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Stretching his wings, Sarvesh rolled his neck, the bones cracking. As he made his way to The Bloody Spike, a pub in the lower section of the city, he thought about his impending meeting with the Twilight Overlord tomorrow. Meetings with the Overlord were never pleasant: if his inferiority complex and need to intimidate everyone around him wasn't enough, he was also erratic and shrill. But he sat on the Twilight Throne and controlled what was known as Twilight Dungeon and the city that grew around it, for better or for worse. And more importantly, he was Sarvesh's boss.

Twilight Dungeon was unique in the world, as far as Sarvesh knew. Located in a volcano near the dwarven city of Ironkrag, it seemed to exist only to draw in outsiders and kill them in a variety of horrible ways. Dodging a runaway cart filled with mushrooms being chased by its minotaur owner, Sarvesh wondered the point of it all, but quickly decided it was not his place to ponder such things. He was just a simple...well; he wasn't sure what he was. Denizens of the dungeon called him alternately a fiend or a demon. Towering nearly seven feet tall, with horns, black feathered wings, cloven hooves, dark fur, the ability to wreathe himself in flames at will, and a persistent odor reminiscent of brimstone mixed with burning wood, Sarvesh could understand why they would think that.

Most of the time, though, he wasn't convinced they were right. The one thing of which he was sure was that he was Marshal of the Twilight Defenders, a first response team dedicated to dealing with threats in Twilight Dungeon that endangered the welfare of the city around it.

Passing a shrine to Maris, Duchess of War, whom the oroqs worshipped, Sarvesh could hear sounds from up ahead indicating he was approaching The Bloody Spike. It was one of the more popular evening hangouts in the city, though how anyone could tell it was evening, Sarvesh was never able to figure out. The entire city was contained within the side of a volcano, and as such, it was rare that anyone ever saw the sky, though somehow everyone had a sense of day and night. Sarvesh knew the Twilight Throne was powerful, and supposed the volcano had something to do with it.

From the entrance, Sarvesh could see Suri, a snake-haired woman with the lower body of a great serpent; a medusa, working behind the bar. At present, she was cleaning up a spot of drool on the bar near where a minotaur lay unconscious, his fur matted where his face rested on the bar. Suri, while not the owner of The Bloody Spike, was its manager and public face. She wore a dark veil over her eyes so she wouldn't petrify the customers. 

A small collection of round cocktail tables separated the bar from the main stage, where three goblins dragged a grey-skinned, fanged humanoid with long, pointed ears. Three spears protruded from his chest. The goblins chatted amongst themselves, grinning. When a goblin grinned, it gave the impression that his head was little more than a giant tooth-filled mouth set below two beady, red eyes. Most goblins existed to eat, kill and destroy, and they liked it that way. Aside from scavenging for food and other useful things from the garbage pits, Sarvesh wasn't sure for what they were really good.

Half-a-dozen oroqs were clustered at some tables near the stage. Oroqs were bigger and smarter than goblins, and even more dangerous. They had the same drive to destroy, but had the intelligence to work together in an efficient, regimented manner. The oroqs with spears banged them against the ground and roared, while their comrades pointed and laughed at the unfortunate dead fellow on the stage; one of their former companions.

Sarvesh shook his head as the goblins attempted to drag the unfortunate oroq off stage. He muttered to himself as he approached the bar, and took a seat next to the minotaur. The medusa smiled a greeting at him. Sarvesh peered at the minotaur. He was covered in soft, brown fur, graying at the tips down the back of his neck and on his muzzle. It looked like Soterios, the second-in-command of the Twilight Defenders.

"Drunk himself into a stupor, eh, Suri?" Sarvesh nudged the minotaur, who promptly slid off the bar stool and fell to the floor with a thud, bringing another round of roaring laughter from the oroqs.

"Marital problems, I think." The medusa cleaned the spot formerly occupied by the minotaur’s face. "What'll you have, Sarvesh?"

"Got any good beer today, Suri?" Sarvesh's question was punctuated with another thud from the direction of the stage. Throwing a quick glance, he saw the goblins pull the oroq off the stage and onto the floor.

Suri grabbed a tankard and filled a mug from a cask behind her, "I don't know how good it is, but it's new." She slid the tankard to Sarvesh, and winked at him.

Sarvesh grabbed it and downed the tankard in one pull. It tasted bitter and made his eyes water. He gagged and handed the mug back to her. "What the hell is that, fermented goblin piss?"

Suri laughed. "No, we got it from a dwarven caravan that tried to pass through the lower levels last week." She peered at runes carved on the side of the cask, "'Kegbreaker's Fine Ale' it says."

Sarvesh frowned. "I don't know how those hairy, little runts can brew fine ale underground. All they can grow is moss and fungus. I think I like the human stuff better."

"Want more?"

"Sure." Sarvesh turned and watched the goblins try to pull the spears out of the dead oroq's chest. One of the spears looked deep enough that it might have gone all the way through the oroq's body and was now likely embedded in the floor. One of the goblins climbed up on the oroq's chest, planted his feet and tugged at the spear with all his might. When Sarvesh turned back to Suri, the goblin was still there; his muscles quivered trying to get the spear to budge while his companions jeered and laughed at him.

"Tough day?" Suri refilled his tankard and slid a bowl of baked beetles to him, stroking the back of his hand as she slipped the bowl under it.

Sarvesh grabbed a handful of beetles and munched on them, washing them down with another draught of ale. He shook his head. "No, that's tomorrow. I'm meeting with the Twilight Overlord in the morning." 

The Twilight Overlord was believed to have developed his foul temper as a way of compensating in other areas. Which areas needed compensating depended upon whom you asked.

"Normally, folks get drunk after a hard day, not before it."

Sarvesh shrugged and ate more beetles. "I've been stressing about it all day." He raised his tankard. "This is so I'll sleep tonight."

"I thought demons didn't need sleep."

"We don't, but that doesn't mean we can't. As I've no female to keep me company, I sleep and dream of flaying humans." Sarvesh looked down at his tankard of swill. "Or something," he muttered.

"Sure you do, Sarvesh."

* * *
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Watching Sarvesh leave, Suri refilled the bowl of baked beetles. A hand grabbed the bar top, and Soterios pulled himself back up into his seat. The minotaur’s bloodshot eyes rolled, and he belched. He shook his head, grabbed his mug and peered into it and then frowned and shoved the mug toward Suri.

"More?"

The minotaur shook his head, "I think I’ve had enough." The words were slurred to the point of being nearly unintelligible.

"Maybe you should eat something." Suri placed the bowl of baked beetles in front of him. He didn’t bother picking it up and instead shoved his snout into the bowl and munched, noisily.

"You know Sarvesh pretty well, right?"

Soterios nodded and continued eating.

"I flirt with him, but he just ignores it. Do you think he’s not interested?"

Soterios lifted his head out of the bowl, beetles sticking in his muzzle’s fur. He looked in the direction Sarvesh walked and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

"No, it’s not like that." Soterios shook his hand to remove the beetles now stuck to his fur. "He just doesn’t notice it. Not because he’s not receptive. See, he probably views you as one of his charges, one of the people he’s here to protect, and as such, it never enters into his mind that you might want a different type of relationship."

Suri thought for a moment. The slur made Soterios difficult to understand, but she thought she got his point. She must have looked confused though, because he continued talking.

"If you want him to notice that you’re interested, you have to be aggressive. Tie him up, hit him over the head. Be obvious. Really obvious." Soterios swayed in his seat again, barely catching himself before he fell to the floor. Sliding off the stool, he waved at Suri as he stumbled away.

Obvious? Advice from a drunken minotaur. Suri chuckled and tossed the rest of the baked beetles in the refuse pile.

* * *
[image: ]


Sarvesh headed toward the Twilight Overlord's office. His head pounded. That he had to pass through the smithy on the way to the Executive Suite didn't help matters much. Oroqs worked day and night to produce arms and armor for the defense of Twilight Dungeon against constant raids from the surface world. Humans and elves attacked from above, and occasionally dwarves from the deep would join in, all in search of glory in the name of vanquishing the "evil" of Twilight Dungeon. Of course, none of them knew what that evil was, but they were all spoiling for a fight, looking for treasure.

It was enough to give Sarvesh a headache, except that he already had one. Already this morning, a goblin runner brought news of a new incursion into the dungeon, by elves. At present they were detained on the first level near the Spiked Pit Room. After his meeting with the Twilight Overlord concluded, Sarvesh needed to go to the upper levels to monitor the elves' progress. If it seemed a breakthrough was likely; his job was to assemble the Twilight Defenders and stop them. If any team of invaders ever figured out how to access the secret areas of the dungeon, the whole operation could be undermined, not to mention it would be a threat to the workers' homes and families.

Sarvesh once asked why they even bothered building and maintaining dungeons. Surface dwellers and dwarves who saw themselves as righteous defenders of the weak always wanted to break-in, kill the "monsters," take their possessions, and essentially destroy all which they built. As the Twilight Overlord ranted, fumed, and gnashed his teeth over Sarvesh's "incompetently foolish prattle," Sarvesh gathered that the whole point was to give those righteous defenders of the weak an avenue for their aggressiveness, a sort of mechanism by which the gods could give their favored creations an outlet with which they could feel useful, just, and good. It was hard to tell, based on the language the Twilight Overlord used; he tended to make up words when he got flustered, which was just about any time Sarvesh asked him a question.

Sarvesh turned the corner.  He could see the door leading to the Executive Suite looming before him. The previous Twilight Overlord called it the Throne Room. The current one felt it needed a more mundane title, for some reason. The door was fifteen feet tall, whitewashed wood with gleaming obsidian inlays and a black wrought-iron handle that looked like a scaly dragon's claw. It clenched around his hand when he grasped it to open the door. Sarvesh felt the claw handle pulse in his hand once, twice more before it loosened its grip and allowed him to open the door. He always wondered what would happen if unauthorized people tried to open the door. Would their arms be torn off? Would they be electrocuted? Would they be struck dead? One of these days, he would have to capture an invader and have him try it, just to see what happened.

The foyer to the Executive Suite was a small room with a desk that sat just to one side of another large, white, obsidian-trimmed door. Coiled around the desk was Bindi, the Twilight Overlord's assistant. Bindi was a fiend, like Sarvesh, but of a different sort. She was tall, lithe, with six arms, two small red horns poking up from her forehead, long black hair flowing over her shoulders and covering her breasts, and a massive scaly tail where legs would be. She made no attempt to acknowledge Sarvesh's entrance; she was busy painting the nails on two of her hands, while two more held a scroll from which she was reading. Sarvesh cleared his throat and forced a smile to his lips when she looked up, and hoped his fangs were noticeable. 

"Can I help you?" Bindi sounded as enthused as a cow making an appointment at the slaughterhouse.

"The Twilight Overlord wanted to see me first thing this morning."

"Name?" Bindi turned her attention to her nails.

"Seriously? You know who I am, Bindi."

Bindi looked up and squinted. "Is that you, Sarvesh?"

"Yes." Why do I even bother to get out of bed some days?

"Oh, sorry. I can't find my spectacles." She motioned to the door. "He's probably expecting you."

"Thanks." Sarvesh's voice dripped with sarcasm. Bindi ignored him, and her attention returned to her nails as he walked past her desk.

When Sarvesh approached the door to the Twilight Overlord's office, he noticed a scowling mouth on the door. He looked at Bindi. "His mood is that good, huh?"

Bindi continued painting her nails and pretended not to hear him. Sarvesh opened the door. The Twilight Overlord sat on his throne made of obsidian and bones and glared at him. The Twilight Overlord was a good deal shorter than Sarvesh. Of course, most humanoids were. The Overlord’s body was encased in black armor, and his flanged mace leaned against the throne. He wore no helmet on his head, a gleaming white skull with burning red eyes.

"It's about time you showed up!" the Twilight Overlord growled. He fingered the handle of his mace. "Do you have any idea how busy I am? I don't have all day to sit around waiting for the likes of you, you monstrous abomination! IF I WANTED TO SIT AROUND WAITING, I'D ASK BINDI TO DO SOMETHING FOR ME!" Louder and louder he shouted, his voice becoming more shrill and unpleasant with each word.

Sarvesh sighed, but said nothing. Tirades like this were par for the course for the Twilight Overlord. Best to let him say his peace, and then they could get down to the real reason for this meeting. He remembered the Twilight Overlord's predecessor, who also was known as the Twilight Overlord. The name of the office was more important than the identity of the person who held it. He was ruthless and cruel, but never loud and shrill. He inspired through his competence and sheer force of will, and when there was a genuine threat to Twilight Dungeon, he fought at the front lines and led the goblins and oroqs and pushed back the invaders. He lost the office when a knight on a holy crusade put a lance through his chest. Sarvesh killed that knight, and earned his promotion to Marshal of the Twilight Defenders, but he still, on occasion, missed him.

"I SWEAR IF I WERE ON THE FIELD OF BATTLE DYING, YOU'D PROBABLY TAKE YOUR SWEET ASS TIME COMING TO HELP ME, LEAVING ME TO BLEED OUT IN FRONT OF THE PANSY ELVES, YOU BLATHERING BLIGHT OF A BEASTLY BRUTE!"

A glint of light reflected off the Twilight Overlord's skull, and Sarvesh wondered what manner of creature the Twilight Overlord was. The previous one was a very powerful fiend, and the current Overlord seemed like a spoiled, petulant child by comparison. Whom have we angered? Perhaps Pacha, the god of madness and mirth, is punishing us by having to put up with this cretin. Or maybe, I’m the only one being punished. Very few of the dungeon’s denizens actually dealt directly with the Twilight Overlord. Sarvesh squeezed his eyes shut, trying to stay focused on the Twilight Overlord’s rant. 

"I OUGHT TO HAVE YOU FLAYED AND BOILED IN FLEEPING FLURGARRRRRRGH!" The Twilight Overlord picked up his mace and swung it around his head as his tirade devolved into primal screaming and stomping. He stopped and sat down, panting.

"You wanted to see me, my lord?" Sarvesh bowed, the tips of his black feathered wings touched the top step of the dais upon which the obsidian and bone throne sat.

"Indeed, I did, Marshal." The way the Twilight Overlord said "Marshal" was the exact way one speaks of something they vomited up the night before. "I need you to reign in your trap builders. I've received complaints from the oroqs that three of their number have fallen prey to their traps."

"Perhaps the oroqs should be more careful while patrolling the dungeon." Sarvesh suspected the Twilight Overlord didn't mean the oroqs were injured in the dungeon; that was considered to be an occupational hazard, but, playing dumb was usually the safer course when conversing with this Twilight Overlord.

"The traps were in their BEDS!"

"Ah! I see the problem." Sarvesh nodded, as if the Twilight Overlord had just given him the secret of the universe. "I shall speak to my team about that. It won't happen again."

"It better not. If I hear of your team getting out of hand again, I shall become angry. You won't like me when I'm angry."

But, I don't like you now. Sarvesh bowed and then turned and walked out of the room and closed the door behind him.

Bindi looked at him when he exited. "That went well." She was working on painting the nails of two different hands now.

"His shrill yelling actually calmed my headache."

"I'm glad to hear you got something out of it." Bindi returned her attention to her nails and Sarvesh exited the Executive Suite. Through the haze of his hangover, he tried to remember where his trap team was supposed to be working today. He wound his way through the concealed tunnels, and then remembered they were supposed to tweak the tilting platforms in the Lavatic Room of Burning Death. It took him another twenty minutes of navigating the twisted passageways before he found the door marked "LRBD." He opened it just a crack, to make sure there were no invaders passing through at the moment. Hearing only the voices of his trap team, he stepped through the secret door onto the concealed observation ledge.

The room was cavernous and had sloping walls that descended into a deep chasm. At the bottom, the radiant glow of molten lava bathed the room in a warm light. Suspended from the ceilings by two thick chains each, were a series of six rectangular platforms. Anyone wishing to cross the room would have to jump from platform to platform. If one landed too close to the front or back edge, the platform would flip, dumping him down the chasm. It was wickedly effective in theory. In practice, the platforms tended to not flip quite fast enough to be deadly. Clumsy invaders would still fall, but most could keep their footing well enough to grab onto the chains.

Two small reptilian humanoids dangled from the chains of the platform closest to Sarvesh. They were draks: small, bipedal, and flightless, and thought to be related to dragons. One was black with red stripes, the other red with black stripes. They were siblings, twins, in fact, hatched from the same egg. Were it not for pink ribbons tied to the horn spikes of the red one with black stripes, he would have difficulty telling them apart.

"Kale! Delilah! A word, please!"

The black one with red stripes looked up. "Boss!" They shimmied down the chain and scurried to the other side of the platform, leaping across the gap to the hidden observation platform. Kale was a master trap smith; he personally designed and supervised the construction of nearly all the mechanical traps in Twilight Dungeon.

Delilah looked up at Sarvesh. She batted her eyelashes at him and smiled a toothy grin. "I'm so glad you showed up, Boss. Notice anything different about me?" Inwardly, Sarvesh groaned, but took a good long look at her anyway. She barely came up to his mid-thigh, yet always flirted with him like she expected him to sweep her off her feet at any moment. Although small and unassuming, Sarvesh knew her skills with conjuration magic were formidable. Delilah was responsible for all the magical traps in Twilight Dungeon.

"Umm...you polished your black scales extra well today?" He ventured a guess.

Delilah huffed and turned her back to him. "Ebony, and no, I don't polish my scales like that!"

Kale coughed, and Sarvesh thought he heard "ribbons" prompted through the cough.

"Of course not. It must be the way the light plays with the new ribbons; they make you look particularly...umm... they gleam in the light from the lava."

Delilah turned back around and smiled. "Do you really think so?"

Sarvesh nodded. "Yes, the lava light really accents your red scales."

"They're crimson, not red!" Delilah stamped her foot and turned back around.

Sarvesh rolled his eyes and knelt down so he was closer to eye level with Kale. "Anyway, I need to talk to you both about the incident with the oroqs."

Delilah giggled and tugged on Sarvesh's tail. Kale just laughed. "We got them good!"

"The Twilight Overlord was not amused." Sarvesh flicked his tail around as Delilah tightened her grip on it, bringing her around to the same side of him as was her twin. "Look, if oroqs die in the dungeon, it's an occupational hazard, but when they start dying in their beds, it arouses suspicions, understand?"

"No one can prove we did anything." Kale rubbed the horn over his left eye. Sarvesh noted that he did that when he was nervous.

"Yeah," Delilah chimed in. "Besides, if I had anything to do with it, you know they'd be charred corpses."

"Besides the fact that you just admitted to getting them good," Sarvesh poked Kale in the chest. "You two are the only trap designers we have."

"Could have been goblins, or even a disgruntled oroq trying to emulate our great designs." Kale looked over at his sister. She giggled again.

"No more sneaking into the barracks and trapping their bunks, got it?" Sarvesh felt his scalp ignite, which it did when he got angry or excited. He could will it to happen when he wanted to be extra-intimidating, like now.

Delilah’s eyes widened and she looked up at him. If she had a bottom lip, it would have trembled. "It was just a joke. Please don't be mad at us, Boss." She grabbed his arm and hugged it close to her.

"Knock it off." Kale pulled his sister away from Sarvesh. "We got it, Boss. We'll be more discreet in the future."

Sarvesh stood and allowed the flames skipping over his scalp to die down. He started to leave when a great crash echoed through the chamber from the adjacent room. He couldn't see anything from his angle. The drak twins turned and leapt back to the platform on which they were working earlier.

Kale shouted back to Sarvesh as he climbed up the chain, "Looks like Kazi and Meriz found some action!"

There was another crash, followed by roaring in which Sarvesh could barely make out something sounding like "SMASH!" followed by shouting, then two distinct voices, "MERIZ SMASH." "NO! KAZI SMASH HARDER!" A lump of battered armor flew into the room landing on the second platform with a wet thud. The platform tilted, and the lump raised its head just in time to realize it was sliding off. It scrambled to find a hand hold, but to no avail and screamed a gurgling cry as it slid off the platform into the chasm.

* * *
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Kazi and Meriz was a brutish, two-headed giant. That meant he was of two minds about everything. Usually. Right now, he had a singular purpose: to crush, kill, maim, or otherwise smash to pieces the group of invaders who woke him from his nap.

Sleeping was one thing Kazi and Meriz did well. It didn't require a lot of effort. It didn't even require a lot of thought, and it certainly didn’t require them to spend long minutes arguing over how to do it. He simply closed all four of his eyes and fell asleep; it was easy. Then, just as he was dreaming of two-headed women with four breasts, someone made a terrible racket and woke him. Neither Kazi, nor Meriz took kindly to anyone interrupting his sleep.

When he opened his eyes, he saw a group of three humans, or were they elves? Didn't matter; they all looked like men to Kazi and Meriz anyway, especially when the elves wore helmets that covered up their long, pointy ears. The invaders were trying to sneak past his makeshift bed, which was made of only some furs on top of a pile of trash.

Kazi and Meriz had a proper bed back in the barracks, but roughing it in the main part of the dungeon was fine for a nap, except, of course, when groups of invaders interrupted him. He woke with a roar and grabbed his club which looked more like a great tapered stalagmite, gnarled and knobby, with strips of leather wrapped around the narrow end so he could get a good grip. It was from one of the lower caverns, broken off by his own two hands, and was more than up to the task of smashing these puny nap-interrupters.

When they noticed Kazi and Meriz awakened, the leader of the men cursed then used a lot of big words Kazi and Meriz didn't understand. Actually, the leader spoke entirely in a language neither Kazi nor Meriz understood. The smallest of the three darted around behind Kazi and Meriz, while at the same time, the one wearing robes under his breastplate spoke in an arcane tongue Kazi and Meriz recognized as magic words. The heavily armored leader calmly drew his oversized sword and prepared to face off.

Kazi and Meriz swung his club at the leader and at the same time felt a stabbing pain in his left calf. He roared in pain and followed through on his swing and smashed the leader's sword away. It clattered across the floor, and the man dove after it. The leader was out of Kazi and Meriz's immediate reach, so he turned toward the man in armored robes. 

The robed man's eyes widened at this unwanted attention. He regained his focus, and his eyes glowed red. Lightning shot from his fingertips and coursed through Kazi and Meriz's body. The spasms caused his injured leg to twitch, and he kicked the small man that hid behind him. The small man hit the wall with a groan. Kazi and Meriz swung his club underhand and caught the robed, armored man right between the legs. The two-headed giant followed through on his swing, carrying the hapless mage upward to smash into the ceiling with a wet crack. When the spasms from the lightning stopped, Kazi and Meriz shook the mage’s shattered remains off the end of his club, splattering blood on the walls. 

By now, the leader was ready to face off again, his recovered sword at the ready. The smaller man who Kazi and Meriz kicked still groaned against the wall. The leader moved to strike Kazi and Meriz's left side, but switched directions at the last minute; a feint. He instead struck from the right and Kazi and Meriz barely had time to block the mighty swing with his club. Both heads roared at the man, and Kazi and Meriz swung again, grabbing the club with both hands and putting all his strength behind the blow.

"SMASH!" Kazi cried. The leader ducked and shouted at the smaller man as the club clipped his shoulder.

"MERIZ SMASH!" Meriz said, as Kazi and Meriz spun around on the follow through and swung the club at the leader again. At the same time, Kazi shouted, "NO! KAZI SMASH HARDER!" The blow connected and sent the armored man flying out of the room toward the Lavatic Room of Burning Death.

With the object of his irritation gone, Kazi and Meriz looked around for something else to smash. On the ground, coughing and moaning was the one remaining living intruder. Both heads smiled, and he approached, raising his club for the kill.

"No! Wait!" Sarvesh shouted.

* * *
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Sarvesh could almost see his order penetrating the fog of Kazi and Meriz's mind. The giant shook both his heads and lowered his club and turned to look at Sarvesh.

"No more smash?"

Shaking his head, Sarvesh walked over to the living invader, and noticed the bloody mess of the slain mage embedded in the ceiling. The blood dripped down and formed a puddle on the floor. He pulled off the invader's helmet only to find himself staring at the face of a young elven woman. The long, pointed ears were a dead giveaway. They reminded Sarvesh of an oroq’s ears, though not as droopy. He wondered if elves and oroqs were related. "We should talk to her, see what's going on up on the surface for once."

The grinding of a wall sliding to reveal a secret passage alerted Sarvesh to a new arrival. He turned and saw Bargle waddle into the room. Bargle was another member of Sarvesh's Twilight Defenders, a golguthron; a smelly scavenger with greenish-gray rubbery skin, four eyes atop stalks, three legs, two tentacles, and a mouth big enough to swallow a human whole.

"Hey, Kale and Delilah told me there was a clean-up job in here." Bargle waved his tentacles at Sarvesh and Kazi and Meriz. 

"Yeah, I guess so." Sarvesh gestured toward the ceiling.

Bargle looked up. "Aw man! You got it on the ceiling?"

The elf invader was out cold, so Sarvesh turned back to Kazi and Meriz. "Did they say anything before you fought them? Was there anyone else with them?"

Kazi and Meriz scrunched up his faces, which made him look more like he was constipated than in deep thought. "No." Kazi spoke first.

"We napping," Meriz added.

"Noisy peoples waked us up." Kazi pounded his club into the ground. Sarvesh heard a crunch behind him. By the sound of it, Bargle was starting the clean-up.

Sarvesh sighed and shook his head. "How many times have I told you not to sleep in the main part of the dungeon? It's too dangerous."

"Not hurt us," Kazi and Meriz said in unison. He shambled over and grabbed his furs. "We go eat now." He ducked his head and wiggled his way into the secret passage. Sarvesh was never sure how Kazi and Meriz managed to fit in all the back passages; he just did somehow. There was another crunch from behind him and a slurping sound. He noticed blood still dripping from the ceiling, and his heart sank.

He closed his eyes and turned around. When he opened them, he saw a booted foot sticking out of Bargle's mouth.  

"For the love of...Bargle!"

Bargle looked at Sarvesh, slurped the foot in and swallowed. "What?"

"That one was still alive!"

"You want it back?"

"No!"

"Sorry, Boss." Bargle climbed the wall, "You can't expect me to pass up an easy morsel like that on my way to a hard job. It's not easy climbing these walls to get the ones Kazi and Meriz smash up there."

A dull ache started in the back of Sarvesh's head. "Whatever. Look, just don't throw away anything metal or shiny that passes through, okay?" He brought a hand up to rub his temples.

Halfway up the wall, Bargle stopped to wiggle a tentacle Sarvesh's way. "Gotcha!"

Sarvesh went back into the secret passage and closed it up behind him. All he needed to make his day complete was to have Soterios complain to him about something. No sooner than he finished that thought, he heard the clip-clop of someone with hooves running up behind him.

"Hey, Sarvesh," Soterios shouted, "I need to talk to you. The goblins have a grievance."

Fantastic.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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Sarvesh felt himself flame up as Soterios approached. "What do those little monsters want now?"

"Monsters?" Soterios snorted as the light from Sarvesh's flames bathed his face in a crimson glow. "That's rich." His eyes were red-rimmed and puffy; no doubt the result of drinking himself into a stupor the night before. Soterios reached up and rubbed one of his horns. They pointed forward and could deliver a nasty goring to his opponents.

"We'll talk in the cantina, Soterios." Sarvesh led the way. He often held these chats in The Bloody Spike because the public atmosphere helped him control his temperature, and he found drinking made Soterios's bellyaching on behalf of the "poor, oppressed workers" more tolerable. En route to the cantina, he had to squeeze past Kazi and Meriz, and double-over to make himself fit down the passageway. The two-headed giant was practically crawling his way to the barracks but was making good time; Soterios and Sarvesh had to quicken their pace to the next intersection to stay ahead of him.

On the way, Soterios tried to talk to Sarvesh, who shushed him by letting his flames burn brighter and hotter and flat out telling him at one point to "shut up." Spreading out his wings, he took up the whole corridor and forced Soterios to walk behind him. He was not going to have this conversation in even the relative privacy of the back corridors. Sarvesh knew what it was going to be about. One of the goblins got a hair up his ass and decided to complain about the way they were oppressed and tired of always being posted at the entrance of the dungeon; the first in line to fall to invaders' swords. They always knew if they complained to Soterios, his heart would bleed for them and he would try to make it right. Never mind the fact that the vast majority of goblins were thrilled to have first crack at killing and looting any invaders foolish enough to test their mettle in Twilight Dungeon.

By the time they arrived at the cantina, Sarvesh's flames were nearly out, and he consciously extinguished what remained of them as they entered The Bloody Spike. Suri was already there. She set up tables and tidied up in preparation for the lunch crowd and slithered around, replacing burned down candles, picking up knocked over chairs, and so forth. She winked at Sarvesh as they entered. Ordering two ales, Sarvesh sat at a table near the back of the cantina. 

"Now, Soterios, what is so important?"

Clearing his throat, Soterios pulled out a sheet of vellum from his pouch. "A coalition of goblins have requested..."

Sarvesh held up his hand. "A coalition? How many are we talking about?"

"Well, one signed it, and umm..." He paused to peer at the vellum. "It looks like a dozen more made their marks."

"In other words, you have one literate goblin and a dozen more who might not have known what they marked?"

Soterios pursed his lips and started to reply, but held his tongue when Suri brought two mugs and sat them down in front of them. Sarvesh smiled thanks at her and grabbed the mug closest to Soterios and gulped it down without coming up for air. He then sat the mug back down and grabbed the other one.

"Well, I was going to say 'thanks for the drink,' but I see you got two for yourself." Soterios snorted, blowing snot out onto the table. "Sorry." He wiped it up with a cloth from his pouch.

"You were saying?" Sarvesh took a drink from the second mug.

"Ah, yes." Soterios cleared his throat. "I'm sure the goblin who signed told his comrades what they were signing."

"Oh, indeed? Were you there?"

"No."

"Ah."

Sarvesh stared at Soterios. He was purposely giving the minotaur a hard time. The Twilight Overlord didn't care about goblins. No one Sarvesh knew cared about goblins. Most of the goblins Sarvesh knew didn't even care about goblins. They were violent, reckless, foolhardy cretins with hardly a brain cell to rub between any two of their number. Soterios was just doing what he believed was right. Sarvesh knew that; he just didn't care. The ale was beginning to make the dull throb in his head disappear, too.

"Look, you can't just keep using the goblins as cannon fodder," Soterios began.

"But," Sarvesh interrupted Soterios, "they like charging into combat with the invaders before anyone else."

Huffing, Soterios rolled the vellum up and thrust it back into his pouch. "That may be, but the goblins..."

Sarvesh interrupted Soterios again. "Who is the little troublemaker who approached you with this?"

"He's right behind you."

"What?" Sarvesh turned and sure enough, there was a goblin right behind him.  The goblin grinned. Sarvesh closed his eyes and counted to ten. He could hear the goblin scamper around and join them at the table.

"I had him follow me. I figured you'd be asking about him."

"This is most irregular, Soterios."

"Irregular times call for irregular measures, Sarvesh."

Sarvesh downed the rest of his ale and motioned for Suri to bring more. His head was buzzing pleasantly now. When Suri dropped off another mug of ale for Sarvesh, Soterios ordered one for himself and one for the goblin.

"Fine." Sarvesh stared at the goblin for a bit. The goblin grinned back at him. "What's your name?"

"Ick."

"What?" Sarvesh looked at the floor, thinking the goblin stepped on something unpleasant. A hint of a smile appeared on Soterios's lips.

"That's me name. Ick."

"You're joking." Sarvesh was beginning to wish he stayed in bed this morning.

"Me full name's 'Eww Ick Skullcrusher, the Third.' It's the first thing me mum said after she birthed me. 'Eww, ick, is that the afterbirth?' she said. 'Naw,' the shaman replied, 'that's your son!' Skullcrusher's me family name, of course. Mum added the 'third' 'cause I'm the third kid, plus she wanted me to sound extinguished. Me brother's Damn That Hurt Skullcrusher, and me sister's Just What I Need Skullcrusher." Ick paused to take a breath. "Me mum's not too bright."

The dull ache in Sarvesh’s head the ale began to alleviate returned with a vengeance. It pounded now, like a blacksmith hammering out dents in a shield.

"So, you and your coalition wanted to ask Marshal Sarvesh about concessions?" Soterios prodded Ick.

"Me what? Naw, I just don’t want to have to charge at all the armored invaders all the time. I don't care what happens to the rest of those idiots."

Sarvesh stifled a laugh, and Soterios put his head in his hands. The gray fur on the back of his neck bristled. Sarvesh couldn't tell if the minotaur was laughing, crying, or silently raging.

"What about all these other signatures?" Soterios looked up, unrolled the vellum and showed it to Ick.

"Pfft. I made those marks, meself. Those stupid bastards I work with don't know how to write. They wouldn't understand what I'm gettin' at anyway."

Sarvesh looked at Soterios, then back at the goblin. "You can write?"

Ick smiled and nodded. "Yeah, me ma...friend taught me." Sarvesh started to ask him for more information, and Ick added, "Before some sodding invader stuck a sword in his belly."

Generally, the oroqs didn't approve of anyone educating goblins. It didn't make any difference to Sarvesh, but he knew it was part of the oroq strategy to control their weaker cousins. Soterios frowned and licked his lips. "Was this friend an oroq? A minotaur?"

Holding up his hand to silence Soterios, Sarvesh leaned forward. "Let's put the question of where you learned to write aside for a moment, Ick. What are you getting at?"

Suri brought an ale each for Soterios and Ick and brought another one for Sarvesh.

"Me mum's dumb. Goblins are dumb, right?" Ick looked at Sarvesh, then back to Soterios.

"You're a goblin," Sarvesh pointed out.

"Right, and I'm not as dumb as those others."

"Obviously." Sarvesh noticed Soterios took another sip of his ale remaining silent.

"Somethin' big's comin'."

Soterios set his ale down and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "What's coming?"

Ick shrugged. "Not sure really, but I can feel it in me bones."

"In your bones?" Sarvesh cocked an eyebrow and looked a Soterios. Soterios shrugged.

"Yeah, me bones. We've been seein’ a lot more priests and crusaders lately. No one else notices; they's just another group of armored folk tryin' t’ kill us. But I noticed."

If Ick noticed that, there might be something to this. More priests and crusaders usually indicate that someone powerful is testing the dungeon's defenses, seeing where they are weak, trying to determine the best route to come in and wipe us all out. It happens from time to time. It usually heralds the ascension of a new Twilight Overlord. The last time something like this happened was less than ten years ago, though. Twilight Overlords usually last longer than that. Then again, maybe the current Overlord's shrill shrieking pissed off somebody up there. Somebody who is very powerful.

"Okay, that's a valid observation," Sarvesh conceded. "It's the first I've heard of it, but it's not unheard of."

"See?" Ick poked Soterios.

The minotaur swatted at Ick's fingers and smoothed the fur where the goblin touched him. "I didn't say I didn't believe you. I said I needed more than just a feeling in your bones if I was going to bring this to the Marshal's attention."

"So what do you want me to do, Ick?" Sarvesh poured the rest of his ale into Ick's mug. He was rapidly losing his taste for the stuff today. Ick drank it all down before he replied.

"I wants to be on the Twilight Defenders. Get me out of the front of the dungeon."

Sarvesh sat back. Soterios put his head in his hands again and shook his head. One did not simply ask to be appointed to the Twilight Defenders. Especially goblins. Part of Sarvesh wanted to run away and scream, burst into flames and lay swift retribution upon a helpless village of goblins. Another part of him remembered what Soterios told him, "Irregular times call for irregular measures."

"Yeah, okay." Sarvesh decided his day couldn’t become any worse no matter what he decided to do with Ick. Soterios looked up at him, eyes wide, as if Sarvesh had beetles crawling out of his nose.

Sarvesh shrugged. "What the hell? Congratulations, Ick. You're the first goblin ever to be appointed to the Twilight Defenders."

* * *
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"Can you do that?" Soterios asked.

"Sure. I'm the Marshal. I can do whatever I want as long as it doesn't conflict with the goals, aspirations, and orders of our illustrious Twilight Overlord." He smiled at Ick. "Get your stuff from the goblin camp, and meet me in an hour at the Twilight Defenders’ barracks."

"Aye, Captain." Ick jumped out of the chair and saluted. "Err yes, Sir! Umm...Marshal!" His feet flapped against the floor as he ran off.

"By the gods..." Soterios took another long draught from his mug.

Laughing, Sarvesh stood up, leaving Soterios to his ale. "Don't get too drunk, Soterios. I'm making him your responsibility." 

Sure, it’s petty, but Soterios is a member of the Twilight Defenders, too, and he's the one who insisted this goblin was worth talking to. Suri stopped Sarvesh as he was leaving. She looked nervous and took a deep breath before speaking.

"Listen, Sarvesh." She stroked his arm. He felt her tail coil up behind his legs; the tip slid up his back and pulled him closer to her. "If you're lonely tonight, you can come visit me after I close. I have a blindfold that fits very, very tightly." She nuzzled his nose as she whispered to him. He felt flames ignite on the back of his neck and spread across his body. Suri's snakes hissed in protest, and she pulled away to avoid being burned.

"Wow, Suri." Sarvesh wasn't sure what to say. She was often flirty with him, but this was overt.

"If that goblin's not crazy, I don't want to waste time being coy," Suri sighed. "I've had my eyes on you for a while now."

Sarvesh stammered. Suri was pretty, but he just wasn't even sure if they were anatomically compatible, and until now, he never ever thought about finding out. Plus, if her veil or blindfold slipped, he wasn't sure he could resist her petrifying gaze; there were few who could.

Though the flames still danced on his back, Suri grabbed his arm and pulled him close again. "I can take the heat, Sarvesh."

Sarvesh shook his head and willed the flames away. From the corner of his eye, he could tell Soterios was watching them. "We'll talk later, Suri. I promise," was all he could say. He extricated himself from her grip and left The Bloody Spike at a very brisk walk. He could feel her eyes on him as he left.

He walked toward the Twilight Defenders’ barracks and wondered what had gotten into Suri. Sarvesh saw her flirt with customers before, but he never knew her to pounce on people like that. He didn't even know he was her type. Medusas turned people to stone; Sarvesh always figured they would seek out partners they couldn't turn to stone, like, well, other medusas. Now that he thought about it, Sarvesh couldn't remember ever hearing about a male medusa, let alone seeing one. Did they exist? Maybe they were all females? He put the thought out of his head; it was a stupid one. How would they reproduce?

Sarvesh shook his head to clear it and walked into the Twilight Defenders’ barracks. The barracks were divided up into several essential chambers: the dormitory, the bathing cave, the dining room/recreational area, his office, and his personal quarters. Kazi and Meriz was there, sleeping in a bed that couldn't possibly be comfortable; his arms and legs dangled off it at odd angles. He walked through the sleeping area. 

Sarvesh walked over to his office door, intending to light some incense and meditate. A few moments spent in prayer might help him gather his thoughts. He shook his head and decided against it and changed course mid-stride and walked into the bathing cave. 

The bathing cave was a small, round chamber with a spring-fed pool in the center of it. It was wider than Kazi and Meriz was tall, but only came up to Sarvesh's chest when he stood in the deepest part. The water was warmed by the volcano in which Twilight Dungeon was built, and the runoff went somewhere Sarvesh never bothered to investigate. He heard once it ended up somewhere in the goblin caves. The thought of those filthy vermin drinking the Twilight Defenders' bath water made him chuckle for a moment while he stripped off his breastplate, greaves
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