across the 

room. I plopped into the seat, feeling five years old. I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing 

came out. It was difficult to breath. The ground around me began to shiver. “Don’t pull that with 

me,” the dragon said. Her reptilian pupils tightened and I felt a thrill of fear. A column of rock 

slammed upward out of the ground next to where I was sitting. It was sharp at the tip, a 

mountainous spear. “ENOUGH,” the dragon said. I heard it inside my head while she roared at 

the same time. The rock slowly slid back into place in the floor, and I felt empty inside. A tear 

slid down my cheek.  

 “What did you just do to me?” I whispered. I had never felt this bereft. Something had 

been torn out of me and I couldn’t do anything about it.  

 “I took your magic. You didn’t seem to be able to handle it, because of the shock.” The 

dragon’s eyes softened. I didn’t think that was possible with red eyes, but her voice was warm 

and compassionate. “You can have it back as soon as you calm down, Nate.”   

 “You know my name. You know my name and you took my magic.”  
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 “Stay calm. You can have it back.” The dragon rose slightly and shifted towards me, 

breathing gently. Her hot breath smelled like a blacksmith’s forge in the summertime. The magic 

slid back into me. I felt whole again, and realized that I hadn’t taken a breath since my magic 

disappeared. I sat, shivering in the chair. “Elementalists are more a part of their magic than any 

other race on this continent. It would have killed you if I didn’t give you your magic back, but I 

needed to shock you out of your loop.” The dragon sounded apologetic. “Are you feeling better 

now, Nate?” 

 “I don’t think so,” I said. I held my hand in front of my face and snapped my fingers. A 

tongue of flame hovered above my outstretched finger tips. I heaved a sigh of relief, the gust of 

breath putting out the fire. The dragon watched me carefully. I wrapped my arms around my 

chest, trying to hold the magic in. “Alright, I think I’m feeling better.” 

 “Good. If you started trying to tear down my mountain I’d have to kill you, and to be 

honest, you are far too important for that, even if you are those control freaks’ errand boy.” The 

dragon turned to the side and opened her mouth until I heard her jaws creak. There was a noise 

like the sound of a building going up in flames, and golden light poured out of her mouth. It 

lasted only a brief instant, but when the light faded there was new metal, steaming slightly 

covering the hole my rock pillar had made in the ground. This was a metal breathing dragon.  

 “God’s breath,” I said quietly.  

 “Now you’re putting two and two together,” she said. I felt like a student that had just 

been patted on the head by his favorite teacher. I squirmed in my chair uncomfortably. These 

emotions weren’t entirely mine.  

 “Get out of my head,” I demanded. I didn’t want to end up a statue covered in metal. I 

could just imagine the burning molten hot material seeping into my pores, running down my 
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throat when I opened my mouth to scream, but I didn’t want anyone messing with my thoughts. 

Her eyes never left mine.  

 “The situation warrants some control. You are highly unstable, Nate, and I don’t want 

anything to happen to you.” She settled back on her haunches, reminding me of a cat staring at 

its prey. The feeling retreated again and I heaved a sigh of relief.  

 “That’s the second time that you’ve said I was important.” I gracefully ignored the 

unstable comment.  

 “Yes, we’ll get to that.”  

 “Well where do we start?” I settled into the chair. There a lot of questions that needed 

answering.  

 “You’re probably wondering why the Seer’s Circle sent you to me,” she began, taking a 

deep breath.  

 I interrupted before she got into the story. “Actually I’m more interested in how you 

knew that they were the ones who sent me.”  

 The dragon narrowed her eyes at me again, and I suppressed the urge to run for it. I felt 

instantly sympathetic for any mouse corned by a hungry cat. “Do not interrupt me again, Nate. If 

you do, important or not, I will feast upon your magic and do the job myself. I have not been 

seen in the outside world in over a thousand years, but I will not take impudence.” I raised my 

hands in surrender and the dragon continued. “In the time before time, there was magic and it 

destroyed and remade at will, bringing wonder to the world. The destruction also brought chaos. 

There was a being called Bahumin. A monstrous being with intelligence and knowledge beyond 

scope. Born of chaos. This creature sat upon a mountain and watched as helpless beings were 

destroyed in the roiling morass of the world. Orks, elves, fae, humans, it mattered not, only the 
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strong survived, and even the strong scraped a living out of the mud. Bahumin took pity on the 

poor creatures and built for them a place of refuge, where the terrible power would not destroy 

everything they strived to build. She protected them, nurtured them, and they worshipped her as 

a god, a goddess mother. There came a time when they didn’t need their god anymore. The chaos 

ended. Other beings stepped in to fill the void and the god was forgotten. She slept, waiting for a 

time when she would be needed again. She gave inspiration to those that could accept it, but they 

were few and far between. She became the slumbering god.” The dragon paused, watching me 

carefully to gauge my reaction.  

 “Nice to meet you, Bahumin,” I said in the most respectful tone I could muster. She gave 

a slight nod of her dagger-shaped head.  

 “Perceptive. Humans always have been.”  

 “So I’ve found the slumbering god. I feel like it would have been easier if the Circle had 

just said, she’s on the big sharp mountain.”  

 “But then your weapons would still be useless and melted, and you would be naked, and 

exhausted.”  

 I thought about this for a moment before nodding. “A fair point.”  

 “So you have come to me because you need something to defeat the demon and its 

puppet sorcerer.” Bahumin said, changing subject abruptly.  

 “Not exactly to defeat him,” I said, fighting down my wounded pride. “I need something 

to keep me conscious and out of his crazy dream prison.”  

 “The man called Morpheus has made a pact with a greater demon, commonly called 

Almonenzar. The Seer’s Circle has told you this.” The dragon looked at me directly, and I tried 

not to fidget. I didn’t come here to be told the same information twice. “Stay patient, Nate.” I 
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nodded earnestly, looking anywhere but at Bahumin’s sharp claws. “This demon lives in the 

world of dreams, and it can bend anything there to its will,” she continued,  “Morpheus was born 

with similar talents and the two of them make a combination powerful enough to incapacitate an 

entire city. Once someone has fallen under their spell, they will become a walking soldier, 

mindless of the violence they commit while their mind is prisoner.”  

 “I dodged them on the way out of the city.” I said. 

 Bahumin let out a rumble deep in her throat and spines rose along the back of her head 

and down her neck. She brought her face close to mine. Her hot breath was painful on my 

already sunburned skin. The spines reminded me of Floay. “It is impressive that he formed his 

army so quickly. Almonenzar has grown in strength.”  

 “How do you know so much about him?” I asked, diverted from my thoughts of the boy 

living in Zax’s workshop.  

 “The story I told you left some things out.” Bahumin tilted her head at me inquisitively, 

and pulled back a little so that I could see her whole face. “Back when magic was wild and 

destroyed with no respite or control, I made a world of peace with my own lifeblood, my own 

breath. The guardians had not convened in their wanderings, and there were no places of safe 

haven amongst the chaos. Adamine was the only city on the continent. I held the magic at bay, 

absorbing it, and breathing it back to my people. My oasis drew all kinds of beings. Not all of 

them had plans for good. The demon Amonenzar rode in on a warlock from the wastes. He 

attempted to hijack Adamine and bend it to his own devices. I stopped him.” Bahumin bared her 

teeth, and I suppressed a shudder. “I could stop him again, but it would be better for everyone 

involved if it was you.”  

 “Why do you say that?” I asked. 
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 “Several reasons. Firstly, the last time I put down the demon there was,” she trailed off, 

“collateral damage.” 

 “Collateral damage?” I repeated. 

 “A quarter of the population survived the incident. I was forced to put a portion of the 

city down because they were trapped permanently in the dream prison constructed by the demon. 

It was decades before the city began to take on a semblance of its former glory.” I didn’t think a 

giant magical flying lizard with razor teeth could look sad. I was wrong. “Needless to say,” she 

continued, regaining her composure, “I assume you would rather that didn’t happen to Arkh.” I 

nodded slowly. 

 “You said there were several reasons?” I lead. 

 “Knowledge of me has been lost to the world. You could find evidence of that in the way 

you reacted to seeing me.” I tried to fight away the embarrassment, but I smoked slightly as my 

cheeks heated. Bahumin stared at me darkly. 

 “I’m ok,” I assured her. “Some elementalists have certain ticks. I have more than most, 

but I rarely burst into flame.” I urgently pushed the memory of my first trip to the wastes out of 

my head.  

 Bahumin appeared mollified. “My existence is even more hidden than that of your 

guardians, the Archetypes. If I was to be revealed, the people of the continent would again look 

into their myths and legends. The time of the creators is past. Some things are better left 

sleeping. Your masters for instance.” 

 “I know,” I interrupted, “They’re about two steps from obliterating all free thought.”  

 A shudder rolled through the dragon. “They had to step away from the puppet strings and 

let the puppet have a say. I never had puppets. They controlled. I guided. I still guide. I stay here 
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in the shadows and show people what they can achieve. Invention has always been my domain, 

and the magic here doesn’t flow like it does on the rest of the continent because of my influence. 

I pushed back the chaos of wild magic to make it safe, and it was never really able to come back. 

That’s why the enchanters flourish here. They work the magic into objects and that keeps the 

power in one place. It keeps the people of Adamine strong.”  I let the information washed over 

me as Bahumin talked. It wasn’t every day that you had first hand access to the secrets of 

creation. “My breath is a part of me,” she continued. “The city is a part of me. I know what 

happens in my body, and I know what happens in the city. I watch from the shadows. In my city 

the walls do have ears, and I maintain the balance.” 

 “Balance of what?” I asked. “The city seemed kind of one sided to me.”  

 “The Academics rule from the top. They pursue innovation and knowledge. It is an 

admirable goal, even if they become,” the dragon paused, searching for the correct word, 

“distracted at times.”  

 I snorted and the dragon stared at me. It was difficult to tell what she was thinking 

because her scaled face did not hold expressions well, but her glare spoke volumes. I did my best 

to look contrite.  

 She continued. “The people of Adamine keep the city running. They provide the 

Academics with food and make sure they don’t run out of-” 

 “Experiments,” I interrupted. I knew Bahumin was close to throwing me out, if not 

killing me, but the Academics really got on my last nerve. I couldn’t understand a group of 

protectors that hurt their charges as much as their enemies.   

 She rumbled in her throat and I closed my mouth with a click. “No, that is a side effect of 

the other part of the balance. The undercity serves an important purpose as well. It keeps many 
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undesirables from mingling with the rest of the population and it keeps the Academics from 

having colateral damage when they need to put down any being that is dangerous to the city.”  I 

squirmed in my seat with the effort of not interrupting again. Bahumin noticed. “Usually,” she 

admitted. “The force that will preserve this world is creation and invention. Innovation is the 

power that preserves order. Adamine is the source of that power. We use magic in ever evolving 

ways. The forces of chaos and evil are always changing. We must change too. Any 

overzealousness on the part of the Academics is merely because they pursue that goal single 

mindedly. It is for the good of the continent.” 

 I wisely decided to keep my mouth shut. I didn’t want to end up as a golden statue in this 

dragon’s lair. “Enough of this talk. Time runs short, and your people need you.” Bahumin 

changed tack abruptly.  

 Bahumin sat back on her haunches and blew golden light into her claws. When I blinked 

the spots out of my eyes There was a small hunk of the golden metal sitting in her palm. 

Bahumin began using one claw to pare away parts of the metal. It quickly went from being the 

size of my fist to the size of a small coin. She snorted to herself, and small bits of metal pinged 

on the ground around us. The piece in her hand began to take on a different shape as she used a 

single claw to bore a hole in the middle, and then began to draw the very tip along the edge. 

Bahumin stopped, looking at me, before muttering something about, “too small,” there was a 

sound like a wet cloth being run along the inside of a glass, and then Bahumin held out her 

creation. I reached into the dragon’s palm and pulled out a small golden ring. It was surprisingly 

intricate, and still felt slightly warm from its forging. The ring had etching all over it. They were 

in the pattern of branching lines wandering both inside and outside the curve of the metal.  
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 “Put it on.” Bahumin commanded. I complied sliding the ring onto my middle finger. It 

fit perfectly, and stayed snugly just under my bottom knuckle. “That will free you from the grip 

of the man who calls himself Morpheus. His demon is afraid of me. This contains my mark,” she 

said. I looked more closely at the ring. There was a flattened portion on top. In the small circle 

was an inscription of a dragon. It was simplistic, but the three interlocking lines definitely 

formed a dragon spreading its wings along the ring.  

 “Thank you for the gift,” I said, walking towards the tunnel I used to enter the cave.  

 “How do you intend to get back to Arkh, young elementalist?”  

 “I was going to find the warlock’s guild and barter for passage,” I said, pausing at the 

entryway.  

 “There is no guild here,” Bahumin said gently. “The portal is controlled by the 

Academics, who you seem to have so studiously avoided.”  

 “They wouldn’t ever let me leave. I’ve heard how they are.”  

 Bahumin considered for a moment before nodding agreement. “They would not let such 

an interesting case as you go lightly.” She sounded proud of them. “I have a portal here,” she 

declared, nodding to a pile of golden metal in the corner. “You will use that to regain your city.” 

Bahumin raised herself onto her feet and padded towards the pile. She treaded silently except for 

the slight click of her talons on the golden floor of the cave. I followed her, studiously avoiding 

her long lashing tail. I had to pay special attention because both the tail and the floor were the 

exact same color, as though they really were made of the same material. I had to watch the 

shadow cast from the light above and stay well clear. Bahumin reached the pile of metal and 

reared onto her hind legs long enough to take a swipe with both claws. The metal groaned and 

then fell away to reveal a doorway, all twisting lines and right angles. She snorted and then blew 
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a puff of golden light at the door. Instead of solidifying into metal, the light stayed, stretched 

across the doorway in a billowing film. Bahumin stepped away, and I approached the portal. I 

reached out and touched to portal with just my finger tips. It rippled outward, reaching towards 

me. I snatched my hand back, and resettled my coat.  

 “It is time to go, Nate. You’ve been on this journey a long time, and Morpheus cannot be 

allowed to strengthen his hold any longer.” I nodded and took a deep breath before heading into 

the portal. “One second, Nate,” she said. I stopped again. My foot an inch from the shimmering 

surface. “How is my son doing? I’ve been watching him, but it isn’t quite the same.”  

 I set my foot slowly back on the golden floor and thought hard. It didn’t take long to 

recognize the spines and remember the stories I had heard over the last couple of days. “Floay is 

fine,” I said without turning around. “He misses his mother though.” 

 “My child is one who can walk among the people of my city and not fear upsetting the 

balance. He is the balance, and he is learning well. I shall recall him to his rightful place when 

the time is right.” Her voice was brimming was emotion. “I miss him too.”  

 I turned around to face her. Bahumin was staring at the wall of the cave, regarding her 

own reflection. Her head was perched regally upon her neck, and she sat upright with the posture 

of a queen, and yet, I could see the sadness behind those red and golden eyes. “He’s happy,” I 

said. She turned her gaze to meet mine. “He’s happy, and he’s learning, and he values knowledge 

above almost everything else.” Bahumin looked satisfied, although she frowned a little when I 

said almost everything.  

 Bahumin nodded, and then pointed behind me to the portal. “Go,” she commanded.  

 I went.  
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Chapter 15 

 There is no feeling quite like being torn apart from the very center of your being and then 

put back together inside out. That sensation is downright gentle compared to the next part where 

you get shaken and twisted and pulled until you pop back into your original shape. As I lay 

panting on the floor of the warlock’s tower in Arkh, I took inventory of all of my limbs. They all 

seemed to be in the right location, even if I couldn’t move them as of yet. I sent a silent thank 

you back through the portal to Bahumin that I hadn’t been ripped into a thousand pieces of 

screaming Detective, even though it felt like I had. I had been through a portal once before, when 

I came to Arkh the first time, and it hadn’t felt quite that terrible, but I was also torn by the 

betrayal of my village and everyone I had ever known, so maybe I just didn’t notice that the 

physical feeling matched my spiritual anguish.  

 The sound of my breath echoed off of the slate gray walls of the towers. It reverberated 

back to me even as my breathing slowed and I was able to sit up. I could hear the panic in my 

gasps from just a few seconds before as it washed over me again and again in echoes. For a 

moment, I could have sworn that only half of my body had come through the portal. “I should 

have walked,” I rasped, rubbing my aching head. I thought back to my trip through the wastes, 

the earth toad, my body turning into a blazing inferno, making deals with several immortal 

beings beyond my ken. I mulled it over. “Ok, maybe it’s a draw between the two options.”  

 My joints creaked and bent at strange angles as I tried to stand up. I felt my bones sliding 

around under my skin, and I bit back a scream as the pain lanced through me. There was a 

resounding pop, and then the agony retreated. I found that all of my joints moved more naturally, 

and I was able to stand, although I was overcome by dizziness on my first attempt.  

 “Shit,” I gasped through clenched teeth.  
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 “Shit, Shit, Shit,” The tower echoed back to me. I nodded agreement to the tower. I was 

certainly in deep.  

 I thought back to the last time I had been in the tower. I was chasing a thief who had tried 

to lose me in the crowd. And there were definitely crowds in the tower back then. The memories 

were made haunting by the sound of my own breath echoing back to me. The tower was usually 

filled with people seeing off friends or business associates. The use of a portal was a rare 

experience due to the cost and the limited times the warlocks would use the portal in the day. 

They were always complaining about tearing the very fabric of reality. The Chief said they were 

just trying to make themselves seem more important than they were. I had found the thief 

dangling in the air in front of a warlock who was glaring at him as though he could see all the 

way through him. Thinking back on it, he probably could. The tower had been so crowded that 

no one else even noticed me hauling the thief out of the front door and back to headquarters.   

 I looked around the now empty tower and heaved a sigh. This drove home how much had 

changed since I left. Morpheus must have turned the entire city into his own personal walking 

army by now. I needed to get close to him and put him down. I didn’t want to kill him if I didn’t 

have to. That wasn’t how Detectives operated, but I would if there was no other choice. 

Hopefully the spell would break with his death, although I needed to banish the demon to be 

sure. I didn’t need to think that far just yet, though. I needed to find him first and I had no idea 

where to start. I gritted my teeth and walked towards the door. Each step became easier, and by 

the time my hand was wrapped around the cast iron handle, the ridges in the engraving digging 

into my palms, I felt sorted out. I pulled open the door, prepared to dive into the shadows and 

start a long and harrowing journey through a city completely occupied by brainwashed citizens.  
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 The door swung open soundlessly, and my jaw dropped. The sun was low on the horizon 

and shining straight into my eyes. I blinked, trying to clear the blinding light and make my eyes 

adjust more quickly.  

 “Ah, the prodigal son returns,” said the hulking silhouette in front of me.  

 The light faded as my eyes adjusted and I saw that my first glimpse when the door had 

opened was correct. Morpheus was standing right in front of the door, and behind him, several 

hundred citizens of Arkh were staring at me blankly. Most of them had weapons. I saw swords 

and clubs and a few guns. I clenched my jaw and looked up at Morpheus. The sun was directly 

behind his head, leaving him in shadow to my eyes. All I could make out were the stunning 

white teeth of his smile as he grinned at me like a maniac. “You’ve been gone a long time 

Detective. We were beginning to worry that you wouldn’t come back to the fold.”  

 I made a fist and felt the warm metal of the ring against my palm. “I don’t think you will 

want to welcome me after this, demon man,” I said through clenched teeth, and swung my fist at 

his jaw as hard as I could. I put my whole body behind the blow. The earth reached up over my 

feet, giving me a strong base, and I swung with everything I had. There was a sound like a 

boulder being torn asunder, and the fist connected. It connected with his open palm. Morpheus 

had caught my punch and still stared down at me with his maniacal grin. He leaned closer to me 

so that I could make out his face.  

 “I’m stronger than you, Detective,” he said, smiling even wider. I thought that if his 

mouth opened any more, the top of his head was going to fall off and roll down the stairs of the 

tower. I pulled my hand back hastily, but Morpheus didn’t let go. He looked at me with unfazed 

interest as I grunted and groaned, tugging at my own hand. Finally, with a scream of desperation 
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tearing its way out of my throat, a spear of earth pounded upward out of the doorway and 

separated the two of us.  

 “Get back, Morpheus,” I shouted, waving my newly liberated arm in front of him. He 

looked at me, puzzled. His grin slipping a little.  

 “What exactly is supposed to happen?”  

 “I have the power to defeat you,” I shouted, and I could feel the heat as flames licked up 

the back of my coat and over my head. I gestured menacingly with the ring.  

 Morphues cocked his head, ignoring the ring. His grin grew again. It looked like the 

corners of his mouth were going to reach his ears. “I think not, Detective. In fact.” Morpheus 

flexed his arms and a purple glow that matched the sky above us blossomed along his arms, “I 

think it is time for you to go back to sleep.” He poked me in the chest, and the world 

immediately began to go dark.  

 “Not again,” I groaned. “I am protected.” 

 “Yes, again,” Morpheus quipped. “This time for good, I think.”  

 I landed hard on the steps, and felt my head roll to the side. All I could see was the rough 

cut stones of the tower on the ground in front of me. I didn’t have the strength to lift my head.  

 “Tie him up somewhere secure, I don’t want him getting away, even if he does wake up. I 

like to plan for the impossible,” I heard Morpheus order someone out of view just before I was 

set adrift in a sea of blackness.  

  



270 
 

Chapter 16 

 Walking into school after being in the hospital is a surprisingly easy transition. Both trap 

you in a public building and are insanely boring for your own good. The greatest feat of strength 

I had ever done was pushing those doors into the gym open every day on the way to class. They 

didn’t need to be replaced or anything, it was just that mental barrier. Forcing myself to enter a 

place that had nothing but boredom and repression was the most difficult thing I had ever faced. 

The school was set up in such a way that if you didn’t enter the building by the long hallway 

where the busses dropped you off you ended up walking through the gym at the front of the 

school. Most people played a sport or were exempt from taking any kind of P.E. credit, but there 

were always a few classes worth of people that didn’t want to go through the effort of filling out 

the exemption paperwork and ended up doing pushups under the watchful eye of Mr. 

Snorgkeiser, the gym coach. Mike and I both fell into that category, and the smell of rotting gym 

socks and Mr. Snorgkeiser’s garlic breath hardly made me throw up at all anymore. 

 I walked across the gym and saw Laura enter from the other doors. She was wearing 

running shorts that showed off her thighs and her tight white t-shirt proclaimed that she was a 

member of the math society, and urged her classmates never to “drink and derive”. I tried to 

walk casually toward Laura while not making it obvious that I wanted to catch her before we got 

out of the gym. I ended up drawing her attention with a weird half jog half awkward shuffle. 

Laura turned to look at me as I slowed to a halt in front of her.  

Laura stared at me, and I felt sweat bead along my arms before her eyes softened with 

recognition. “Nate! You’re finally out of the hospital. That’s so great. I know everyone was 

worried about you.” I almost swallowed my tongue when she smiled at me. Her teeth where 

bright enough to shine even through the gloom of the dank gym.  



271 
 

“Well, you know,” I said, scratching at the back of my head, “A little time in the hospital 

never hurt anyone.”  

“A little time? Nate you were in there for three months.” Laura looked at me with 

concern. “Are you ready to be back? How are you keeping up with classes?”  

“Well I definitely don’t want to be in the hospital anymore, and I woke up, so I guess it 

was time to come back to school.”  

“Yeah, you have been gone a really long time. No one knew where you went, and we 

were all getting worried. It was like you just up and disappeared from the nurse’s office that 

day.” Laura looked troubled for a moment. “But at least you’re back now. Get to swap out 

hospital food for cafeteria food, right? I’m sure that it’ll be so much better.” She rolled her eyes 

and giggled. 

My heart skipped a beat at her laugh, but the good feeling was interrupted by thoughts of 

hospital food. I couldn’t remember what the food was like. I couldn’t remember anything. I was 

in a coma so that was understandable, but I didn’t even remember waking up, or even going to 

school this morning. It was like I just walked in the door from nowhere. I started to panic. I could 

feel my pulse begin to race and my breath quicken. Laura laid a hand on my arm. “You ok?” she 

asked, looking into my eyes searchingly. I took a deep breath. 

 “Yeah, yeah, I’m ok. I think I just had a bit of a relapse, but I don’t think it was anything 

serious.”  

 “Are you sure?” 

 “Of course, you think I would miss cafeteria food if I didn’t have to?” I tried to smile but 

my tone still came out bitter. I ran my hand through my hair, and flinched from the pain. 

Something had caught and pulled out several strands. I looked down to see a golden ring on my 
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middle finger. It had a couple of brown hairs pinched between my skin and the metal. The ring 

has an oddly etched shape on the upper part, which flattened slightly.  

 “Oh, neat, your parents got you a class ring even though you weren’t in school,” Laura 

said.  

 I looked at the ring in confusion. “I guess they did.” Shaking off the fog caused by all of 

the holes in my memory, I tried to take control of the conversation again. “Listen, Laura, I’ve 

been meaning to talk to you ever since...” I was forced to stop again. Ever since when? I asked 

myself. I pressed onward valiantly anyway. There wasn’t any time for self doubt or second 

thoughts. “Ever since… a long time,” I finished awkwardly, “And prom is coming up soon, just 

in time for me to be healthy again, and I was thinking that-” RING. I was cut off by the tardy bell 

blaring through the school. Laura was already heading to the door.  

 “Bye Nate, I can’t be late anymore or I’ll get detention.” She waved as she pressed open 

the heavy pea green doors of the gym.  

 “Where did all the time go?” I asked myself. 

 “Time is just an illusion Nate,” Laura shouted back. She looked thoughtful and then 

nodded to herself as though the statement she had just made seemed right to her. “Get to class or 

Sueño will have your head on a plate.” And she was gone, swallowed up by the teeming masses 

of students in the hallway outside. It was a marvel we had that much time to ourselves.  

 “Time is an illusion,” I repeated, fiddling with the ring on my middle finger. Somehow 

that just seemed to fit Laura so well.  
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Chapter 17 

 The clock taunted me throughout the day. The minute hand seemed to dance backwards 

every third tick of the clock. Everyone else wrote studiously in their notebooks and copied 

everything the teachers said, but I couldn’t focus at all. It all just sounded like white noise to me. 

And so, I sat there, waiting for the bell to signal that it was time to walk to the next class, staring 

at the clock, and fiddling with the ring on my middle finger, spinning it around and around and 

around.  

 I jumped when the bell finally rang for lunch. I realized that I hadn’t seen Mike since the 

lunch before I got sick. I pushed my way through the crowd and shoved my way into the lunch 

line to stand next to my friend, ignoring the shouting and indignant noises from the trail of 

destruction I left in my wake. Mike was standing in line holding a book. He had his head down 

and was reading in deep concentration, mouthing the words as he read. I tapped him on the 

shoulder and waited, but I got no response. I would have spoken into his ear to get above the 

background roar of the crowded lunchroom, but Mike was too tall for me to reach his ear. 

Instead I kicked the back of his knee. He fell forward, but caught himself before he lost his 

balance completely. Mike straightened slowly. He didn’t turn around, but instead straitened the 

gray hoodie he was wearing and studiously ignored me.  

 “You have got to start sticking up for yourself,” I said.  

 Mike froze. “Nate?” he asked disbelievingly. Mike spun around and before I knew it, I 

was wrapped in a bear hug, feet dangling inches from the ground. Mike is skinny, but he’s a lot 

stronger than he looks. “You were in the hospital for so long, it was like you weren’t even in the 

same world anymore.”  
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 “Let me go, man, you’re embarassing me,” I choked out, but I couldn’t keep the huge 

grin off of my face.  

 “So how are you going to handle graduation?” Mike asked. We were sitting down at the 

table munching away on the bland processed food provided for us by the school.  

 “What do you mean?” 

 “Well, you’ve been out of school almost the whole year with your hospital visit. How are 

you going to handle being held back a grade?” 

 “I don’t think I am being held back,” I said.  

 “But Nate, that’s not possible. You’ve been gone so long and-”  

 “I seem to remember doing a lot of homework while I was stuck in the hospital and 

nobody came to see me,” I snapped before chomping down murderously on a slice of pizza. 

 “Nate, that’s not fair. I tried to see you every day for the first month, and no one would 

let me in. They said it was only family, and then you slipped into that coma, so we wouldn’t have 

been able to see you anyway, and my grades got in the way…” Mike broke off, staring into the 

middle distance. “Those are all shitty excuses, Nate. I have no idea why I didn’t see you all that 

time.” He frowned, “No excuse at all.” Mike seemed to be talking to himself more than me. He 

looked sorry, so I changed the subject to something more cheerful.  

 “So prom is coming up,” I hazarded, trying to smile. Mike groaned and slid forward, 

resting his forehead on the table. “Oh come on,” I said, “It won’t be that bad. We’re going Mike, 

and I think I may have a date.” Mike’s groan rose in tone at the end, turning it into a question, 

and he angled his neck so that one eye was visible over his boiled corn. “Well, that may be a bit 

of an overstatement,” I admitted, “But I have someone I want to ask, and that counts for 

something right?”  
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 Mike sat up and rested his chin on the backs of his meshed hands. He fluttered his 

eyelashes at me, which was dizzying given the distorting effect of his glasses. “Have you asked 

Laura yet?” he asked innocently.  

 “How did you know?” I felt slightly betrayed for some reason.  

 “You forget where we are everytime you see her. Is that ring from her?” he asked, 

glancing at my hand.  

 I covered the ring protectively. “No, it’s the class ring.”  

 “Nate,” Mike said slowly, “That’s a dragon. Our mascot is a wildebeast. There is no way 

we would ever get those two confused. If it doesn’t have the school’s mascot on it, it couldn’t be 

a school ring.”  

 The ring felt hot on my finger, and I started to get a throbbing headache. It pulsed at the 

back of my skull, and I felt a weird shivering sensation at the back of my spine. The sensation 

felt alarmed, separate from myself, but I chalked that up to my first day back at school and my 

new headache. This whole mess had started with a headache, and it made me nervous that I was 

having another one, but this one didn’t feel the same. I could still see straight, and either way, I 

didn’t want to go back to the hospital, so I decided to ride it out. Mike must have seen the 

discomfort on my face though. 

 “Are you ok?” he asked me. His joking smile had quickly morphed into concern.  

 “Yeah Mike, I’m fine. Just a little upset you already knew who I liked before I even did.”  

 “You knew,” Mike chastised, “You just weren’t telling. I’m a smart guy, Nate, I see 

things.”  

 “Ok, whatever you say, smart man,” I shot back. that was when my train of thought was 

completely derailed. Laura walked past our table, and I smiled at her instead of studiously 



276 
 

ignoring her like I used to do. If I was going to ask her to prom, I needed to be able to make eye 

contact, I reasoned with myself. Laura looked surprised for a moment, but then she smiled back. 

My heart skipped a beat.  

 Mike was watching me closely, refusing to turn around and look at Laura himself. “Boy 

when you get it you get it bad. If you blushed any harder you’d have smoke rising off your 

cheeks.” We both laughed at that. I didn’t know why we thought it was so funny, but I couldn’t 

help but giggle. “So she smiled back?” Mike asked. “I knew she would. She likes you too.”  

 “How can you tell?” I asked. It felt like I had squirrels in my stomach doing back flips 

and failing miserably.  

 “I can’t, but it’s what you wanted to hear.” Mike smiled crookedly, and I kicked him 

under the table. He only grinned wider. “Go to her,” he said in a melodramatic tone. “Go to her 

and make her yours.”  

 I rolled my eyes, but Mike was being encouraging, in his own way, and I decided to take 

his advice. I pushed away from the table. Mikes eyes widened, and then his grin broke into a full 

smile. “You’re actually going?” he asked.  

 I rolled my eyes at him. “Yes. My best friend told me to, so off I go.” 

 “Good for you, man, goodluck,” Mike said. He gave me an enthusiastic thumbs up.  

 “This doesn’t mean you’re getting out of prom,” I threatened as I walked past Mike on 

the way to the front office, where Laura ate her lunch.  

 Mike groaned again. “But you’ll have a date and everything if this works out. You don’t 

need me,” he complained.  

 “You’re my best friend, and you’re coming to prom. No choice. Now stop complaining 

about it and find yourself a date.” I shouted to Mike. I was walking backwards away from the 
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table. I didn’t want to stop moving, because I was afraid that if I did,  I wouldn’t be able to get 

started again.  

 Laura was sitting at the secretary’s desk in the front office eating a chicken caesar salad. 

She was facing away from me, but she would hold the fork just above her shoulder while she 

was chewing. The front office was a small room with a single desk protecting the hallway the led 

to the principal’s office. There were posters hanging on the walls, proclaiming things like, “Get 

your grades in gear!” or, “The fall festival is the place to be,” but all of the decorations were 

faded with age. Nothing had changed in the office as long as I had been coming to school there.  

 I took a moment to admire the curve of Lauras shoulders and blond hair that floated 

gracefully above the back of the secretary’s chair. The secretary and the principal were nowhere 

to be seen. I coughed into my hand, and Laura carefully set the fork down before spinning the 

chair around. The forks soft ringing as it was set on her plate was drowned out by the mournful 

screech of the unoiled chair. Laura broke into a smile when she recognized me in the doorway. 

She waved me into the room, so I perched myself on the corner of the desk and tried to arrange 

myself in what looked like a comfortable posture. Laura’s smile made my heart make a break for 

freedom out through my throat, but I took it as a good sign and decided to plunge in. I swore to 

myself that I wouldn’t let the bell get in the way of this golden opportunity.   

 “Hey,” I started, not wanting to scare her off by getting directly to the point.  

 “Hey,” Laura replied, but she stretched the word out with a questioning tone. She didn’t 

know what I wanted. I had never spoken to Laura besides the day she took me to the nurses 

office, so twice in one day was certainly strange.  

 Enough beating around the bush, I thought to myself, do it. You’ve faced down dragons, 

Seers, and the Achetypes themselves, you can talk to a teenage girl. The ring on my finger 
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burned. Where had that idea come from? I shook off the thought and took the plunge. “So prom 

is coming up,” I tried.  

 “Yeah,” Laura said, smiling faintly.  

 “Ok, I’m just going to say this. You’re so beautiful that it looks like magic, and I want to 

take you to prom with me.” I flinched. The world had stopped turning.  

 Laura didn’t laugh, which was a good sign in my opinion. She stared at me without 

blinking. Sweat to beaded on my arms. I would have counted breaths to see how long actually 

went by, but I had stopped breathing. She spun a lock of her golden hair around her pointer 

finger, and looked into my eyes. It didn’t feel like a romantic moment. It was like she was 

looking through me into someone else. The ring burned on my finger hot enough that I 

considered taking it off. I felt like her eyes should be changing colors. Laura opened her mouth 

to say something, closed it, and then opened it again to say, “I think that is a great idea, Nate.” 

 I fought the urge to do an incredibly embarrassing dance in front of my new date.  

 “Did the ground just move a little?” Laura asked looking around nervously.  

  I tried to slip the ring off my finger. It was burning so hotly that I thought it was going to 

melt and take my finger with it. The ring wouldn’t budge, so I gritted my teeth in the best 

approximation of a smile that I could manage. The bell rang and Laura cursed, spinning the chair 

around with a squeal. She hurriedly shoveled the rest of her salad into her mouth before tossing 

the plastic carton in the trash. “Stop grinding your teeth, we have to get to class,” she ordered, all 

business again. I could tell she was happy though, she was practically glowing.  

 “Alright,” I agreed, “We can manage details later.”  

 “Limo?” Laura asked, cocking her head speculatively. 
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 I almost agreed, but a memory of what was waiting at home made me change my mind. 

“I can do better than that. Don’t worry about it, but I’ll drive,” I said. I could already picture her 

face when I showed up in the ride I had planned.  

  



280 
 

Chapter 18  

 “You know, Nate, you look pretty damn good in a tux,” I told my reflection as I 

straightened my bowtie. “Your date is a lucky girl.”  

 “Why thank you,” I responded. The bow tie was as straight as I was going to get it, so I 

moved on to the cufflinks. I stuck my tongue out of the corner of my mouth in concentration, 

trying to get the little golden buttons to line up with the holes in the sleeves. I cheered as they 

slid into place. The cufflinks had been chosen because they matched my ring. I gave the golden 

ring one more halfhearted tug, but it remained in place. The ring heated for a moment, and I 

couldn’t help but think it was being a little petulant. I slid my tuxedo jacket into place and 

admired my reflection in the mirror. I had chosen a classic tuxedo, all black with a white shirt 

and golden button studs to match the cufflinks. I couldn’t help but strike a dashing Detective’s 

pose. The coat should be brown I thought to myself. I shook my head and headed downstairs. I’d 

been having these strange thoughts more and more, but had learned just to ignore them and 

continue on with real life.  

 The two weeks before prom had passed in a blur. It didn’t even feel real. The routine had 

been mind numbing, but I was used to that. Wake up early, go to school, drift through classes, 

watch TV, go to bed. Wash, rinse, repeat. Tonight was the big night though, and I wanted 

everything to be perfect.  I walked past the guest bedroom that was next to mine upstairs and 

headed to the kitchen, which was in the center of the house. We lived in a comfortably aged two 

story with dark wood railings and cabinets all around the house. Dad made good money in his 

job, though I couldn’t remember exactly what he did, and the house had all stainless steel 

appliances and dark leather furniture that matched the woodwork. I rooted around in the 

refrigerator and pulled out a corsage for Laura. I had chosen an arrangement of baby roses that 
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were such a dark blue they looked almost black. Laura had told me she was wearing blue, so I 

wanted to give her something that would match.  

 I headed to the garage, shouting over my shoulder to my parents that I was leaving. They 

were in another room watching television, so all I heard was a grumbled response. As I thought 

about it, I didn’t think I’d really talked to my parents since I got out of the hospital, or even 

before that, once I concentrated. They just always seemed to be in the other room, or out to 

dinner, or on a business trip. I cursed and shook my hand, trying to cool off the burning ring on 

my finger. Some memory was trying to push itself to the front of my mind, but when I paused to 

let it coalesce, nothing was there. It was like trying to sneeze. I just ended up standing still, and 

looking uncomfortable.  

 I shrugged off the nagging feeling and went into the garage. I flicked on the lights and 

whistled to myself. The garage was spotless; there were tools on a bench in the corner and one 

other thing. The reason I came into the garage. The reason I didn’t rent a limo for Laura. Dad’s 

car. The car was speedy little roadster made in some foreign country. I didn’t even care what 

kind it was. The metal practically hummed under my fingers as I ran my hand along the hood. 

The car was blood red, had a spoiler along the trunk, and was slanted like a knife. I pressed the 

button on the key and the car beeped cheerfully. The door popped open, and I slid into the black 

leather seat. The car sprang to life with a purr, and I took a moment to run my hands along the 

steering wheel, before shifting the car into reverse. I pressed the clicker on the sunscreen and the 

garage clanked open. The car pealed out of the driveway, and I revved the engine expectantly in 

the middle of the street, expecting to see my dad come barreling out of the house. I couldn’t 

imagine anyone letting me drive a car like this, even if I did look fantastic in a tuxedo, but the 

house stayed quiet, with just a single blue pulsing light of the TV coming from one of the 
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downstairs windows. I shrugged to myself again, feeling a little disappointed to not get the 

speech about responsibility I had expected. “Milady awaits,” I told my trusty steed. The car leapt 

forward with only the slightest touch of the gas, and I sped down the neighborhood street to 

Laura’s house.  

 My finger was on fire again as I knocked on the door. The car was still running in the 

street. The engine sounded so sleek and powerful that I couldn’t bring myself to turn it off. I was 

going for the best impression I could. Laura answered the door, and all thought fled my mind. 

She looked gorgeous. Laura was wearing a strapless deep blue dress with sparkles scattered 

among the fabric. The fabric made Laura look like she was wearing the night sky itself. It 

billowed out at her waist, like a dress you would imagine a princess wearing to a ball. Her golden 

hair was piled up on her head and arranged artfully. Blond ringlets gave her a royal and refined 

appearance.  

 Laura saw my opened mouth stare and giggled behind her hand. It made me think of 

spiraling towers and political intrigue. The ring burned even hotter, and Laura’s expression 

turned to one of concern when she saw me grimace.   

 “Everything alright?” she asked, shutting the door behind her.  

 I forced a smile. “I just thought that it was traditional to get shaken down by my date’s 

father,” I said, laughing nervously.  

 “Well, that’s not going to happen,” Laura sighed, “Mom is off at a conference, and Dad 

doesn’t do much except go to work and watch TV.” Laura looked like she was wrestling with a 

thought, but she quickly shook at off and smiled at me. “Is that your racecar I see in the street?” 

she asked, linking her arm with mine.  
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 I couldn’t help smiling broadly. “It’s Dad’s,” I said, “It seems we have something in 

common with nonexistent parents. I would have asked if I could borrow it, but I just couldn’t 

seem to pin him down long enough to talk to him, so I took it.”  

 “What a rebel,” Laura giggled again. “Well, you look great in your suit.”  

 “It’s a tuxedo,” I corrected good-naturedly, “And you look absolutely stunning in that 

dress.”  

 “It’s a gown,” Laura said, smiling back at me. 

I bowed as I held the passenger door open so that Laura could sit down in the car. She 

settled her dress around her primly, and I shut the door, careful not to get any of the midnight 

cloth stuck in the door.  

 “I feel like I look good in any color for some reason,” Laura said. She didn’t sound full of 

herself though, she was obviously lost in thought. I dropped into the car and revved the engine. It 

shivered under us, and I hit the gas hard enough to press us back into the seats. Laura’s peals of 

laughter floated in the breeze behind us.  

 The school prom was set up in the hotel in the middle of town. There was a ballroom 

used for dentist conventions and town meetings. The school had done it up with streamers and 

there was a DJ pumping music out of the back of a van with the grim determination of an 

undertaker. I parked the car and walked Laura to the door of the hotel with my arm around her 

shoulders. The hotel was a three story building with small windows pointing out on the parking 

lot. The school had rolled a tattered red carpet out the door, but it had soaked up the puddles 

from the rain the day before, and everyone walked around the soggy carpet to avoid ruining their 

shoes.  
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 We walked into the hotel and past the dingy lobby. There was a thin faced man man at 

the desk eyeing all the other kids walking in. He looked foreign, like someone from some deep 

and secret desert. We made eye contact, and glared at me. I glared back. The man’s eyes looked 

like they had vertical pupils, like a cat’s, but when I looked again the eyes seemed normal. He 

made me uncomfortable for some reason that reached deeper than his angry expression, but I 

couldn’t put my finger on it. The ring got hot enough around my finger that I resigned myself to 

having burn scars for the rest of my life. The only consolation I had was that the ring would 

probably never come off anyway, so no one would ever be able to see them.  

 Laura sniffed and put up her nose at the man minding the desk. We walked around the 

corner. The music throbbing out of the room washed over us. The double doors were held open 

with cinder blocks, and there was a banner strung along the wall that said, “Welcome senior class 

to a night of magic!”  

 “Night of magic?” I asked. 

 Laura smiled up at me from beneath my arm. “It must be the theme they chose for prom.” 

We looked at each other, and then burst into laughter. Detangling from each other, we leaned 

against the wall by the door. It took a while to calm down. Every time we looked at each other, 

we would burst out in hysterics again.  

When we were finally able to talk, I wiped tears from my eyes and asked, “Why was that 

so funny?”   

“I have no idea,” Laura said. The thought was sobering, and our good humor died 

quickly.  

I smiled, trying to salvage the enjoyment of the moment, “Let’s go inside and dance. 

That’s why we’re here right? Besides, I want to see how well that dress twirls.”  
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 Laura looked wistful, “It twirls pretty well, hot shot.”  

 The first impression I got of the crowded ballroom was just a mass of people crowded 

around the dance floor. The music was loud enough to banish coherent thought from the mind. 

There was another grim looking DJ who could have been the brother of the one from the van 

outside. He clung to the wall, clicking vaguely at a laptop. The lights were turned down low 

except a couple of strobes and disco balls scattered around the ceiling. I stood, looking around 

and feeling dazed. Laura tugged on my sleeve, and I bent down so she could yell in my ear above 

the music.  

 “Isn’t that your friend Mike?” she shouted.  

 I stood on my toes, making myself taller so I could see above the crowd. Everyone was 

gathered around the dance floor, and in the middle, the center of attention, danced Mike. He was 

with Erma. I remembered seeing Mike talking to her in the halls every once in a while. She was 

normally up in the front office. She worked as an office aid, a kind of student secretary. She 

always knew everyone by their first name when they had to go and speak to the principal or a 

counselor. Erma was tall, taller than me, and had stunning blue eyes that countered her skin tight 

sparkling cocktail dress wonderfully. She was eye to eye with Mike as they spun around the 

dance floor. Mike was smiling as they spun past us. I had never seen him this relaxed in front of 

other people. He usually got nervous even when it was just the two of us if he thought I was 

upset. Erma seemed to wipe his self-consciousness away. The music was a techno beat, but it 

was some intricate remix of a latin salsa song, and if you looked at the way they were dancing, 

you wouldn’t even know that there was an ounce of techno thrown in. They danced like they had 

been lovers in the steamy heat of Brazil, holding each other close and moving sensuously.  
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 Laura tightened her grip on my hand. I started to lean down to hear what she wanted to 

say, but she was already tugging me towards the dance floor. “Whoa. No, no, no, no, no,” I 

protested as she dragged me forward. Laura ignored any sign of resistance until we were situated 

in the middle of the circle of onlookers. Mike and Erma spun past, and Mike tore his eyes away 

from his dance partner to wink at me. I tried to make a break for it, but Laura grabbed my hand 

and set it on her hip. She sashayed closer to me and stared into my eyes. I could smell her 

perfume. Any idea of getting away vanished from my mind, and we began to sway back and 

forth. The swaying quickly evolved into steps, and before I knew it, Laura had twirled herself 

under my arm and rested the back of her head up against my chest. The look on her face 

convinced me that I should try my best to keep up. I spun Laura out to arms length and did a 

quick salsa step over to join her. We locked close to each and danced across the floor, first Laura 

could advance against me, and then I would push back. If I ever got lost or missed a step, her 

gentle hand would nudge me in the right direction. She was a good enough dancer to make up for 

my lack of experience, and it felt like the ground would shift beneath my feet to help me keep 

my balance. Other members of the class began to join in, forsaking the normal high school 

dancing of jumping up and down and fist pumping to the music for the style that Mike and Erma 

had introduced. Nobody could hold a candle to them, but we came close, and several other 

classmates looked like they may have taken a beginner class or two at the dance studio in town.  

 Laura spun again, her dress flaring out around her, and she wrapped both arms around my 

waist, pulling herself against me and moving her hips in a way the made my heart jump. The 

room began to feel hot, I could feel myself shaking, but the sensation was so strong that the 

ground could have been moving instead of me. Laura danced so brilliantly that I could swear 

sparks were shooting off of her in every direction. I was just beginning to contemplate dipping 
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her and running a debonair kiss along her neck when the music abruptly stopped. The lights 

came on, blinding everyone on the dance floor. I blinked, trying to clear my vision. Mr. Sueño 

was standing over us. He was silhouetted by the sudden bright lights, and all I could make out 

was a forced smile.  

 “That’s enough of that,” he said. “We’re going to keep the dancing appropriate around 

here.”  

 Laura rolled her eyes at him, but she blushed, embarrassed. I shrugged to her and led her 

off the dance floor to a table where I could see Mike fanning Erma with a paper plate. The table 

was covered in a white linen tablecloth with matching cushioned chairs. The party committee 

had sprinkled star shaped sequins all over the table, and there was a silk top hat and a black wand 

sitting in the middle of the table surrounded by clear plastic cups half filled with punch. It must 

have been the cernterpiece in keeping with the “night of magic” theme. I pulled one of the metal 

chairs back from the table and flourished grandly to Laura. She curtsied and sat gracefully in the 

proffered chair as I crashed into the seat between her and Erma.  

 “Nice moves,” I said, unbuttoning my coat and surreptitiously wiping at the sheen of 

sweat on my forehead. Mike beamed at me, while Erma stared at him, oblivious to the rest of the 

room.  

 “I may have some rug cutting abilities,” Mike said, wiggling his eyebrows at Erma. She 

giggled at him, and I felt Laura behind me roll her eyes in unison with my own eye roll. Erma 

bent forward and whispered something in Mike’s ear, and I watched, amused, as his eyes got 

wider and wider. Erma stood up and ran the tip of her tongue along her top lip before walking 

out of the room, her hips swaying from side to side. Her dress really showed off her curves. I 

jumped as I felt Laura’s high heel come down on top of my foot. I shrugged guiltily at her, but 
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she pretended not to see. When I looked back to Mike, he was beet red, and stammering an 

apology to us.  

 “It’s, well it’s been so fun and all, but I really should be turning in. You know how it is 

when you dance too much. Dehydration is a dangerous thing. I think I should go check on 

Erma.” Mike turned even redder at the mention of her name. 

 “Go on, have fun,” I said, waving Mike away with the back of my hand. He jumped away 

from the table, knocking his chair over in his haste. The metal clatter barely rose above the 

throbbing music. Laura chuckled as we watched Mike scurry out the door. “And to think,” I said, 

slouching down in my chair, “he didn’t even want to come to prom.” Laura laughed and 

squeezed my arm. My skin tingled. The ring burned. I flinched and Laura pulled her hand away 

quickly. I looked at her and smiled reassuringly. “It’s not you, I’m just a little worn out.” I 

reached out and pulled Laura’s hand back to where it had rested on my bicep. “Where did you 

learn to dance like that?” I asked.  

 “A noble’s job is to master all forms of presentation, illusion or otherwise. In fact when I 

was younger I-” Laura stopped. “What the hell? That memory doesn’t make any sense.”  

 “It’s ok, I’m getting those a lot too recently. I find that they tend to fade over time.”  

 Laura shrugged to herself and rested her hand on my arm. The burning on my finger 

suddenly stopped. Instead it transformed into a warm and comfortable sensation. Laura leaned 

close and the feeling began to spread up my arm and into my chest.  

 “This has been fantastic, Nate. I’m glad you asked me to prom.”  

 The world flickered. The room went from dark with throbbing music to dark with 

some strange throbbing force. My uncomfortable chair became even more uncomfortable, and I 

found myself strapped down. Just as quickly as the vision came, it was gone. I blinked, trying to 
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figure out where I was, and what was happening. Laura saw my confusion and smiled at me. 

“You’re cute when you’re nervous,” she said, and she leaned across the gap between our chairs 

and kissed my cheek. The warm feeling from the ring pulsed through my entire body, and the 

vision of the dank dungeon came back. The only source of light was a thin line seeping under a 

heavy iron door. My arms were chained to a metal throne. The room was bare, lined in dark 

stone. A throbbing pulse raced through my bones. It seemed to come through the walls, up the 

chair, and into the very core of my being. 

  After two panicked breaths, the vision faded and I was back at the prom. Laura was 

looking at me through her eyelashes. The world seemed blurry around the edges, and I felt like I 

had two different sets of memories bouncing around in my head. I was seized by sudden 

inspiration. I slid my hands up into Laura’s ringlets and pulled her too me, kissing her. She 

melted against me, and we clung to each other. The music pulsed through us. I poured all of my 

frustration and excitement into the kiss, and I could feel Laura doing the same.  

We were yanked apart apart. I tasted blood from where I bit my lip. Mr. Sueño was standing over 

us. Laura sat back in her chair, looking euphoric. The world blurred and I was back in the 

dungeon. Morpheus had gripped my shoulder, clawlike, and the pain made me throw my head 

back and forth trying to get away from the pointed grasp.  

 “You will never escape. You can try and try, but you are mine.” Morpheus hissed. He let 

go, and I sagged with relief. Morpheus pulled back his arm and backhanded my face hard enough 

that the resounding crack echoed in my ears.  

When my head stopped ringing, I was back at the prom. My face ached, and my shoulder 

felt stiff, but Mr. Sueño was ignoring me, talking to Laura. “Your date is no good for you,” he 

was lecturing. “You should go home before I tell your parents that you came to prom and 
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behaved so inappropriately. I would have expected better from you, Laura.” Laura nodded 

seriously to Mr. Sueño. She made a contrite face and hid behind her ruffled hair. I smirked at the 

memory, but the smile fell off of my face when Mr. Sueño rounded on me. “And you, Nate. You 

better leave before I call the cops. This behavior shall be punished.” He looked at me 

calculatingly. “Is something amiss?” he asked. I shook my head quietly, and Sueño appeared 

satisfied. “Both of you leave. Now,” he finished. walking away.  

 “Alright, Nate. You can drive me home now,” Laura called loudly in Sueño’s direction. I 

saw him hunch his shoulders as he stalked away, but he didn’t say anything else. I nodded to 

Laura and we left the prom. One thing was different, I remembered everything. I knew Sueño 

was actually Morpheus, and that the whole highschool and everything else about this world was 

just part of his spell. I needed to get out of this place.  

 Reality blurred as we walked to the car. “Did you feel anything when we kissed?” I asked 

Laura. 

 “Like, are we in love now?” she asked. She tried to keep a straight face, but she couldn’t 

help breaking into a luminescent smile.  

 “No, well that’s a good question, but I mean did you see anything or have any 

realizations? This is very important.” 

 “I realized that I really enjoy kissing you,” Laura said. She went up on her toes and 

wrapped her arms around my neck, kissing me again. The warm feeling flared on my hand, and 

then went out completely. Laura pulled back and looked at me, still on her toes. She bit her lip 

nervously, and I smiled reassuringly before giving her another kiss. I didn’t know how much of 

the dream we’d remember, but I was enjoying myself. Laura didn’t seem to have snapped out of 

the spell. I let go of Laura and held the car door open for her. As I shut the door I caught sight of 
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the ring on my finger. That must have been it. I thought that the ring would keep me out of the 

dream world, but maybe it was just enough to help me escape it. The ring had definitely given 

me hints about what was real and what wasn’t, I just had been too overwhelmed to pay attention 

to what was happening. Now I just needed to think of a way to get out of the dream.  

 The car roared like a dragon as I floored it out of the school parking lot. “What are you 

doing?” Laura asked. She was pressed back into her seat and nervously tightening her seatbelt.  

 “You seemed to like the speed on the way here, so I thought we’d see what this baby 

could do,” I said. I pressed harder on the gas and the car leapt forward with renewed energy. 

Laura laughed nervously. We tore around a corner, and the tires screeched below us. I was 

looking for a certain street. I glanced in the rearview mirror and saw smoking skid marks behind 

us where we had taken the turn.  

 “Nate, I think you should slow down,” Laura said. I smiled at her and pushed the car 

harder. The engine was beginning to whine, and the temperature gauge crept toward the red 

zone. “Nate. NATE!” Laura was beginning to panic. We were on the road I remembered from 

the drive to the school. It was a long road lined with storefronts, and it dead ended in a 

warehouse. I pushed the gas all the way down. Laura screamed, and I felt my face set into a 

grimace. I gave up on the reassuring smiles because I wasn’t feeling particularly sure about this 

action. Besides, anyone smiling at a hundred and seventy miles an hour just looks like a maniac. 

The wall loomed above us like an enormous fly swatter. Laura screamed and I grabbed her hand. 

The car collided with the wall and a ball of flame shot into the cockpit. All sound and sight 

vanished. The heat from the fire collided with the warm glow from my golden ring, and I felt 

suddenly cold.  
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Chapter 19  

 I was chained to an iron throne in a dark dungeon, a roaring headache, and no company. I 

congratulated myself heartily. I sat for a moment, letting the conflicting memories wash over me. 

They took a while to settle, and there were still a lot of points that didn’t line up in my head, but I 

was pretty sure I understood what had happened. The whole thing was part of the spell. I knew 

that for sure.  

 “Now it’s time to go find Morpheus,” I told myself. I pulled against the chains holding 

me to the chair, and grimaced when they refused to give way. I pulled harder, trying to make 

myself angry. My vision began to cloud with smoke. I could see my arms smolder and they 

began to flame. The chains glowed, and I yanked at them again, but they still refused to part. I 

screamed, and my arms began to glow white hot. I pulled again, but the chains refused to let go. 

The bindings glowed as white as my arms, but I still couldn’t move. I screamed and flexed 

against the restraints. The glow from my body was bright enough that I had to shut my eyes. 

There was a flash of red light, and I felt my fire snuff out. I slumped in the chair. When I opened 

my eyes, the room was filled with smoke. There were deep red runes hissing and spitting on 

every link of the chains on my arms and legs. Morpheus had decided to make sure I wasn’t going 

anywhere, apparently. I let my head fall against the back of the chair with a clang. My onrush of 

emotion and magic had left me exhausted.  

 “Well now what?” I asked. My voice echoed hollowly around the empty stone room. I 

tried to make myself comfortable. It looked like I was going to be there for a while. I wiggled 

back and forth, but the chair seemed to have been designed to be uncomfortable. Considering my 

surroundings, I wouldn’t be surprised if that was the truth. Finally, I closed my eyes. I could feel 
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my muscles beginning to tighten already from their confinement in an awkward sitting position. I 

knew I was going to be sore, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. Sighing, I resigned 

myself to sleep. 

 I drifted in between sleep and wracking my brain trying to figure out what to do next. I 

didn’t know what I was going to do. Morpheus didn’t know I had escaped. It looked like the 

illusion of the spell sustained it’s victims, because there was no way they had kept up the level of 

secrecy that they had while importing food. I knew they weren’t growing their own food because 

the fields had been deserted on my way in. There were too many people waiting for me outside 

the warlock’s spire for them to be working or eating or even sleeping. The problem with that was 

there was no one who was going to feed me down here. I could be stuck in this dungeon and 

starve to death before Morpheus ever figured out that I escaped his spell. The only other option 

was that Morpheus would come down into my prison and kill me while I was stuck to the chair.  

 As if summoned by my thoughts, I heard footsteps outside of the door. I braced myself 

and listened carefully. The steps came closer, and they sounded like they were descending, 

confirming my suspicion that I was being kept underground. There was a thud on the door, and it 

rattled on its hinges. The door rattled again, and dust streamed down from the ceiling. The 

pounding stopped, and I held my breath, listening hard. There was the clink of keys, and the door 

swung open with a screech. The light streaming in the room blinded me, and all I was able to see 

was a blurry shape walking towards me. I felt a hand run along my face. I didn’t know whether it 

was reassuring or threatening. My vision slowly resolved, and I found myself staring into the 

face of Laura. My heart leapt, and I felt a stupid grin stretch across my face.  

 “There you are, Nate. You could have picked a better place for a nap,” Laura said. She 

jingled a massive iron key ring at me. There were keys of every shape and size on the ring. Laura 
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began picking out the smaller ones. She walked around behind the chair and started rattling the 

keys against the chains under the seat.  

 “It really wasn’t up to me,” I said. I rested my head against the seat back and closed my 

eyes. “You took a while too, you know.” Laura snorted and rattled the keys again. “Well, I know 

not everyone can just lose their temper and blow a door off their hinges,” I admitted, “but we’re 

kind of in a hurry.”  

 “What’s the hurry?” Laura asked. She sounded frustrated. “That sorcerer has an entire 

army made of the people we’re sworn to protect. I don’t think it would be possible for him to be 

any more ensconced.”  

 “Morpheus,” I said.  

 “What?” 

 “Morpheus, his name is Morpheus.” 

 “Oh, well that will be useful to know when he captures us and shoves us back into that 

dream prison.”  

 “Dream prison,” I mulled it over. “That’s a good way to describe it.”  

 “Good job getting us out of there by the way. How did you manage it?”  

 “A gift from a friend.” I waved my hand. It made the chains rattle. The ring shone in the 

purple light that oozed its way down the stairs. The dragon etched into the surface looked like it 

flexed its wings. If I had been trapped in the dream, I would have assumed It was just a trick of 

the light, but now that I was back in Arkh, in the land of magic, it made more sense to assume it 

had something to do with the fact it had been forged by the slumbering god herself. The dragon 

curled around itself and settled comfortably under the golden surface of the ring.  
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 “How did you know that crashing us into a fiery death would shove us back into the real 

world?” Laura asked. The chains went slack around me, and Laura hissed an excited breath.  

 I pulled my arms out from under the now slack chains, and rubbed at my wrists. They 

were bleeding from the force I had put on them trying to get free. “Well,” I stood up and 

stretched, “I had no idea if it would work or kill us.” Laura faced me across the chair. Her mouth 

hung open. “Well, better than being stuck in that terrible place forever right?” I asked.  

 Laura glared at me. She tried to say something, but didn’t seem to be able to find the 

words. She threw the keys at me, and I caught them, much to her annoyance.  “Come on, let’s 

go,” I said heading towards the door.  

 “Do you even know where we’re going?” Laura asked. I stood with one foot on the 

bottom step. I could see up the stairwell into the purple sky. It roiled and turned like a stormy 

sea. There was also three people sprawled in the stairwell. I could see bruises forming on their 

faces. That explained the door thudding before Laura came in. It really showed how determined 

she was to get to me. Illusionists almost never fight people directly. It’s not really a situation 

their skills are suitable for. “I ran all over the city dodging patrols and looking for you,” Laura 

said. “Morpheus has complete control, but I figured out where all of their patrols emanate come 

from. Would you say that he’s a megalomaniac?” she asked. 

 “I’ve had a few interactions with him, and he definitely is,” I said, “He’ll be at the center 

of it all.” I started up the stairs again. “Where is the center of it all?” I asked.  

 Laura followed closely. “You’re never going to believe this, but he chose a center of 

operations that is really familiar to us.”  

 “Oh,” I hung my head, “he didn’t.” 

 “He did.”  
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 We came to the top of the stairs, and I looked around to get my bearings. The room I had 

taken to be some deep dark dungeon was in fact a basement under a shop on the far end of town 

from where I lived. Morpheus must not have expected me to escape again. I bet that the chair and 

chains must have been the idea of Amonenzar, the demon who had made a pact with Morpheus. 

Amonenzar was at least two thousand years old, and seemed more the type to plan for 

contingencies than Morpheus.  

 “We’ve got a long way to go, and a lot of enemies between us and our destination,” 

Laura said. She was standing beside me, but already shimmering out of sight. I understood how 

she had gotten around the city long enough to find me without being discovered. “Get out of the 

light,” Laura scolded. She was already headed down the alley from where I heard her voice 

coming from. “They seem to be able to sense anything being touched by the light of the spell.” 

 “Well that makes things difficult,”  I said. 

 “You have no idea.” Laura’s voice came from right behind me. I felt the whisper of her 

breath against the back of my ear. I jumped, and Laura gave a throaty laugh. “It’s time to go. We 

can’t stay still long.”  

 I took off down the street headed towards the center of town. Laura kept her illusion up, 

but I assumed she was nearby. I knew where I was going so I didn’t need to be led. We stuck to 

the shadows cast by the hideously glowing purple sky above us. The streets were completely 

deserted. It was eerie to see the normally bustling streets empty. There was a doll laying in the 

gutter, dropped by some child in the confusion of Morpheus’ takeover. I stopped to stare at it. 

The light played over it, the oscillating colors made the pale doll look bruised. Laura shimmered 

into view beside me. She squatted down and picked up the doll. “It’s going to be ok, Nate,” she 

said. It was like she could tell what I was thinking.  
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 “If I had only been faster,” I said. The remorse was rising in my throat, gaining a 

stranglehold on me.  

 “There was nothing you could do.” Laura looked at me, and I could see the sympathy in 

her eyes. She smiled at me before setting the doll gently on the sidewalk. “We’re doing 

something about it now. Let’s keep moving. There are patrols everywhere.”  

 “Yeah, about that,” I said, “You were bragging about dodging all of Morpheus’ new 

goons, but we haven’t seen anyone yet. Where is everyone?”  

 There was a hiss at the end of street. I looked up to see four figures standing in the road. 

They looked like they had just come around the corner. They stalked forward and I recognized 

their posture as they dropped into a hunting crouch. “Vampires,”  I said.  

 “Ask and you shall receive,” said Laura.  

I drew my sword out of the sheath on my back. I left my gun in its holster. We couldn’t afford 

the noise that it would create. Gunfire could bring the entire city down on us. “Why don’t you go 

invisible?” I asked Laura, as the vampires came closer. The gloom prevented me from 

identifying which vampires they were, but I hoped that it wasn’t anyone important. The only way 

a vampire became important in a coven was by being powerful.  

 “They’ll just smell me anyway. I’m going to need all of my energy for something more 

effective,” Laura said. “Try and keep them busy.” 

 Laura took a deep breath, and I felt energy beginning to be pulled in toward her. The 

vampires had gotten close enough now that I could make out their faces. I didn’t recognize three 

of them. I was beginning to congratulate myself on getting off easy when my gaze fell on the 

final vampire. It was my brother. I cursed, and, as if on cue, he smiled at me. His fangs 

unsheathed with a snick, and I tightened my grip on my sword. “Stay behind me and I’ll buy you 
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time,” I told Laura, “but you should make it fast. One elementalist versus four hungry vampires 

is not good odds.” Laura grunted an agreement, obviously focusing, and began to back behind 

me. Before I could blink, my brother went after her. I turned to stop him, but saw that she was 

ducking and dodging his clawed strikes and still able to maintain her concentration.  

 Laura made eye contact with me. “Stop the other three,” she gasped, “I have this one.” 

Her distraction was enough for Julius to get in close, and he hooked a claw into Laura’s 

shoulder. She screamed, but that was the moment when the other three vampires were on top of 

me.  

 I dove out of the way hoping that Laura could hold off Julius until I could get to her. The 

other three stopped and looked at me with their heads cocked. I had a moment to study them. All 

three were lean, with sharp, thin faces. Their pale skin was stained purple from the light above 

them. They looked nearly identical in the gloom with their shaggy dark hair and bared claws. I 

started planning how I was going to take them down when I remembered that I didn’t have to 

hold back. This wasn’t Adamine. I was back in Arkh, and I could use my full range of abilities. 

The vampires hissed, and the one in the center charged. His eyes shone purple in the unholy 

light. I yelled defiance and a section of the street rose up under the vampire’s feet. He was 

moving too quickly to stop and stumbled toward me. I spun and drove an elbow into his temple. 

The vampire was knocked sprawling, but started to get up immediately. I ended that by kicking 

him in the head as hard as I could. His head snapped around and the vampire went still. I didn’t 

have time to celebrate because the other two vampires had vanished. There was something I had 

learned from my time with Julius after his change. If you can’t see a vampire it’s behind you. I 

ducked down and a thin shell of rock rose over me. There were two simultaneous thuds in the 

rock behind me. The rock shell shattered, and I was thrown through the front of my protection 
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and into a storefront across the street. I landed amid a shower of glass and colored scarves. I had 

been thrown into a tailor’s shop. I sat up among the still tinkling glass and saw Laura, still 

ducking and weaving around Julius’ swipes. Her arm was hanging limp and her sleeve was 

covered in a spreading blood stain. She was also starting to glow somewhat. I wanted to come to 

her aid, but the other vampires were on top of me again. Their mouths opened so wide that I 

couldn’t see their eyes. I swiped quickly with my sword, and one of the vampires fell back, 

giving me time to regain my feet. The vampire clutched a stump where his arm used to be. A 

vampire can reattach a limb, given enough time. Better they be inconvenienced than I get eaten 

alive while trying to save the city. Laura cried out again, and I could see her stumbling back 

against the wall. I dove around the vampire and threw my sword as hard as I could. It speared 

through Julius’ knee. It barely slowed him down, but it was enough for me to run across the 

street and put myself between him and Laura.  

 Laura screamed, “get down and shut your eyes!” and I obeyed without question. There 

was a flash of light bright enough that I could see it through my eyelids. It was so brilliant that I 

could feel it ripple along my skin as the light sizzled through the air. I uncurled from the ground 

to see the three conscious vampires writhing on the cobble stones. Julius was inches from my 

feet, and as I looked around I saw that stumpy and his friend had been directly behind us.  

 I pushed myself to my feet. “That’s what I get for letting them out of my sight,” I said, 

nudging the one with both arms with the toe of my shoe. The vampires mewled like wet cats and 

then fell still.  

 “They’re not dead, just stunned,” Laura said. She was breathing heavily and slouched 

against the wall at the end of the sidewalk.  

 “What was that?” I asked. 
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 “The sun,” Laura said simply. “I put a lot of power into that.”  

 I pulled a strip off of Laura’s shredded sleeve and wrapped it around her wound in a 

makeshift bandage. “We need to find you a healer,” I said.  

 “Morpheus has all the healers,” Laura said. She gasped as I pulled the bandage tight. 

“Besides, you need me. There is no way you’re doing this alone.”  

 Laura pulled herself to her feet using my shoulder as a crutch. She wobbled but managed 

to steady herself. She tightened her lips, trying to move her arm. She managed to lift it away 

from her body a few inches, but she went pale and dropped it again. Blood began to soak through 

the fresh made bandage. Laura saw me looking at the bandage and shrugged with her uninjured 

shoulder. The blood disappeared. “There’s no point hiding it. I already saw the blood and you 

need to save your strength.” Laura sighed and the blood reappeared on her arm. There was less 

blood, and it looked dried, but I decided not to push her on it.  

 Laura shimmered out of sight again, although it took longer this time. We headed off 

toward the middle of the city again. I started to see periodic patrols here and there, and I was 

forced into alleyways and across rooftops several times. I didn’t stay on the rooftops except to 

hide from patrols because I didn’t want to leave Laura alone down on the streets, especially now 

that she was injured.  

 I was running down the street in front of my apartment building when a group of nine 

people shuffled around the corner, one was an ork, the rest were humans. They were all armed. I 

managed to jump into an alleyway before I was seen. The group was heading up the street in the 

direction we came from. I guessed that the vampires must have been found, and Morpheus had 

sent over reinforcements. I pressed my back against the wall and felt a hand wrap around my 

mouth. I was about to drive an elbow behind me, but Laura whispered in my ear, “Don’t move. 
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Let them all go by.” I nodded to show I understood, and Laura let go of my mouth. The last of 

the humans sprinted past the mouth of the alley without noticing us. I counted to fifty before 

turning around to confront Laura.  

 “What are you doing?” I asked. I tried to keep the indignance out of my voice but failed.  

 “You’re the one who took my hiding place,” Laura said. She flashed back into visibility 

and bent over, resting her hands on her knees and breathing heavily. She was running out of 

time.  

 “You’re invisible, why do you need a hiding place?”  

 “Invisible doesn’t mean they won’t run into me.”  

 I considered the thought for a moment before answering. “Fair point. They’re more 

natural now,” I observed. “Morpheus must have better control than he did when he first seized 

control. They used to be disjointed and lifeless, like puppets. Now they were sprinting around in 

organized groups.”  

 Laura leaned against the alley wall and slid down to a sitting position. She was holding 

her wounded arm tightly, and even though there was no blood flowing out of the wound and onto 

the bandage, it welled up around her fingers. Laura was getting sloppy if her illusions were that 

unconvincing. “How much of what we felt was real?” she asked. 

 “What? Laura, I need you to stay with me. You’re getting delirious.”  

 “No, in the dream world. We really had something there. How much of that was real?”  

 “I don’t know,” I said seriously. I squatted down in front of her so we could see eye to 

eye. “I think we had some help. Morpheus was trying to distract us from the real world. I mean, 

did you see Mike and Erma?” 
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 Laura laughed before flinching and holding her arm tighter. “I forgot about that. So you 

don’t think we have any romantic interest?"  

“I never said that,” I said quietly.  

 Laura smiled weakly. “I don’t think I’m going to make it any further.” 

 “Don’t you dare think-,” I said.  

 “I’m not going to die Nate. We can figure out these existential questions later. I just can’t 

keep walking. I’m losing too much blood.” Laura replied. I bit back a smart retort and tried to 

figure out what to do. “Nate, I can feel the dream pulling on me. If I fall asleep it’ll swallow me 

up again.” 

 “I won’t let it take you,” I said. “I’ll keep you awake. We’ll figure something out.”  

 “I don’t think it’s a bad thing. We never got hungry while we were trapped there. My hair 

didn’t even grow. If I go back, maybe it will stop the bleeding.”  

 “What if it doesn’t?” I whispered.  

 “Then bandage me up tight and keep going,” Laura snapped. “I’m not more important 

than the entire city, and if I come back under the spell no one is going to attack me.” Her voice 

was getting weaker.  

 I shook Laura and tried to keep her awake, “Laura wait, Laura, don’t leave me.” 

 But she was gone. She slumped back against the wall. Once Laura was unconscious she 

couldn’t keep her illusion going anymore, and I saw how bad the wound really was. Laura’s left 

half was completely covered in wet blood. The gaping slash in her shoulder was deep enough 

that I could see the muscles that had been ripped open by Julius’ talons. She was pale as the 

grave, but no blood seeped from the wound. I could see it pulsing in the gash, but none of it 

flowed out. She was right, the spell held her in some kind of stasis.  
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 “I’ll get you help as soon as I can wake them,” I told Laura. “The good news is that 

you’re probably already in a hospital in the dream world.” 

  I laid Laura down in the alleyway and tried to make her as comfortable as possible. I 

stood up and wiped my bloody hands on my coat. The blood left streaks along the brown fabric, 

but the coat sizzled and the blood liquefied and dribbled onto the cobblestones. “Thanks for the 

enchantment, Zax,” I said to the air. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. When I reopened 

them Laura was still laying in the alleyway covered in her own blood. “I will come back,” I 

promised. The ground beneath me began to tremble. I seized the moment and flexed my legs. A 

square of rock pushed me upward, giving a boost to my powerful jump, landing lightly on the 

roof of a three story building that made up one wall of the alley. I took off at a run. No one was 

going to slow me down again. I was coming for Morpheus, and he was going to regret the day he 

set his eyes on Arkh.  
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Chapter 20 

 I ran along the rooftops, jumping alleyways and balconies. The city below me was quiet. 

It seemed so unnatural. The usual smells of cooking food and people crammed too close together 

with the underlying smell of baking cobblestones were gone with the sun, hidden behind the 

roiling purple sky. The streets were quiet too. I tripped over a gutter when a heard a grunt below 

me. I stopped running, gasping for breath. I looked down onto the street below me to see a group 

of fifteen people staring up at me. They all pointed in unison. I cursed under my breath and ran 

on. It wasn’t that much further to my destination. I had hoped to make it there without being 

discovered, but that ship had sailed. On the bright side, that meant everyone would be 

converging on me and moving away from Laura. We had said that no one would bother her now 

that she was unconscious again, but I didn’t want to take the risk.  

 I heard a thudding noise on the street below me. I looked to see a hoard of people running 

along the cobble stones. All of them ran in step, the source of the pounding was their feet hitting 

the pavement, not a sound escaped their lips, and the silence was eerie. Their heads were all at 

the exact same angle pointed up towards me on the roof. As I watched, more and more people 

joined them from alleyways and sidestreets. I was drawing the entire city in on me. Among the 

crowd I saw humans and orcs, several trolls, a group of faeries, and even a giant. I also saw a 

couple of vampires. As I noticed them they sprang forward and started climbing the wall of the 

building I was standing on. I took off running again with the hoard keeping pace.  

 I finally made it to the square at the center of the city with the swarm of citizens close on 

my heels. The vampires were jumping from roof to roof behind me, but they weren’t running full 

speed or they would have caught me by now. They were keeping pace with the hoard instead. 

When I came to the last store front I didn’t have time to assess my situation. The entire square 
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was filled with people. It looked like half of the city had beaten me to my destination. “Well that 

confirms our guess about where Morpheus is,” I said to myself. I felt my heart sink as I 

remembered that I would have been talking to Laura, if only I had been faster. If only I had been 

able to protect her. I forced myself to focus. The entire square was filled with people. There were 

enough people that I could barely see any of the stone below them. Rising above the crowd from 

the dark side of the square was my destination, the place that Morpheus had chosen as his base of 

operations, his throne room, the Agency headquarters. The very thought of this dictator kicking 

up his heels in the symbol of order for the city set my blood boiling. My hands filled with balls 

of fire, and the building shook ever so slightly. I took the chance and front flipped off of the 

building.   

 I landed on the shoulders of a massive troll and kicked off to land on the ground beside it. 

The entire crowd turned to me in unison. I balled my hands into fists and the flames rode up 

along my arms. I felt the fire settle warmly on my shoulders. I knew that with the cities mind 

collectively imprisoned, a flaming man wouldn’t be intimidating. There was nothing to 

intimidate, but the fire was comforting to me. I punched at the ground double fisted and wreaked 

havoc upon the square. The ground rippled away from me in an accelerating wave. The crowd 

fell to the ground in unison, and I twisted my fists into the rock itself beneath me. A stone 

corridor erupted out of the ground. Two walls of stone shoved the people out of my way and left 

me a corridor to the front door of headquarters. A few people were left in my way, struggling to 

get up now that the ground had stopped heaving beneath them. I sprinted down the hallway that I 

had made for myself. One wall was already shuddering under the blows of a troll or giant, and I 

could see claws beginning to peak over the walls from climbing vampires. I had only bought 

myself a little time. I drove a flying knee into a portly human in my way and he went down like a 
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sack of potatoes. I let nothing stop me as I ran, becoming a cloud of darting elbows and knees. 

Before I knew it, I was through the doors of the Headquarters with the hoard hard on my heels. I 

stomped my foot in annoyance and a chunk of the marble floor exploded upward behind me. The 

door was effectively blocked. I heaved a sigh of relief, but it was short lived. I could feel the 

bruises forming on my arms and legs already from my mad dash through the crowd. They would 

slow me down. There was also a crowd of Detectives in the lobby. They were standing in the 

middle of the room, and when I came in they formed a line between me and the hallway that led 

deeper into the building. I didn’t recognize any of the Detectives, but they were all human and 

well armed. I didn’t see any guns, luckily, but I did see quite a few wickedly sharp blades. There 

were about ten Detectives, and they took a concerted step towards me. I didn’t have the time to 

deal with them. They were slower and less coordinated under Morpheus’ control, but they were 

still Detectives, and they held their weapons like they knew how to use them. The slab of marble 

rattled under some massive force from outside. I needed to keep moving. The Detectives sprang 

forward. They took two steps and pulled out wands. The wands were twisted sticks of black 

wood surrounded by a sheathe of shimmering air. The Detectives had them stashed in pockets 

along their legs and in their shirts. I ducked, and another slab of the floor sprung up in front of 

me, just in time to absorb the blasts of fire and lightning that flew towards me.  

 I pressed my back against the newly made wall and laid my sword down beside me, 

grabbing a fistful of fire instead. Poking my head up above the wall, I threw a stream of fire 

toward the Detective on the far left of the line. He had been trying to sneak around the side to 

flank me. He skipped back, buying me a few seconds. With my left hand I fired a wild shot 

towards the other end of the line. The Detectives all ducked as the bullet tore into one of the 

black marble columns, shattering it and sending shards of rock in all directions. They all focused 
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their wands at me and I was forced to duck back behind the wall. My cover shook continuously 

from the magic barrage on the other side. I couldn’t peek over the wall again or my head would 

be incinerated. I knew from experience that I wasn’t immune to this kind of fire. The wands that 

were issued by Detectives were enchanted specifically to take down magic users as a last 

defense. I was stuck. In a few seconds, the Detectives on the end would make their way around 

to a new line of sight, and I would be toast. I saw a foot sticking out from behind one of the 

columns to my right, and threw a fireball without thinking. It sizzled through the air and I was 

rewarded by a howl and the sight of someone retreating back to a column that was further away. 

I guessed I had about ten seconds before his compatriots all mobbed me at once. I may have been 

able to take down some of them, but it was a lost cause. That was when the wands went silent.  

 I gripped the top of the wall and pulled myself just high enough that my eyes could peek 

over my rocky shelter. I saw that the rock I had pulled from the floor was only a few inches thick 

compared to the shoulder width it was originally. The Detectives hadn’t even needed to flank 

me, they were about to burn me out. None of them were looking in my direction, however. The 

barricade on the door still shuddered and thudded under the onslaught from outside, but besides 

that there was no movement, no sound.  

 Standing at the back of the room was Armonious, the enforcer for the Archetypes. Even 

the sound of the crowd outside faded from hearing. All was silent. “Go,” Armonious 

commanded, “find the scorcerer and put an end to this.” A black aura wavered into existence 

around him as he drew his massive sword. It must have been seven feet long, at least as tall as he 

was, but Armonious wielded it one handed and with the ease of someone waving a twig. 

Armonious readied his weapon, and the Detectives put away their wands and picked up their 

swords and axes from where they had dropped them on the ground.  
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 “Don’t kill them,” I called across the room. I grabbed my sword and headed from the 

hallway, giving the men and Armonious a wide berth. My sword slid silently into place on my 

back. “They’re innocent. All of this is because of Morpheus.”  

 “Irrelevant,” Armonious said. His tone was quiet, but his voice thudded around the room 

like the fall of a gravestone. “They have seen me, and they will wonder, even when the awaken 

from their prison. They will search and they will question. They are Detectives. They will find 

my kind, and the world as you know it will end. It is not time for that. These men knew what 

they signed up for when they joined your Agency, Detective. If you had been willing to kill, 

some of them may have lived, but now I am involved. The enforcer is nothing if not efficient.” 

Armonious looked at me from across the room, and I shuddered under the gaze of those golden 

eyes. The black streaks pulsed once, and then it was all blurs of motion. The Detectives leapt in 

unison, and Armonious blurred across the room to meet them. I could see from just a few 

seconds of the fight that the Detectives were tremendously outmatched. Armonious seemed to be 

wielding eight swords, not one. Every blow was blocked, every feint or trick ignored. It was 

obvious that Armonious was taking his time, buying the moments for me to get around them and 

towards Morpheus. The clang of metal followed me down the hallway, accusing me of letting 

those men die. I ran faster.  
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Chapter 21 

The hallway was empty. No one moved to stop me. They all must have been out 

patrolling the city. It looks like Morpheus enjoys his privacy, I thought to myself, as I came to 

my destination. Two huge steel doors set a foot into the thick stone walls of the inner 

headquarters. The room was used to store weapons and prisoners alike, a kind of processing area. 

It was the biggest room in the Agency, except for the massive cavern beneath it all. I had no idea 

what to expect, but I drew my sword and vented all of my anger and frustration into a single kick 

against the solid steel. Spears of rock shot from all around me, adding tremendous force to the 

blow. They impacted against the door at the same time as my foot, sending the metal hurling, 

still intact, into the room. I stepped through the rock dust and crumpling gravel to survey the 

scene.  

The room had been transformed. Where once there were shelves of weapons and 

confiscated evidence, there were wall to wall red carpets and suits of decorative armor lining the 

walls. I did notice that the free standing iron cages that we used as temporary cells for the less 

dangerous suspects were still in place. They matched the décor. Everything was twisted and 

unnatural looking. The cushioned blood red chairs listed slightly to one side, and the massive 

black wood desk at the far side of the room was all sinuous twists and gory carvings. Morpheus 

was sitting at the desk in a high backed leather chair. There were no windows in the room, but 

the purple light seemed to ooze through the walls from outside, contributing to the queasy 

unbalanced feeling of the entire place.  

The sorcerer was drawing carefully on a parchment at the desk. He was using a long quill 

pen. The tip of the black raggedy feather danced above his bent head. Morpheus set the pen 

down neatly and smiled at me. “Nate, you’re back again,” he began. He acted like I had just 
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stopped in to say hi. “You are very strong indeed.” I paced toward Morpheus, keeping my 

weapons ready, expecting some kind of trick. “You know if you won’t stay in the proper world I 

guess I’ll have to just kill you after all.” He smiled again. The purple light resonating through the 

room stained his teeth black. I was within ten feet of the desk now, contemplating whether to try 

and arrest Morpheus or dispense with the pleasantries, pull the trigger and end the whole thing 

when he held up the parchment. I was sickened to see that he had been writing in blood. The 

parchment was filled with a complicated sigil. Some kind of summoning circle that seemed to 

wriggle and morph around the page even as I watched. Morpheus barked two words in a 

language that sounded like an animal being tortured to death. He slammed the paper down on the 

desk with his palm firmly in the middle. There was a flash of red light, and something stepped 

out of the wall behind the desk.  

 “You rang?” asked the shape. The creature changed forms quickly. It started as the school 

nurse from the dream prison, before gaining long and serrated teeth and a green forked tongue. 

Then its arms thinned and lengthened, coiling along the ground like rope tipped in clawed hands. 

Then it was a mirror image of me which quickly melted and grew and became a twin to 

Morpheus.  

 “Almonenzar,” I whispered. The demon became a blob made entirely of eyes. They all 

focused on me, and somehow the demon winked with every eye at once.  

 “Stop shifting around,” Morpheus commanded the demon irritably. “He’s escaped again 

you miserable worm. You swore that was impossible.”  

 “Impossible without outside help, master,” the demon whined. I slipped the ring off my 

finger while still maintaining a hold on my revolver. The ring pressed into my palm between my 

hand and the grip of the gun.  
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 “You were wrong, scum.” Morpheus’ voice was low and dangerous. His arms pulsed 

with purple writhing flames, and he struck out at the Almonenzar. The demon shrieked and 

quailed. It retreated around the desk before Morpheus hit it again, and it collapsed into what 

looked like a puddle of entrails. Morpheus turned back to me, the demon forgotten. As soon as 

his back was turned, the Demon changed into a twenty foot tall monstrosity. It was all pulsating 

limbs and serrated claws, with eyes in unexpected places.  Morpheus whirled around to face the 

demon, and it was immediately back to being a puddle. The sorcerer turned back to me again. It 

was clear he hadn’t seen the change, but something on my face must have given away the fact 

that something was going on behind him. When he was facing me again, Almonenzar went back 

to his preferred form. Morpheus spun again and it was back to a puddle. This continued two or 

three more times before Morpheus finally decided to stay focused on me. Almonenzar grew a 

single arm in the middle of what I guessed was his chest. There was a delicate looking pale white 

hand at the end of the arm. The hand made an obscene gesture at Morpheus’ turned back. 

Almonenzar grew a massive mouth where the arm was and crunched down on it before slurping 

it back into its body like a bloody noodle. Almonenzar smiled with the new mouth displaying 

massive tombstone teeth. They were blindingly white, except for the blood glistening around the 

edges. Morpheus did not turn to look.  

 “You will be silent,” he threatened without looking at his demon.  

 “Of course. As my master commands.” The weasely voice was incongruous with that 

giant bloodstained mouth.  

 “It’s time for you to die Detective,” said Morpheus like he was commenting on the 

weather. He stalked around the desk away from the demon and came towards me. I decided 

against the pleasantries and pulled the trigger. The gun roared and my bullet struck Morpheus in 
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the throat. His head ripped from his shoulders with a tearing noise that was loud enough to hear 

over the sound of the bullet blowing a crater in the back wall of the room. The body stayed 

standing. “Slave,” called Morpheus’ head from where it was resting on the floor, “put my head 

back on or face agony.”  

 “Right away master,” Almonenzar said obsequiously. He shifted into the shape of a 

pudgy gray man. He was about knee high, and naked. His new body emphasized parts that would 

normally be covered by clothes. Parts of him dragged on the floor as he ran to the head, scooped 

it up and hopped on the desk behind him with a grunt. I pulled back the trigger and fired again, 

this time at the demon, but he moved his head slightly, and the bullet sailed past him and into the 

wall. Cracks of purple light were now visible through the hole I was digging with my bullets. 

The demon had dodged the bullet without effort. He set Morpheus’ head back on his shoulders, 

and with a disgusting sucking sound, Morpheus was whole once again, although his head listed 

towards one shoulder. I put the gun away. It wasn’t going to do any good in this fight. My hands 

blazed, one curled into a tight first, and the other one gripping my sword. Morpheus grinned and 

lunged toward me.  

 I skipped backwards and spewed fire from my open palm at the floor. The flames kicked 

upward and made a flickering barrier between us. I was trying to buy myself some time, but 

Morpheus simply walked through the flames as if they weren’t there. Almonenzar scrambled 

behind him, growing extra legs and feet, using them to stomp out the fire before it spread any 

further on the red carpet. I was forced to focus on Morpheus because he came after me again. His 

arms glowed purple, and he threw punch after punch in my direction. I ducked and dodged. I 

didn’t want to swipe at him with my sword, because if I lopped something else off of Morpheus, 

I was afraid that the demon would get involved in the fight. Even if it was just for long enough to 
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reattach an arm or a leg, I had a feeling that Almonenzar would be able to kill me in moments. 

He worried the golden dragon of Adamine, so I would be in way over my head. The good news 

was that Morpheus didn’t seem to think too much of his demon and was obsessed on fighting me 

himself. My train of thought was disrupted by my back slamming up against a column. I had 

been retreating slowly under the barrage of punches from the sorcerer, but now I had nowhere to 

go, and a punch was flying straight for my face. I lashed out with my sword, deciding that 

keeping my head attached to my shoulders was more important than keeping Almonenzar out of 

the fight. The sword slid in a straight line from Morpheus’ right hip to left shoulder. It wasn’t a 

deep cut, but it was strong enough that it should have spilled his guts out on the floor. Morpheus 

wavered in my vision for a moment, and when he resolidified, appeared unscathed.  

 “You’re just an illusion?” I asked. I couldn’t believe I had been wearing myself out 

dodging and jumping around a simple illusion. Morpheus landed a punch on my jaw. My vision 

blacked for a moment under the searing pain. I could feel the skin peeling away from the burn on 

my face. I instinctively rolled away from a powerful stomp from Morpheus that would have 

caved in my chest and managed to regain my feet. I shook my head to clear it and Morpheus’ 

grinning face swam back into focus. “Not an illusion then,” I muttered, wiping blood that 

trickled out of the corner of my mouth. I sheathed the sword while Morpheus gloated. He wasn’t 

playing by any sort of rules. For all I knew he was still sitting at his desk and all of this was just 

the demon playing in my head. The thought made my blood boil. I felt the flames run up my 

arms and across my shoulders. My vision cleared just in time to see another punch coming 

towards me. I blocked the punch with my forearm, my fire protecting me from the purple glow. I 

stomped my foot, and a jet of rock erupted out of the carpet, striking Morpheus in his 

overstretched elbow. There was a sickening pop, and Morpheus screamed and retreated.  The 
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rock rumbled back into place on the floor, and I watched Morpheus shake out his broken arm. 

We both stood, panting and watching each other, as the arm twitched. I could hear the sound of 

splintering bone, but after the initial yell, he seemed uninterested in the injury. The arm settled 

back with a click, and Morpheus raised both hands into a fighting stance. This wasn’t working. I 

was tiring quickly and Morpheus wasn’t even the only opponent I needed to fight. Almonenzar 

was pacing in the smokey room behind his master, once again grinning with that hideous mouth 

that opened in his chest. The demon had licked the blood from his teeth.  

 I had one last chance to get out of this ahead. I gripped the golden ring that was still in 

my fist. The slumbering god had promised me that she would help me win a fight with 

Morpheus. It felt hot even against my flaming fist. I jumped at Morpheus with a yell. He didn’t 

move. He crossed his arms in front of his chest and watched with amusement as I closed the gap 

between us. I punched with all of my strength, right above Morpheus’ crossed arms. My arm 

sunk into his chest like it was made of butter. Morpheus seemed unfazed. I tried to pull my arm 

back for another punch, and it didn’t move. His grin widened as black goo ran out of the chest 

wound and began to ooze onto my arm, up toward my shoulder. He was going to absorb me. If 

he couldn’t have me in his dream world he’d just eat me. I panicked and yelled, tugging harder 

and harder on my trapped arm. I couldn’t get free. I grabbed my arm with my other hand and 

started pulling with all of my strength, but I was stuck fast. The ooze began to cover my chest. I 

panicked. I screamed and screamed and my body began to flame. It was like being back in the 

wastes all over again, except my body was still under the fire. The ooze seemed to hold me in my 

physical form. That idea scared me even more than being eaten. The fact that he had that much 

control over me was terrifying. Through it all Morpheus just stood there, smiling. I screamed 

louder and glowed hotter. The flames went from red to blue to white hot. The block goo began to 
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boil. Morpheus cocked his head at me. Wind began to rush towards me from all corners of the 

room, sucked in by the fire and stoking it, making it hotter. The boiling goo began to vaporize 

and I felt its grip on me loosen. The flames began to grow away from me, driving the ooze back 

into Morpheus’ chest. He still smiled at me, but seemed unsure of what was happening. 

Morpheus uncrossed his arms to grab at mine. I slapped them away with my free hand. The heat 

was making him sweat now. I felt the last of my entanglement let go, and I opened my fist before 

pulling out my arm. For the first time I had ever seen, the smile dropped from Morpheus’ face.  

 “What did you do?” he whispered. Almonenzar howled behind him and bounded up to 

him shaped like a wolf made of only teeth and eyes.  

 “Bahumin is here,” Almonenzar shrieked. His skin boiled and shifted around him like a 

tar pit. “The slumbering god has come again. This time I shall kill the beast and eat it’s precious 

city.”  

 “We’ve eaten this city,” Morpheus yelled. Sweat sprang up on his face. The demon 

advanced on the sorcerer. Morpheus backed away, towards his desk.  

 “No, you have conquered it. It’s still in one piece. You think you can stop me, but the 

dragon is here. I must eat her. I must eat the city, and then I can eat her city. The hunger, the 

hunger, the hunger.” The demon snapped out of his chant as they neared the desk. Morpheus 

flicked his eyes toward the bloody parchment which lay where he had left it. The demon saw and 

circled around, gnashing the jaws that stretched almost the entire length of his wolf-like body, 

and forcing Morpheus away from his goal. “Master, you must take me into you. Let me assume 

control. We will achieve our goals. We will take this world.”  
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 “I’m not letting you into my body, demon.” Morpheus spat, regaining some of his old 

resolve. “I wouldn’t exist anymore. I’d just be a husk for you to use. Destroy the elementalist,” 

he commanded imperiously.  

 “No more. the hunger is too strong. I will take your husk and use it anyway. The hunger!” 

The last phrase transformed into a yowl as Almonenzar latched onto Morpheus’ leg. Blood 

splashed across the demon’s face and it growled, all language forgotten. Morpheus shrieked and 

began to let loose with everything he had. Purple fire lanced along the demons back, blowing 

away chunk after chunk. The same black ooze that had almost imprisoned me began to flow as 

Almonenzar loosened his jaws just enough to bite higher up, consuming his master. The demon 

screamed and the sorcerer howled. Almonenzar was up past his master’s waist, still chewing, 

their blood pooled along the floor beneath them. Morpheus flailed with both arms ripping away 

parts of the demon and burning them away with purple flames.  

 Their yells and blows weakened. The roiling mass of flesh grew smaller and smaller. And 

then, they were both gone. They had destroyed each other utterly. The demon consumed his 

master, and the sorcerer burned away his slave. There was nothing left, not even a pool of blood 

on the ground. It must have been boiled away in the last moments of fighting.  

 I sank to the ground. My hands were shaking from the adrenaline, and I stared at them, in 

shock. I was still trying to wrap my head around the fact that I had both my arms. I had been so 

terrified that they were going to be taken from me, ripped off by a maniacal sorcerer. A long 

fingered hand settled on my shoulder. I jumped, flames coursing along my body anew.  

 “The champion of the Archetypes fulfills his mission.” It was Armonious. “I am glad to 

see that you have gained some control of your powers since you fled the city.”  
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 I tried to nod, but I couldn’t stop shaking. The relief that the ordeal was over, combined 

with the residual fear from the fight with Morpheus, was simply overwhelming. The ground 

began to shake, which made me shake harder, which made the tremors in the ground begin to 

buckle and heave.  

 Armonious sighed. “Or not,” he said simply. He gripped my shoulder tightly. “Look into 

my eyes,” he commanded. I did as I was told, staring into the golden orbs as the ground shook. 

The black lines in his eyes coalesced into single points in the center of each orb for the briefest 

of moments. “Calm,” he said, and I felt the tension flow out of me. The ground ceased to quake 

immediately. I slumped over onto the ground, and heaved a sigh of relief. I hadn’t been this 

relaxed since… since ever, I guessed. I stared at Armonious’ black leather boots as he stood over 

me. “Your task is complete, Champion,” he said, “I return to the sanctuary. Your city begins to 

wake.” With that, he turned on his heel and walked away back down into the dark depths below 

the Agency.  
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Chapter 22 

 The golden light faded behind me, and I congratulated myself on only feeling slightly 

nauseated. There was a reason the warlocks handled the portals around the continent. Using a 

portal made by a dragon was much more disorienting than my current trip. I shivered as I looked 

around the spire, clutching the brown burlap package close to my side. The spire was still close 

to empty. There were a few clusters of people milling around the floor that extended away from 

the platform and towards the walls, but the scattered groups were nowhere near the normal 

crowds. It reminded me too much of the last time I had been there. Mike bumped into my back. 

There was a second stronger shove. My toes came to the edge of the platform and I was forced to 

hop off the edge. The gap down to the ground was short, but I still landed heavily, compensating 

for the package I carried. I looked behind me to see Zax arguing with Mike. It was his arrival 

that had pushed me from my perch and disrupted my thoughts.  

 A warlock glided over to where I was standing. The slight aura around his hands 

showed that he was the one who had made the passing so easy on us. He was a pale man, bald 

with thin lips and no ears. That was all I could see because he was swathed in a loose fitting 

purple robe. “I trust your journey was acceptable?” he asked. His voice sounded hollow and far 

away. The warlock looked like he was already thinking about the next thing on his agenda. His 

voice echoed around the nearly empty chamber, and the other people in the room fell silent to 

stare at me. I pulled the brim of my hat down low to hide my eyes, but they already recognized 

me. I hurried toward the door. Mike and Zax, noticing my quick retreat stopped arguing and 

followed me. Zax tried to hand the warlock a golden coin on the way out, but the warlock took a 

step back and pulled his hands away. “Friends of the savior of Arkh need not pay.” I overheard 

him say. He also couldn’t resist adding, “At least this time.”  



319 
 

 The streets were almost as empty as the spire had been. It wasn’t surprising that 

our trip had been handled by a single warlock. The rest of his brethren were at the Agency. They 

were using every resource available to bring people back from Morpheus’ dream prison. When 

the sorcerer and the demon destroyed each other, everyone fell back into a deep sleep. People 

were waking from their dreams at different times. Chief Henderson had made it to the scene of 

the battle almost immediately. He had gone himself to go and collect Laura. I was quickly 

cornered by a couple of the Agency’s healers who had also woken in a brief time, but they were 

soon busy dealing with everyone else as they woke. After the initial wave of citizens, the 

populace seemed to recover in fits and starts. The Agency’s two dream walkers were working to 

speed the healing, aided by the magical theory of the warlocks, but it was a slow process. 

Morpheus’ spell was a powerful one. There was a hospital set up in the Agency. It sprawled 

through most of the building, and teams of Detectives were at work bringing in people still 

caught in the spell, sleepers as they had dubbed them, from everywhere they had fallen in the 

city. For every person that woke, there were two more sleepers to take their bed, although 

priority went to anyone who had been injured. I clutched the package tightly. It was awkwardly 

shaped, and I had to keep readjusting it to make sure it didn’t drag on the ground.  

“Are you doing alright?” Mike asked. He had hurried to catch up and walk beside me. 

Mike had awoken shortly after Morpheus’ defeat and refused to leave me alone ever since. He 

was even staying in my tiny apartment temporarily. He seemed to take it personally that he had 

missed the whole grand adventure. He didn’t envy the awe that I garnered from people who 

recognized me, instead he seemed to blame himself for not being there for me, no matter how 

many times I told him that there was nothing he could do and that I didn’t blame him.  
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“Why do you ask?” I glanced behind me to see that Zax was keeping a polite distance, 

giving Mike and me some time to talk privately while he window shopped along the road. I saw 

him press his nose up against a blacksmith’s window, carefully keeping his metal arm away from 

the glass as though he was worried it would shatter. 

 I heard Zax mutter something about “low quality metals” and “enthusiastic 

workmanship”. 

“Because you haven’t said a word all day,” said Mike, “I expected a tour of all the sights 

and sounds of Adamine.”  

“I didn’t really see anything while I was there,” I admitted. “There isn’t a lot of time to 

sight see when everyone in the city is trying to kill you. Besides, the undercity isn’t something 

that is particularly enjoyable to look at.” I shook my head, remembering the strange blue rotating 

lights that lit the massive cavern under Adamine. “And anyway, I needed to get back.” I shifted 

the package under my arm.  

Mike’s eyes softened, and he made a sympathetic noise. “I understand. I was just trying 

to get you to talk. I can carry that for you, you know. All that has to be pretty heavy.”  

“It’s something I have to do,” I said uncomfortably. Mike nodded his understanding.  

 I didn’t have anything else to say to Mike as I stood there clutching at the package. Zax 

rescued me by coming up behind us. “It’s not bad for beginner's work,” he said jerking his head 

towards the offending blacksmith’s window. “Give your city five or six hundred more years, and 

it might even be worth enchanting.” I gave Zax a ghost of a smile and he clapped me on my 

shoulder. “Let’s keep moving, boy. These empty byways give me the creeps.”  

 We walked along the road in silence. Mike looked uncomfortable, but I was content to let 

him worry about me. It wasn’t worth the effort of reassuring him, since he wouldn’t believe me 
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anyway. The road did have some people hurrying along on their way to some errand or another. 

Everyone was busy trying to restore some illusion of normalcy. There was even a single 

optimistic shop keeper selling fruit out of a stall, although I didn’t see anyone stop for a snack 

while he was in view. The road seemed different without a hoard of mind controlled citizens 

chasing me down it. This was the same route that I had taken with Laura when we ran for 

headquarters a few days ago. I pointedly refused to look down the alley where I had left her. She 

had made me leave, but I still blamed myself. There might have still been bloodstains where I 

left her, and I wouldn’t be able to handle seeing anything like that.  

 We hurried onward and to the main plaza that housed the Agency. A construction crew, 

staffed almost entirely by trolls, was tearing down the rock slabs that I had sent sliding around 

the area during my mad dash for headquarters. I had offered to try and push them back into place 

with my magic, but the foreman had refused to have “the hero of the city” doing manual labor. I 

wished he had let me help out. The work would have kept me from thinking too much. From the 

nervous look on his face, sparing the hero some labor was only part of the reason for his refusal, 

though. People knew about the elementalist Detective. I was known as having a lack of control, 

and I am sure the foreman was worried I’d do more harm than good. I was forced to admit to 

myself that I probably would do more harm than good.  

 The doors to the agency were held open with rubble. The debris was left over from the 

original effort to clear a path into the building. Citizens had offered to clear it away, but Chief 

Henderson had refused, saying that their efforts were needed elsewhere in the city. He had 

blustered and snapped about tidying up being the last of anyone’s worries until they listened to 

him and went to go find more sleepers. Now, the main lobby was full of people. There were 

sleepers lined up against the walls. They were cushioned with everything from sheets to curtains 
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pulled from nearby houses. The two dreamwalkers were directing a group of orderlies to pick up 

a sleeper on the far end. “This one looks ready to come back to us,” said the male dreamwalker, 

“take him to the office.” He looked up and made eye contact with me. His pale skin almost 

glowed in the sunlight. He was a perfect match to his twin sister who crouched next to them. 

Their pastel robes, his turqoise, hers lavender, stood out sharply among the white sheets and 

black marble. He smiled to me before following the orderlies into the back office that they used 

for privacy while they woke a patient. It wasn’t always pretty, and I thought that they didn’t want 

to panic any of the waiting crowd. That was why they woke their patients behind closed doors.  

 “Let’s go see Laura,” I said. I looked at the ledge to the second floor, but turned and 

walked to the back corner stairs. I chose the stairs out of consideration for Zax, who had never 

given me any reason to believe that he could jump twenty feet straight up through the air and was 

too heavy for Mike to carry if it wasn’t an emergency, but I also went that way with just a touch 

of nostalgia. Zax and Mike followed closely. No one stepped out of the wall, and it looked just as 

solid as ever, but I knew what was behind it, what was down those spiral stairs. They were 

waiting in the dark. I hoped that the Archetypes wouldn’t call on their new champion again.  

 The hallway was well lit by the sun coming in through the western windows, and was 

lined with still more sleepers. They were on every inch of floor and table that wasn’t needed for 

walking or being used to treat the sick or wounded. We came to Henderson’s office. I could see 

his hulking silhouette through the frosted glass. I knocked on the door and waited, rubbing my 

wrists. It felt strange knocking on an office door in the Agency. Most Detectives just barged in 

spouting whatever question or information that brought them to that part of the building. I didn’t 

want to interrupt any conversations inside. Morpheus’ attack had changed the Agency into a 

hospital, and that changed the rules.  
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 Henderson opened the door. He nodded to Mike and shot a questioning look at Zax. “Do 

you think she’d mind a visit?” I asked.  

 “Don’t talk about me like I’m not there,” Laura shouted from inside the room.  

 Henderson smiled at me and raised his hands, declining to answer for Laura, since she 

made it abundantly clear that she didn’t like it. I headed into the room, and Zax coughed 

uncomfortably. Mike babbled an excuse and beat a hasty retreat to our office. It was empty even 

though we had offered it as extra space for patients. No one wanted to take a luxury away from 

the conquering hero. “Do you want me to introduce you?” I asked Zax from the doorway.  

 Zax shook his head. “It’s not your fault he doesn’t recognize me,” he said gruffly.  

 “Dad?” Henderson gaped at Zax. I shut the door quickly, not wanting to be distracted 

from my conversation with Laura.  

 Laura smiled at me widely and waved me over to where she was sitting. Henderson’s 

desk had been moved, and replaced with a heavy wooden bed, complete with pillows and sheets. 

She looked comfortable and happy. Laura held out her arms, and I set my package down in a 

nearby chair and gave her a hug. She held me tightly.  

 “You never cease to amaze me,” I said. “You’ve got the feel down perfectly.” Laura 

ignored me and changed the subject. 

 “You haven’t been to see me since you saved the city.”  

 “The world, actually,” I quipped, “but who’s keeping track really?” Laura laughed. “You 

don’t have to keep the illusion up with me Laura,” I said, abruptly changing tact.   

 “I don’t know what you mean.”  



324 
 

 “There’s no way that cut would have healed in three days, even if the healers focused on 

you non-stop. We both know they didn’t have enough healers to go around to do that. They still 

don’t.”  

  Laura grimaced at me, and a large bandage appeared on her shoulder. “I can’t help it, 

Nate. Weakness can be deadly where I’m from. There are enemies everywhere.”  

 I held Laura’s hand on her uninjured side. “I’m not your enemy, and I’m the only person 

here, Laura.” There was shouting in the hallway, and we both looked up to see Zax and 

Henderson gesturing broadly. “They’re not enemies either, they just have a lot of issues to work 

out.”  

 “Henderson’s dad?” Laura asked. 

 “How did you know?”   

 “I know father issues.” Laura shrugged, and then grimaced angrily at her shoulder.  

 “Laura,” I said, giving her hand a squeeze, “Let it go.”  

 “I don’t know what you’re-” 

 “Laura,” I interrupted, “Let. It. Go.”  

 Laura glared at me, but her image shimmered again, and her arm was gone. The bandage 

on her shoulder now covered where the joint would be, and that was it. Her arm was gone. I 

knew that it was, but seeing it for the first time was still a shock. I took a moment to compose 

myself, and Laura’s eyes filled with tears. “My arm, Nate. I lost my arm.” I gave her another 

hug, careful to avoid the bandaged area.  

 “It’s ok, Laura. I don’t care about it at all. I’m so sorry.”  
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 “Why are you sorry? You didn’t do anything. We know the job, and we know the risks. 

They may send me back. I don’t want to go back, especially not like this. I don’t want to leave… 

well, I don’t want to leave you.”  

 “I don’t want you to leave either.”  

 “All our feelings are just the spell,” she said. 

 “Do you really believe that?” I asked. I could feel the disappointment blossoming in my 

chest.  

 “I don’t even know what to believe anymore. He was in our minds. Who knows what he 

did?”  

 I left the question where it was and went over to the chair with my gift on it, and picked it 

up. The shouting had died down outside, and I saw Henderson give Zax a hug before they settled 

down to talking in calmer tones. I pulled the burlap away to reveal a golden arm. It was made out 

of god’s breath, and looked very similar to the one that Zax had, but slimmer, and more 

feminine. It looked sleek, with banded muscles of metal rippling along its length. I turned around 

to show it to Laura. She stared at me in confusion. “What in the seven oblivions is that?”  

 “It’s an arm,” I replied, “It’ll work at least as well as your flesh and blood one.”  

 “Where did you get it?”  

 “Well that’s another reason for Zax to come into town.” 

 “Henderson’s dad?”  

 “Yeah, he’s the best enchanter in the world, and when you meet him you’ll see that he 

has some experience with these things.” I left the specifics to them, because I knew I couldn’t 

relate to losing a limb, no matter how sympathetic I was.  

 “Did he make it?”  
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 “No, I made a deal with a powerful friend. She made it for me.” I rubbed the naked spot 

on my middle finger. “I traded for it.”  

 “Oh, well, will it hurt?”  

 “Zax said that it has to mesh with all the nerves in your arm to function properly. I think 

it’ll be the worst pain you’ve ever had in your life.” 

 Laura paled, but nodded. “Thank you for being honest with me, Nate. You can bring him 

in. I want to get my new arm attached as soon as possible. The city needs as many Detectives as 

it can get right now.” I nodded and headed for the door, laying the arm on the bed beside Laura, 

giving her a chance to examine it. “Nate, Thank you. This is the nicest thing anyone has ever 

done for me.”  

 I opened the door and let Zax in. Henderson was already heading back downstairs to offer 

his help moving sleepers. “You’re welcome, Laura.” I was about to shut the door, but I had one 

last thing to say. “Laura, I don’t think that Morpheus added all that much to how we’ve felt.” 

 Laura seemed to understand what I was saying. She blushed before turning her attention 

to Zax. He was turning the mechanical arm to different angles in the light, explaining the 

different features. Laura was staring fixedly at Zax’s own arm, though. Her lips were pressed 

into a thin line. I shut the door quietly, knowing that she wouldn’t want me to see her as scared 

as she was. Maybe one day I would be able to help her in times of weakness, but all my presence 

would do now is add to her worry. 

I headed down stairs and out the front door of the agency. The sun was just beginning to 

set over the buildings of Arkh, dyeing the buildings orange. I walked into the city to join a team 

recovering its sleeping citizens. I had awakened Arkh from its dreams, but we still had a long 

way to go.  
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