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Have I ever told y’all about the strangest job I ever did?

“Oh, here we go,” you’re thinking. “Some fella in a seedy bar in New Alms is wanting to tell me about a job he did. I’ve been here before and I know what’s coming. Whatever the job was, I’d bet all the water in the bayou it was something illegal.”

And of course you’d be right to think that. This city ain’t exactly known for its upstanding citizenry. New Alms is the ass-end of civilization, perched on the southernmost tip of the Peninsula, out of sight and out of mind for respectable folks. It’d be easier to list the jobs here that aren’t illegal, I should think.

But don’t you worry. I ain’t here to spin some sordid tale of murder or kidnappings or anything of that nature. No, my friends, those sorts of jobs were never very much my style.

Jackson Balor’s the name, and I was sitting not far from here when a man came strutting through that very door, marched right up to me, and said: “I’ve heard tell that you’re the finest thief in the city.”

Well it was a mighty flattering thing for him to call me that, but truth is I couldn’t say for certain if I actually was the finest thief in the city or not. New Alms is a city of thieves, ain’t it? I could’ve been the finest one, sure, or there could’ve been thieves finer still, and besides my Granny—rest her soul—always did tell me to never be too prideful. “Lord Cerenis frowns on the prideful,” she used to say.

Still, this man who’d come up to me? He was dressed in these cheap clothes that were too clean to have been anything but a recent purchase, and he had on a hooded cloak that was bundled tight round his head. My eyes dropped to his boots and sure enough, they was a bit too shiny and pristine for him to have spent any significant time in the Muck Quarter. So I reckoned that what I had here was a wealthy client—or at least a representative of one—who was trying hard to remain incognito.

My Granny might’ve raised me to be humble, but she also didn’t raise me to be a fool. And as far as I’m concerned, when a man dressed like that comes up to you in a bar and says he’s heard that you’re the finest thief in the city, there ain’t but one thing you should say to him in response:

“That I am.”

The confirmation that I was indeed Jackson Balor, allegedly the finest thief in the city, seemed to calm the man—which was peculiar cuz I hadn’t even noticed he was stressed in the first place. He’d hid it so well that it weren’t even noticeable til he relaxed a bit, and then the difference was so obvious you couldn’t help but wonder how you’d never seen it in the first place.

“I have a job for you,” the man told me, which I’d already figured out on account of his whole demeanor. While he took a seat for himself on the stool beside me, I studied him. His hair looked to be clean and well-cut, and it was that sort of sandy color where you’re not sure if you should call it brown or blond. And he had these gray eyes that kept darting all over the place like he expected to get jumped at any moment—rich folks always expect they’re about to be jumped whenever they come to slum it down here with the rest of us. He kept his hood bound around him, especially round his neck, and wore long loose sleeves and gloves. In fact, it looked like his head was the only part of him that wasn’t covered up.

“It’s a dangerous job,” the man went on after ordering a glass of whiskey. He held it in front of him but didn’t take a sip. “And it’s vital that I have your absolute discretion.”

“Of course,” I told him. “But I don’t work for cheap.”

“Naturally.” He relaxed a bit again, in that peculiar way of his where I didn’t even realize he was stiff til I saw the change. I guess talking money was familiar and comfortable territory for a rich fella like him. “I am prepared to offer you three thousand Crowns; half up front and half upon completion of the job.”

Now the first rule of negotiating is to never look too impressed by the first figure, but I don’t think it’d shock anyone to tell y’all how hard that was for me. By Perdition, my rent was fifty Crowns a month and that was most of my living expenses right there! This fella was offering me, frankly, more money than I knew what to do with, and it was a struggle not to just stare at him like an idiot when he said that.

But again, my Granny didn’t raise no fool. I stayed as cool as I could manage, and I decided to see how far I could push Mister Moneybags here. So I told him: “I’ll do it for five thousand.”

Honestly, I was half-expecting him to laugh in my face, or maybe to get all indignant and storm out, or maybe just call me an imbecile, or something. Instead, he simply smiled.

“Four thousand,” he said. “That’s my final offer.”

’Course I accepted. Haggling’s all fine and dandy, but you don’t want to push your luck too much when a man’s waving that kind of coin around. I was feeling pretty good about myself, but I was also starting to get a bit scared, because if a man’s willing to pay a thief four thousand Crowns for something, it’s because he either has one doozy of a job lined up for him or he’s just plain stupid—and neither of those is a great possibility to consider when you’re a professional filcher like myself.

A professional’s what I was though, and like a professional I kept my cool and heard him out. And so two nights later, I was quite a few Crowns richer and hanging by my fingers off the wall of Lady Imogen Lugh’s lavish manor grounds.

Lady Lugh was a relative newcomer to the city, having only moved in and established herself about five years previous. Her place wasn’t really in the best part of town for this sort of nocturnal work, neither. It was down near the West Docks, not far from the bayou, where the air gets thick with bugs and the cries and moans of the sundry beasts who make their homes out there in the wild. Those bug lamps they’ve installed every few feet down there help a bit with one of those problems, but the extra light creates a whole new problem for folks like myself.

But one thing I can say about New Alms is that it ain’t lacking in nooks and crannies to hide in. There was this little spot along the manor’s outer wall where the street got real thin because they’d built some big office building a bit too close to it. Really, it felt more like an alley than an actual street, and I can’t imagine carriage traffic ever passed through it. But the bug lamps was scarce along that little stretch, and it made for a great little pocket of darkness for me to ply my trade in.

I was there and climbing up the wall as soon as I figured the streets were clear, which didn’t take long at all at that time of night. It never ceases to amaze me just how few police patrols there are in the wealthier parts of the city. It’s like they think rich folks are never up to no good or something.

Shows what they know, right?

Now, when I’m out on the job, I always dress for the occasion. What you wanna do is wear dark colors—but keep actual black to a minimum, alright? Black stands out against all but the deepest shadows something fierce, and if you’re ever in the deepest shadows it ain’t gonna matter what you’re wearing anyhow. Personally I always preferred very dark grays and browns. They just blend in better with the natural shades and hues of the city, in my experience. I always keep my hood up, too, and I’ve got a scarf that goes over my nose and mouth so only my eyes are visible.

As for my gloves, I got myself this real nice pair. Paid decent coin to get them specially treated so they’d grip real good. Only drawback is that they’re black, but I suppose that was alright. I said you gotta keep blacks to a minimum, right, and the only black on my person being my gloves absolutely counted as a minimum, far as I was concerned. Man who did the chemical treatment was a real nice fella too, and his prices were more than reasonable. If any of y’all are interested in pair, I’d be happy to give you his address, though I can’t say for certain if he’s still there nowadays.

Anyway, where was I?

Oh, right.

So there I was, hanging off the wall surrounding Lady Imogen Lugh’s illustrious home. The perimeter of her grounds was marked by an eight-foot-tall brick barrier, so it weren’t too difficult to run and jump and grab onto the top. Climbing the rest of the way was also no issue, cuz the top of the wall was adorned with these evenly spaced iron spikes which I’m sure were meant to keep people like me out, but instead made for some right convenient handholds.

All I needed to do was grab and lift, and if I had any issues lifting myself I just needed to use my feet to walk my way up the wall. Soon enough I was all huddled up at the top of the structure, which I imagine would’ve looked mighty strange to anyone who happened to pass by. My hands were on the shafts of those spikes, and my boots was planted on the narrow ledge beside them. My knees were all bent and my back was arched forward in a sort of curled-up crouch, like I was doing my best impression of some manner of beetle.

This next part was a tricky bit. The spikes might’ve made for some lovely handholds, but they was also two feet long with points as sharp as the Wild God’s own horns, which made the prospect of getting over them without also losing my balance, falling down, and breaking my neck a bit difficult.

But I’m Jackson Balor, the finest thief in all of New Alms—according my client at least. And I wouldn’t’ve put myself in this position if I didn’t have a plan. See, the dark narrow street was but one benefit to my chosen point of entry. The other benefit was the cypress tree that grew on the other side of the wall, whose branches extended over the top of it and looked more than sturdy enough to support a grown man’s weight, at least for a moment or two.

In fact, I’d go so far as to say that the thought of someone passing by at that moment didn’t even bother me none. Odds were that I’d just blend in with the clumps of needles all around me.

One hand firmly on a spike, I grabbed the sturdiest branch in reach. I held it for balance as I stood, and then I grabbed another branch and lifted my feet over the spikes below me. Soon enough, I’d hooked myself over the branches, and I was climbing my way over to the center of the tree.

I reached the trunk, then paused. Our bodies are heavy things, and tree branches tend to bend and shake when heavy things are moving on them. I waited til it stopped shaking, then peeked out through the greenery to examine the manor grounds below.

Can’t say I was all that impressed. You seen one noble’s manor, you seen them all. They love their sloping roofs and their pillars along balconies. This particular manor had one or two flourishes that made it stand out, I suppose—I noticed a few towers, all classical and castle-like. But it was mostly just more of the same. I also didn’t notice any lights on in the windows, which was good news for me.

Less good though was the glow I could see coming round the corner. The wall was only a few feet from the manor itself, and the tree was almost up against the wall, leaving space for a narrow side path below its branches. If I’d wanted, I could’ve shimmied down a branch and gone through a window—but I didn’t. My client had been clear about where the loot was, and heading inside the manor at this point would’ve just complicated things.

I needed to stay still anyway. The glow coming round the corner of the manor was getting brighter, and as I watched it I saw three figures walk into sight. They were guards. Two carried lanterns in their hands, and they each had a sword hanging from their sides. That was all well and good and expected, but the third guard gave me pause. He had this funny looking stick in his hands. A crystal had been fitted on the end of it, and there were all these copper wires running down the sides. The end opposite the crystal was carved like the handle of a crossbow, with a trigger and everything.

Nowadays they ain’t such an unusual sight, but at the time I had never seen an arcblaster in person before. Sure, I’d heard of them—fancy new weapons cooked up by the Cerenites over in their viarc labs—but they was still pretty new, and Lady Imogen must’ve spent a small fortune outfitting even one of her guards with that sort of cutting edge equipment.

Faced with this threat, I did the only a thing a rational man could do in my situation: I held my breath and froze. I sat crouched in that tree as stiff and still as a board, doing my best to stay as calm and unobtrusive as possible. The human eye tends to be drawn to movement, if you didn’t know, so if you’re fixing to be all stealthy and sneaky-like, you need to learn to be patient and still.

And that’s what I was putting into practice. I was still as a statue up there in that tree, silently praying to the Civilized God himself that I’d blend into the shadows and the guards wouldn’t notice me. There was a small sword strapped to my side, but I’d never had cause to use it before, and I knew damn well that it wouldn’t protect me at all if that fella with the arcblaster starting shooting his weapon off.

But I had one more thing going for me: folks don’t usually go around looking up above them. If you’re hiding out above a man’s head, then nine times out of ten he’s gonna walk right on past without ever realizing you’re there.

That don’t apply if a man’s distant, of course. Cuz then the high up stuff is in his field of vision. So I had to stay still and hope the tree provided me enough cover. I watched the guards approach, and it was only when they was directly under me that I let myself relax a little.

“Quiet night,” one of the lantern-holding guards noted as they passed under the tree. They were all wearing leather coats and black boots, and they had black caps on their heads.

“It’s always a quiet night,” replied the guard with the arcblaster. “Don’t know why Miss Lugh bothered buying this thing.”

“If you don’t want it, we can trade,” said the other lantern-holder.

Mister Arcblaster scoffed at that. “By Perdition we will!”

By then they’d walked right on by me. I turned my head and peeked out around the tree trunk, waited til they was turning the next corner, and then hopped down into the grass below. I landed in a crouch, then crept on after them.

Most folks don’t usually have much reason to look behind themselves neither, unless you give them one. That’s why I figured it was safer for me to follow those fellas, rather than try creeping round the other way and risk getting caught by a different patrol. Well, that and the fact they was headed for the back of the manor, and that happened to be my destination as well. I followed them round the corner to the big garden back there.

Y’all ain’t never seen a garden til you seen a rich folk’s garden. I’ve pilfered from many a noble in my day, and I seen all sorts of gardens, each more elaborately arranged than the last, but let me just say that I ain’t never seen one quite like Lady Lugh’s. The ground was all carved up and filled with water, making all these little ponds and streams. Machinery was installed here and there to pump the water and keep it flowing, but it’d been covered up with sod and vines and flowers to disguise it. There was wooden bridges crisscrossing the waterways, and stone paths connecting the bridges, and all sorts of bushes and plants growing wild and free betwixt them.

’Tweren’t much like any other gardens I knew of. Rich folks—civilized folks—tend to like things to be orderly, with everything in a neat little row and not even a single leaf out of place. By contrast, Lady Lugh’s garden was this wild and chaotic mess of a thing, with all the plants growing about however which way they pleased. Even the pathways through the garden didn’t seem to follow any set pattern.

The guards didn’t bother with heading into that garden. Truth be told, they seemed to give the fixture as wide a berth as they could, like they was nervous about it. I suppose I can’t really blame them for that—I was pretty nervous too seeing that garden. My Granny raised me to respect Cerenis and treasure his gift of civilization, like any good god-fearing sort, and that crazy garden reminded me too much the dangerous wilds he lifted mankind out of for my comfort.

My trio of guards cut through the garden exactly once, when they crossed over the path connecting that greater wild thing to the manor’s solarium. There the plants were slightly more ordered, with little flower beds planted neatly beside the intersection of the pathways. That was a bit of a comforting sight for me, seeing as the solarium also happened to be my destination.

Pardon me. I don’t believe I’ve mentioned what it was I’d been hired to steal, have I? Please excuse my poor form, fellas. It’s been a right long day, and sometimes I have difficulty getting all my thoughts in order.

See, my client was interested in a very particular mask. He told me that it was an old relic—one of those really ancient pagan pieces from before Cerenis graced humanity with the light of order. Despite its age, the mask was well-preserved, and it was therefore worth quite a bit of coin to anyone who knew its true historic value.

He’d stressed that last bit a mite more than he strictly needed. I reckon he thought I’d be tempted to steal such a high-value item for myself, and figured I’d be smart enough to know that not a single fence in New Alms would have the know-how to recognize the mask’s true worth. But he didn’t need to worry about that. Like I been saying, I’m a professional, and even if I wasn’t, I sure would’ve been willing to be one for four-thousand Crowns.

So while the guards continued walking the manor’s perimeter and rounded the next corner out of sight, I crept my way over to the solarium’s back door and gave the handle a try. I wasn’t too surprised to find it locked, though I’d be lying if I said it weren’t a bit disappointing. My job would’ve been so much easier if folks forgot to lock their doors every now and then. But luckily situations like this were exactly why we invented lockpicks, and I pulled my set from my pouch and got to work.

Funny little things, locks. You just see a keyhole on the outside, but on the inside there’s all these itty-bitty pins, and how it’s supposed to work is that the key pushes those pins into their proper place and then a-click and you’re good. But when you ain’t got the key, and instead all you got is some picks, then what you instead gotta do is jiggle the little metal stick around in there and listen and feel for the little clicks the pins make when they slide into place. Then once they’re all lined up right and proper, you can apply a bit of pressure and turn the thing.

One last click, and the way is open.

Lady Lugh’s lock was a simple one to pick, but I reckon most locks seem simple when you’ve been picking them since you was a kid. I was just sliding the final pin into place when I saw something out of the corner of my eye—a glow of lantern light, coming round the side of the house.

Turns out there’d been a second patrol after all, and now they was making their way over to me. I probably had a few seconds at most before the guards’d be right on top of me, and I weren’t too eager to get myself all chopped to bits by swords or shot to pieces by an arcblaster—or even worse: removed from the premises, which would have been a right embarrassing thing to happen to a professional thief like yours truly.

But did I panic? No I did not. I’d been doing this far too long to panic just cuz some guard might see me. I kept myself calm and I kept my hand steady, and I turned that lock and opened up that door and slipped myself inside. Closing the door as gently as possible, I heard the soft click of the latch right as the lantern light was washing its way over the back garden and seeping in through the crack along the floor. I crouched down behind that door as quiet as a mouse, and I watched the light as it passed by the windows of the solarium.

There’s quite a lot of windows in a solarium, in case y’all didn’t know. Not sure how familiar y’all happen to be with upper class architecture, but having lots of windows is sort of the defining feature of solariums.

Once this second patrol had passed me by, I relaxed a bit and stood up. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness about as well as they could, and I could make out enough of what was in the room with me that all that relaxation I just did was immediately undone.

That garden outside was a wild thing, sure, but it weren’t nothing compared to the garden Lady Imogen Lugh was keeping inside her home.

First off, it was huge. I’d known it was big seeing it from the outside, but the inside was so big I had trouble wrapping my head around how it could fit. It was bigger than any solarium had any right to be, and the air was warm and thick with humidity.

There was another pond in here, and the surface of the water was covered in algae and lily pads and moss and all sorts of other kinds of green. The vegetation was so thick it took me a moment to even realize a pond was there at all. Thorny bushes lined the edges of the solarium, and leafy vines crept up from them along the walls and windows. More vines hung like snakes from above, and I thought I could catch glimpses of various critters moving up and down them, but it was too dark to be sure.

None of that was the first thing I noticed about that big glass room, though. No, the first thing I noticed was the fact that there was a great big tree in the center of it, growing straight out of a small island in the center of that pond and looming large over everything else. The vines were in fact hanging from its branches, and though I couldn’t tell what sorts of leaves it had, I was damn sure I could see movement up there in its foliage, and I shuddered to think of what sorts of creatures might make their nests there.

By this point I was wondering—hoping, really—that my client had some bad information. Aside from the door behind me and the glass of the windows, I saw nothing that looked manmade in that solarium. If someone had come along and told me that I’d crossed through some manner of portal and been magically transported to a strange and freaky forest, I reckon I would’ve fully believed them without a second thought. The idea that a valuable mask, or really even anything of value at all, might be somewhere in all this nature seemed ludicrous.

Still, I figured I might as well sweep through the place, just to be sure. I took a few steps forward, and received the shock of my life.

Golden light bloomed around me. The floor was covered in grass and soil, and all throughout that grass were these little yellow flower bulbs that bloomed open when I got close, and when they did soft light the same color as their petals emanated from their cores.

I froze, thinking at first that some unseen watchman had spotted me and illuminated my now-conspicuous form. Once I ascertained the true source of the light, however, that fear was replaced with a new one. I cast my eyes back at the windows, and took small comfort in the fact that they was all covered up in vines. Those would block a lot of things, but not light. After all, I’d been able to see the guards’ lanterns through them, hadn’t I?

With nowhere else to go, I sprinted forward, toward that pond and the big tree in the center of the room, and I was gratified to look over my shoulder and see the flowers closing back up and dimming as I drew away. ’Course my motion was also drawing me into the vicinity of more flowers, which bloomed and shone in my presence then folded and faded as I passed, but I figured that the further I could get from the windows the better, and the less likely any passing guard would be to spot the lights coming on and off within the solarium.

I made my way round the pond, hoping to use the big tree to block the flowerlights from view, and as I rounded the bend I stumbled onto the one piece of evidence of human hands in the whole place: a wooden bridge, extending in a lovely arch from the edge of the pond to the great tree in the center, lined with finely polished handrails and looking sturdy and new like it’d just been built yesterday.

There was more flowers on the other side of the bridge. A cluster of vines had grown up along the trunk, and blooming gold flowers lined them, illuminating the pale shape of a wood-carved mask nestled against the bark of the tree. But that ain’t all.

The vines beneath the mask were thin, and they’d grown in a peculiar and dare I say alarming fashion. They wove around each other in a shape that at first implied the form of a man, but which seemed less and less like one the longer I looked at it. Men, after all, do not possess claws or horns or a tail. The mask was perched on the shape’s head, and my blood ran cold when I realized exactly what sort of pagan business this old relic was truly connected to.

What I was standing in was none other than a shrine to Ferengris, the Wild God, wicked brother to the Civilized God Cerenis, and the Master of Chaos and Enemy of Civilization. I’d never been foolish enough to believe New Alms was a city of virtue—not even as a child; I got eyes and ears, don’t I?—but even so I was taken aback by the blasphemy before me, and in that moment I was struck with a terror such as I had never felt before as I realized that Lady Lugh was not simply some eccentric rich woman, but rather a heretic and a Wild cultist.

All at once the nature of her garden and her solarium made a sickening sort of sense to me. I was trespassing in her house or worship, walking among the fruits of the Wild God, and everything within me demanded that I flee now and return to the safe embrace of civilization, maybe run down to the Temple and tell the Cerenites all about what I’d seen.

But I did none of that. I’d come here for a job, after all. Sure, I was terrified, and sure, I wanted to wash myself in holy oil and beg the Civilized God for absolution, but there was four-thousand Crowns and my professional reputation on the line, and I weren’t about to leave here without my ticket to that big payout.

So I walked up to the bridge, ready to cross it and take the mask. But when I reached it, I realized I was not alone.

Curled up on the grass just before the wooden planks began was a black cat. It was a relatively big cat, I guess, but not outside the realm of what was normal for its kind, and it was lean and didn’t seem to resemble a wild beast at all. It was a normal house cat, curled up and asleep, snoozing away as content as could be.

Not wishing to disturb the rest of this fine feline, I stepped lightly, and I stepped over the sleeping creature and snuck my way over the bridge. The face carved into the mask seemed to be watching me as I drew closer.

I did not appreciate that face. It had a big grin carved into it, and that grin made it look like the shape of Ferengris in the vines was smiling at me, as though I were amusing him with my mortal antics, or as though he were inviting me to try and steal the mask away.

When I reached out and snatched the mask off that tree, a part of me expected something right awful to happen. Maybe a slavering beast would burst forth from the waters below and attack, or maybe the vines would spring to life and grab me. But nothing of the sort happened. Instead, I was left standing there with a wooden mask in my hands, looking at the vine-shape of the now-faceless Wild God.

It was warm, like skin is warm. And I thought I could feel a faint pulse in the wood, like a heartbeat. But I concentrated and felt nothing, so I figured—hoped—that I’d just been feeling my own racing bloodflow.

Enough was enough. My nerves were frayed and I wanted desperately to get out of this unholy place. I turned around just in time to see the cat stand up and stretch.

Its long body went taut, then relaxed. It shook itself in the way animals sometimes do when trying to shake that last bit of sleep away. Then it looked up at me with big green eyes.

It looked at me with three big green eyes.

Two of them were where you’d expect a cat’s eyes to be, and the third was smack-dab in the middle of its forehead. It cocked it head to the side like it was studying me, trying to figure out what this human was doing in its home, and then it sauntered off unhurriedly and disappeared somewhere into the myriad plants that filled the solarium. Its footsteps did not awaken the weird flowerlights.

Well if I thought I’d had enough before, I had definitely had enough now.

I made my way back to the door as quick as I could, crouched down behind and close to it, and waited for a guard patrol to pass by. Once it was gone, I opened the door up and fled back to the tree I’d used to sneak onto the grounds in the first place. A quick climb, and I was gone, with none but that freaky three-eyed cat aware that I had ever even been present at all.

Had I not been so shaken, had I had my full wits about me, then I like to think I would have noticed that the mask had grown cooler to the touch, or that the cat had followed me out and was watching me as I fled.
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Now the thing about my thievery jobs is that me and the client need to set up some very specific timetables. Once the matter of payment is settled, the most important detail left to discuss is hashing out when and where our next meeting will take place. This meeting is typically the one in which I hand over my ill-gotten gains and receive my proper reward.

In the case of the Lugh Manor job, myself and the client met the following night after I filched the mask, and believe me when I say that I could not wait to be rid of the thing. All day long I was eager and looking forward to our rendezvous, and I kept checking on the mask in my bag to make sure it hadn’t summoned any dark and foul sorceries to bear down upon me while I wasn’t looking. Luckily it didn’t seem to have done anything of the sort, and when night finally fell I grabbed the awful thing and headed out across the city.

The big clock tower rising up out of the Temple had ticked its way to twenty minutes til midnight by the time I crossed the canal from the Muck Quarter into the White. I took that bridge down by the steamworks, which even at that time of night was still chugging away to bring power to the city. I’d heard tell that the owner of the place wasn’t too pleased with the Cerenites adding more and more buildings to their fancy new viarc grid, but what can one man do against the Church?

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous, at least a little bit. Not only was I carrying the kind of contraband that earns a man a lifetime in some Cerenite prison, but I was also strolling through the White Quarter. Usually when I went to the White Quarter it was the steal something expensive from a rich fella. Dressing up in what passed as my finest coat and going to a business meeting at the Temperance wasn’t exactly my style.

The hotel loomed over me as I approached. I’d always thought the Temperace’s facade looked kind of like a face, what with the way the windows were arranged and how the big double doors always seemed to be open no matter what time you happened to pass by. It looked like a big guy with a gaping mouth, and he also looked kind of like he was waiting for all his wealthy visitors to waltz on it and get gobbled up. ’Course I ain’t ever been gobbled up myself before that night. A Muck Quarter thief like me doesn’t get to dine in the finest establishments in New Alms, just as a general rule.

If my Granny could’ve seen me strolling into that swanky place, she’d’ve had conniptions. My outfit was really more of a costume than proper dress. Look too closely and it would become obvious my seemingly silk shirt was actually just cotton with a shiny dye, for example. My boots were polished enough that they could pass for high class so long as nobody was staring at my feet, and my trousers was just clean and whole and relying on the rest of my getup to make up for them. Only thing real in the whole ensemble was my coat, which had been gifted to me two years before by Eric, someone with actual wealth and taste, but even that was on the lower end of what would be expected of the Temperance’s clientele.

Wealthy folks love to judge people. They love to turn up their noses at anyone who’s not as fancy as them. Thing is though, once they’ve decided you’re their lesser, they tend to stop paying too much attention to you. They’re judgy, yeah, but they ain’t observant. They love their social protocols more than anything—except maybe for money—and it’s considered impolite to stare too hard at a fella or closely examine his clothes. So my disguise actually worked quite well. Soon as rich folk realized I wasn’t as wealthy as I seemed, they stopped looking too closely at me, cuz if they didn’t, that meant they’d be stooping to my level.

You can really get a rich fella to do anything if he thinks it’ll prove he’s better than you, is all I’m saying.

I made my way cross the lobby to the hotel lounge, where I perched myself at the darkest corner table I could find. A girl came by to take my order, but I waved her away and told her I was waiting for someone. I sure weren’t looking to spend any money at that place, not when I knew damn well I could get basically the same booze elsewhere for a fifth of the price. Not that I couldn’t afford it, mind.

My client’s initial offer, I remind y’all, was three-thousand Crowns with half up front. When I haggled my way up to four, that’d put him in a bit of an awkward situation, as he’d only brought a pouch of fifteen-hundred, divided into thirty fifty-Crown coins. I’d told him that was fine—only a fool would complain about merely getting fifteen-hundred Crowns before the job was even done. So I was already a little wealthy myself that night in the Temperance, and I was about to be twenty-five-hundred Crowns wealthier. But I weren’t looking to spend much of anything before the deal was done.

It was about ten minutes of waiting before I saw my fella saunter through the entryway. I didn’t even realize it was him until he started making his way over to me. This time he wasn’t wearing no disguise to try to blend in with the poor folk. Instead he was wearing a fine white shirt, and nice white pants, and he had black chains round his neck and wrists and black gloves and slippers on his hands and feet.

My eyes widened. I’d known my man was more than he’d portrayed himself to be, but I certainly didn’t imagine that he’d be a Cerenite. As he approached my table, my mind was awash in all sorts of questions, not least of which was why in the world a Cerenite priest would want a pagan mask of the Wild God, and why he’d hire a thief to retrieve it instead of simply ordering a raid on the heretics.

And with those questions came a strong sense of alarm, which I think y’all should find more understandable. The knowledge that the Church of the Civilized God both knew who I was and what I did for a living was far from comforting.

He smiled as he sat down across from me, and my worry must’ve shown on my face, because the first thing he did was to hold up his hands like he was trying to calm a moody horse, and he said: “Let me assure you, Mr. Balor, that you have nothing to worry about.”

“Well, that’s mighty kind of you to say,” I told him, “but considering the things I’ve seen over the past day or so, it’ll take more than a few kind words to assure me of anything.”

“How about some Crowns?” He set a pouch on the table. The metal coins inside clinked and jingled, which I will admit was a reassuring sound indeed. “You’ll find the agreed-upon sum within, plus a bonus to help you, aha, forget anything you happened to have seen.”

I looked at him, and he looked back at me with this placid sort of smile. I wanted to ask him what the Cerenites knew about the Wild cult that was apparently in the city, and more importantly why they hadn’t done anything about it, but I’d been in this game long enough to know that you don’t ask those sorts of questions to a client.

The Cerenite cleared his throat. “The mask?”

“Right here.” Now it was my turn to place something on the table, but in my case it was a bundle of cloth concealing a blasphemous artifact.

My client reached across the table and pulled the bundle toward himself. He unwrapped it just enough to confirm the mask was within, then folded the cloth back over it. “I can’t begin to tell you what good you have done, Mr. Balor. Thank you. And remember: whatever you happened to see in that woman’s manor, forget about it. None of it will matter soon enough.”

Well that invited a whole host of even more questions, but I bit my tongue like a good boy and nodded. “Pleasure doing business with you, Reverend.”

“Naturally,” said the priest. Then he stood up and left.

I opened up the pouch and counted the coins. Sixty fifty-Crowns, which meant he’d given me an extra five-hundred Crowns to put Lady Lugh’s garden out of my mind. With that confirmed, I closed the pouch, stood up, and headed out of the Temperance, now wealthier than I’d ever before been in my life.

So, what does a thief with four-thousand-five-hundred Crowns in his pocket do with himself? Well the first thing he does is go home and get some shut-eye. Y’all might think I’d have difficulty falling asleep, what with everything that I’d seen and the fact that I was suddenly rich, but it turns out that getting to sleep was, in fact, the easy part. Exhaustion is a more powerful force than stress, it would seem.

No, my issues began with the dreams.

I’d had them the night before too, but I couldn’t recall much of anything about them. These new dreams, though? The ones I got after receiving my payment? They was something else.

Y’all know how dreams are. They follow their own rules and their own reason, and they make perfect sense while you’re experiencing them, but the instant a fella wakes up he realizes that what he was experiencing just weren’t logical at all. Then they fade, and all you’re left with are images and sensations and a couple strange ideas.

These dreams? They was full of trees. Everywhere I looked, there was green foliage, so thick I couldn’t even tell if it was night or day. Dead leaves lay on the ground, and a three-eyed cat walked past and looked up at me. “I know what you did,” the cat told me. “I know what you are.”

Then there was water. It started as just a trickle, some thin little streams burbling through the dead leaves. Mushrooms sprouted up from the forest floor, growing bigger and bigger, and the cat disappeared somewhere and the water started getting heavier. Those little trickles had grown into a roaring flood, and just as the mushrooms got so big I couldn’t see their tops without looking up, I was hit by a wave of water and swept away.

I was drowning, but somehow I could still breathe. I looked down and saw there was a red light below me. The ocean floor was down there, and I watched as it split open and lava came bursting forth into the sea. It cooled into black stone, perfectly shaped to look like a whole crowd of people all looking up at me, sightless statues that covered the whole sea bottom. Blue lights started spinning around them, in a way that reminded me of snakes slithering their way between those statues, casting everything under the water in an eerie but strangely comforting azure glow.

And even though what was below me was just statues, even though
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