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  Chapter 1
The Train Station


The whistle sounded as the train approached the station. People milled about on the wooden, open-air platform, waiting for the passengers to disembark. 
Invictus Jones opened his pocket watch. Nine fifty in the morning. Right on time.
He smiled, marveling at the advancements in technology. The five-hundred-mile journey from the Amistad Plains to Malkin City, the Commonwealth’s vibrant capital, would have taken his grandparents over a week to complete. But he had managed the feat in a day and a night.
The whistle sounded again as the train came to a full stop.
An engineer announced their destination, and the passengers rose from their seats. Some made beelines for the exit while others took their time, gathering luggage and checking to make sure they did not leave anything important. Invictus noted the passengers as they walked by; humans, Halflings, and Fae from across the Commonwealth. Only a handful had boarded along with Invictus, and the train steadily gained passengers as it journeyed south until almost every seat was occupied.
Collecting his battered suitcase from the overhead compartment, Invictus joined the queue in the central aisle and looked out the windows. He caught fleeting glimpses of the city as the train barreled through. Brick and wooden buildings interspersed with a handful of newer steel ones, rising four or even five stories into the air. Flowering shrubs and trees grew in every available space. Ivy vines, considered a nuisance back home, coated the train station’s terminal, giving the impression that it was more plant than building.
This is home now, Invictus thought, smiling.
He stepped onto the platform. Humid coastal air clung to him like an invisible fog. Sweat broke out on his palms and brow under the gaze of a cloudless summer sky. Mercy, it was only midmorning. How warm were the afternoons?
A small light buzzed by his head. Invictus raised a hand to swat it away, but the small orb nimbly darted upwards and circled his head twice. It paused, as though studying him. The light then pulsed bright orange and flew away.
“A sprite! That was a sprite,” he told the man standing next to him.
The man, tall and thin with tan skin and green and blue eyes, gave Invictus a rueful smirk. “Uh, yeah.” He then walked towards a woman who wore a purple dress with long sleeves and a straight, ankle-length skirt. She was dark skinned like Invictus, but her eyes, orange fading to yellow at the edge of the irises, revealed that she was a Fae. She and the man hugged.
Heat rose in Invictus’s face. Judging by the eye colors, the man was either a Fae or a Halfling. Probably spent most of his life in Malkin City. Sprites, small creatures that radiated colorful lights, were as common here as grasshoppers were on the Plains.
Great, he must think I’m an idiot.
Sighing, Invictus checked the time again. Nine fifty-five. Plenty of time.
Tucking the watch into his vest pocket, he looked at the silver chain and frowned. Did men in Malkin City wear watch chains outside their pockets or inside? He glanced around and saw two men with visible watch chains. Best to leave it visible, then.
He peered around. Half the people from the train had disappeared. Where did he go next? And how did he get a cab? He certainly could not walk to his interview. Not in this heat.
“Excuse me, sir?” He flagged down an engineer, a young man with the pale complexion of the Tallinn Mountains. The man shied away.
“I done nothin’,” he said, lowering his head.
“I just want to know where to go next.”
“Next?” The man shot Invictus a furtive glance.
“Where do passengers go after disembarking?”
The engineer bit down on his lip, confused.
They have their own language, Invictus remembered. He probably doesn’t speak a lot of Malkinese.
“The building?” Invictus pointed at the ivy-covered terminal. The overhead sign read ‘Ciceron Station’. “Do I go there now?”
“Yeah. Building.” He hurried away and joined two more engineers at the front of the train. They spoke rapidly in a language Invictus did not understand and pointed at the wheel mechanisms.
Couldn’t have figured that out yourself? How many stories had Invictus read that involved trains? Passengers always went to the terminal after disembarking.
He entered and saw scores of people. Some from the train, gathering stored luggage and studying the city maps displayed on the walls. Others lined up at a long counter near the back wall, buying tickets. Station employees assisted everyone in a swift, orderly fashion.
“Sir?”
Invictus turned. A young woman stood at his side. She had the bronze skin and dark hair and eyes common among Malkin City’s human population, and she wore a light blue uniform dress with red pinstripes. A little placard pinned to the front of her uniform read ‘Pilar’.
“Um, yes?”
“Arrivals or departures?”
“Arrivals.” Did he need to show her his ticket?
Pilar pointed at a sign over one counter station that read ‘Check In’. The line, about ten people long, moved at a reasonable pace. “Go there. Give them your ticket and passport, and they will assist you from there.”
“Thanks.”
Pilar gave him a quick nod and went to assist someone else.
Invictus joined the line. Eight people stood in front of him. He checked his watch. Five after ten. Plenty of time.
“Hi there.”
Invictus turned and saw a woman standing behind him. She had a petite frame and barely stood as tall as his shoulder. He did not recognize her from the train. She must have ridden in first class, judging by the quality of her green silk dress.
“Hello,” he replied.
“New in town?”
“Yeah.”
“Where are you from?”
“Amistad.”
“Oh, is it nice up there?”
“Yes.” Six people in front of him now.
“Business or vacation?” the woman asked, inching closer and batting her long eyelashes.
“Um, business.” Invictus glanced at the line again. Five people.
“Are you nervous?”
“A little,” he admitted. This woman had asked him more questions than all the other passengers combined, and it made him more than a little nervous. But what was he supposed to do? Be rude and ignore her?
The woman smirked, her emerald eyes flashing a deeper green. “Good.” She let out a sharp whistle.
The front door burst open, and three men stormed inside. All three wore black masks over their faces. And all three drew guns, pointing them at the passengers and employees. People screamed, cowering behind furniture and backing up against the walls. One man fired his weapon into the ceiling. Bits of wood and plaster rained down.
“Don’t nobody move!” the man bellowed.
Invictus glanced at the woman, but she was gone. The green dress laid in a crumpled heap.
A fourth person joined the men. Short and petite and wearing tightly fitting black clothing. Emerald eyes shone above her mask. She winked at Invictus.
No.
No, this was not happening.
A bloody train robbery?!
These kinds of things only happened in pulp novels!
“Money, wallets, valuables. Now!” yelled the second man. He was shorter and stockier than the first and brandished two pistols.
The third man wore a wide-brimmed hat and a knee-length black coat over black clothing. He sidestepped towards the woman. Standing on her toes, she whispered into the third man’s ear. He nodded and locked eyes with Invictus.
Oh hell.
Twenty minutes. He had been in Malkin City just shy of twenty minutes, and now he was being robbed at gunpoint.
The thieves fanned out, removed canvas bags from their pockets, and forced people to hand over everything of value. Cash, coins, wedding rings, necklaces. One young woman burst into tears as she dropped her engagement ring into a bag.
The third man made a beeline for Invictus.
“I don’t have any money,” Invictus stammered. Well, he did have money. His life’s savings, in fact. Plus a few extra dollars from his family as a going away gift. It was enough money to last him three months. He did the math twice before leaving home. And the math did not account for being robbed on day one.
“Yeah right!” The thief’s purple eyes blazed.
Purple? Invictus blinked. Yes, the thief’s eyes were purple. He was a Fae. How did this Fae wind up as a thief? Everything Invictus heard growing up indicated that the Fae were intelligent and affluent, occupying the highest echelons of Commonwealth society. But the Fae also tended to be eccentric. Was he robbing for fun? Some sort of gentleman bandit?
The Fae thief shoved the barrel of his gun in Invictus’s face. “What are you staring at?” he demanded.
“Nothing.” Well, living with a tight budget for a few months was better than getting shot, he guessed. He fumbled for his wallet. The watch fell out, dangling by the chain.
“Hand over the watch, too.” The Fae held out a black-gloved hand.
Another thing Invictus had heard: the Fae were highly allergic to certain materials. Iron, silver, and sometimes salt depending on the subspecies. The watch and chain were both pure silver.
“No, I can’t give it to you. Here, take my wallet.”
The thief swatted Invictus’s hand, sending the wallet flying. “The watch. Now!” He cocked the gun. Looking into those purple eyes, Invictus knew this was no gentleman bandit. No rich kid playing a game. This man would kill him if he did not cooperate.
Invictus quickly scanned the terminal. The taller man had two guns pointed at the employees, forcing them into a corner. The shorter man and the woman gathered the last bits of jewelry and coin, tying off the bags’ drawstrings. People huddled together, too afraid to move.
“Let’s go, Wulf!” the shorter man said.
The Fae ignored him, glaring at Invictus.
“Do you really want my watch?” Invictus asked tentatively. The thief must realized it was silver.
The Fae shoved his hand in Invictus’s face.
“Fine. You asked for it.” Unhooking the chain, Invictus palmed the watch and pressed it against the thief’s exposed wrist.
The thief shrieked. A high-pitched, inhuman sound that hurt Invictus’s ears. Wincing, he wrapped both hands around the thief’s wrist, pressing the silver against his skin.
A deafening bang sounded right next to Invictus’s head. He let go of the thief, covering his ears and squeezing his eyes shut.
The world went quiet.
Strangely quiet.
Invictus opened his eyes. People ran for the door. He knew they were shouting, but the sounds were muffled, as though coming from behind a wall. The black clad woman shouted at her accomplices.
His ears popped. Sounds returned to normal, accompanied by a constant ringing.
He spied the Fae’s gun lying on the floor, no longer cocked. The Fae was on his knees, gripping his wrist and screaming. The screams blended with the ringing, making Invictus’s head hurt. Why were his ears…?
His entire body went cold. The gun… The gun had gone off next to Invictus’s head. Half an inch to the left, and he would be dead.
“Wulf!” the shorter man yelled. “We gotta go!”
“Screw him!” the taller man said. “We—”
The door burst open a second time. Men in dark green uniforms, with the golden badge of the Malkin City Police on their belts, rushed inside. They outnumbered the thieves four to one. The woman cursed.
“Drop your weapons!” one policeman yelled as his colleagues fanned out, drawing guns and surrounding the thieves.
The men looked at the woman. She stared at the police officers, eyes wide with shock. She then sneered, dropped her gun and the bag of stolen goods, and held both hands over her head. The shorter man followed suit.
“Damn you, Wulf,” yelled the taller man as he dropped his guns. “You screwed everything!”
The Fae thief stopped screaming. He rocked back and forth, cradling his wrist and breathing through clenched teeth. A bright red, circular burn covered his wrist. Small blisters began to form.
Invictus tasted bile in the back of his throat. He didn’t… He knew Fae were allergic to silver, but he never intended to hurt the thief so badly. He just didn’t want to get robbed.
Two officers walked up to Wulf and picked him up by the arms. They led him to the wall where the other three thieves were lined up, handcuffed. The taller thief cursed at Wulf. The woman ordered him to shut up.
“He’ll need a doctor,” said another police officer, a Malkinese man in his late twenties. His colleague nodded and only cuffed Wulf’s left wrist, connecting the other cuff to the thief’s belt.
The policeman then walked over to Invictus. “Are you okay?”
“I, um…”
“Did you do that? Burn him, I mean.”
Invictus nodded and immediately regretted it. The ringing in his right ear bore into his skull.
“Are you hurt?”
“No. Well, yes, but accidentally.”
The policeman nodded. “Alright. We’ll have to take your witness statement down at the precinct.”
“When?” Invictus reached for his watch and remembered he had unhooked it. The watch rested on the floor, next to his foot. He picked it up. The glass face was cracked down the middle, but it was still ticking.
And the time was ten thirteen. Was that right? Had the robbery only lasted a few minutes?
“Right now. Please come with us, sir.” The policeman gently grabbed Invictus’s arm and led him towards the front door, passing the thieves. Two officers stood guard. Wulf the Fae thief sat on the floor, shaking. Without the mask, he looked much younger than Invictus had assumed. Barely twenty years old. Wulf glanced up at Invictus and snarled.
“But I—”
“Don’t worry. It will only take a few minutes.”
“But I have an interview,” Invictus protested weakly. An interview scheduled for eleven o’clock and not a minute later, the letter had stated. The entire reason he had traveled all the way to Malkin City.
The policeman either did not hear or did not care. He placed Invictus inside a waiting police cab along with two other civilians and shut the door. The driver flicked the reins, and the cab lurched forward. Heading in the opposite direction as his interview.






  
  Chapter 2
Witness Statement


The wooden chair creaked as Invictus shifted, trying and failing to find a comfortable position. Nearly a dozen witnesses joined him, sitting among an array of desks, spare chairs, and papers. The policeman who spoke with Invictus at the train station, whose name was Bishop, had escorted the witnesses into the central room of the Fifth Precinct and then disappeared. 
Invictus glanced at his now cracked pocket watch. Ten fifty-five. He sighed in frustration. Eleven o’clock and not a minute late. He could kiss his new job and his new life in Malkin City goodbye.
I’ll have to cancel the boarding lease. Would the landlady accept it by mail? He doubted he could explain the reason for canceling in person. Boarders, according to the contract, had to be gainfully employed.
Perhaps the landlady would make an exception. There must be hundreds of jobs available in a city this big. He could find work even if he wasn’t following his dream.
Officer Bishop rushed into the central room, dodging policemen and witnesses and carrying a stack of books and papers. One witness, a man dressed in a shabby brown suit, shot Bishop a venomous glare. Invictus, it seemed, was not the only one losing valuable time.
“Sorry about the wait.” Bishop sat down at his desk. He placed the stack of papers in one corner. Half toppled over, spilling onto the floor. “Dammit.”
“Here.” Invictus grabbed a handful and gave them to Bishop while the officer picked up the rest.
“Thanks.” Bishop sorted the papers and then selected a few, setting them in front of Invictus. He stacked the rest off to the side, next to a small statue of Triumvir. The three-faced deity had both arms stretched out to the sides, palms open. The Face of Justice, the central face, stared at Invictus while the right and left ones, the Faces of Mercy and Judgment, surveyed the rest of the room. Invictus never cared for this literal representation of God, finding the three faces more than a little creepy. He always viewed that aspect as purely symbolic.
“Okay,” Bishop said once he retrieved a notebook and pen. He pointed at the selected papers. “Witness statement. Inventory of stolen goods. Lost time. And criminal photographs.”
“Lost time?” Invictus read over the paper.
“Yeah. Captain Reyes introduced it last year. Lots of witnesses refused to come in because they would lose time at work. Or their jobs. This’ll cover you, if you need it.”
“Yes. Wait, does it include job interviews?” A small glimmer of hope rose in his heart, like a ray of sunlight peering through dark clouds.
Bishop raised an eyebrow. “I don’t see why not. So,” he dipped the pen in an inkwell, “witness statement.”
Invictus explained as best he could, starting with disembarking at Ciceron Station and ending with the police’s timely arrival.
“Good job disarming the Shinnok. Made our job a little easier.”
“The what?” Invictus stole a glance at his watch. Eleven twenty-three. He prayed Mr. Grady would accept the Lost Time form.
“The Shinnok Halfling. The guy with purple eyes. The one you burned.”
“Oh, him. I didn’t want to hurt him,” he quickly added. “But I didn’t want to get shot either.” He winced as a sharp ring sounded in his right ear.
“Hey, are you alright?”
“My ear hurts.”
“Yeah, tends to happen when a gun goes off next to it. You ought to see a doctor.”
“Later. So, what else do you need?”
Bishop opened a book, revealing hundreds of photos. Men and women, facing forward and in profile, and holding up numbers. Names and dates were displayed under each photo. “Do you recognize anyone from the robbery?”
“Why do I need to do this?” Invictus frowned. “You have them in custody, right?”
“Yes, but this is just a formality. Another of Reyes’s ideas. Do you recognize them?”
Invictus flipped through the pages, scanning each photo. There were only a handful of women, so finding the one from the train station was easy. “Her.”
Bishop nodded, satisfied. “Theta Lark, alias Birdie. An Eadryn Fae and leader of the Twenty-first Street Gang. We’ve been after these bastards for years. You don’t know how lucky you are.”
“Lucky?”
“Lot of their victims end up in the hospital.”
Bile rose in the back of Invictus’s throat. The purple-eyed Halfling flashed in his memory, his gun aimed and ready to fire.
“Anyone else?” Bishop asked.
Invictus looked through the photos, but it did little good. The others wore masks, impossible to identify. “No. Do you know who they are?”
“One man is David Martinez.” Bishop turned the page and pointed at one picture. The man was in his early twenties and appeared to have the tan complexion of a Southerner, but it was hard to tell in the black-and-white photo. “He’s worked with Lark on and off for years. Can’t pin much on him other than petty crimes. This is his first major offense. The other man is Petrus Adams.” Bishop turned to another photo. This one depicted a scowling man with a long, lean face. The taller one, Invictus assumed. “Lark’s right-hand man. He was arrested at sixteen for accidental murder. Spent five years on Greer Island before escaping. You’re real lucky he wasn’t the one pointing a gun at you.”
“Sixteen?” A strange horror filled Invictus. When he was sixteen, he had been in high school, playing lacrosse and wondering how to ask Beata Faber, the prettiest girl in his literature class, to the spring dance. What had caused a sixteen-year-old to commit murder?
“Yeah. Real nasty son of a bitch. Hopefully, with Adams in custody, we can connect some unsolved crimes to him.”
“What about the Fae? Or Halfling?”
“This is unacceptable!” yelled a woman. She jabbed a finger at a police officer’s chest. “I have been sitting here for half an hour. Where is my wallet?”
“Please, ma’am, we have to inventory the stolen goods before we can return them. Please—”
The woman stormed off, muttering that her husband, a City Councilman, would hear about this.
“Did any of your stuff get stolen?” Bishop asked once the woman was out of earshot.
“No.” Thankfully, his wallet was tossed on the floor and not officially stolen, so another officer returned it to him shortly after he arrived at the precinct.
“Lucky again. Anyway, the Fae is a Shinnok Halfling named Beowulf Smith. Eyewitnesses have placed him at the scene of dozens of thefts. But no one has been able to catch him ‘til now. He has an uncanny knack for vanishing. You’ve done Malkin City a huge favor.”
“Glad to hear. I won’t have to testify in court, will I?” Witnesses always had to testify in court in mystery novels. He doubted he could face all four criminals again, even in the protection of a courtroom.
“You helped catch Smith, so yeah, there’s a good chance. We will contact you if necessary. What’s your address?”
Invictus gave him the address for the boardinghouse. Assuming he would be able to move in.
“Do you want to see them?”
His heart skipped a beat. “I’m sorry?”
“Standard question. You don’t have to say yes.”
“Then no, I don’t want to see them.” He stole a quick glance at his watch. Would Mr. Grady still be in his office when Invictus arrived?
“Look.” Bishop leaned forward and lowered his voice. “You’re new in town, right?”
Invictus nodded.
“Malkin’s got a number of gangs, but they stick to the bad parts of town. Robberies like this one, in a public place in the middle of the day, are rare. Odds are, you won’t have to worry about this happening again.”
“I’m not…” Invictus bit down on his lip. Okay, yes, now that Bishop mentioned it, a part of Invictus feared being robbed again. Feared coming face to face with the Fae Halfling thief and seeing those cold, purple eyes. The eyes of a person who would not hesitate to shoot or kill him.
“I’ll fill out this paperwork so you can go. And if you need any help, here’s my card. Don’t hesitate to call.” Bishop handed him a business card. It read: Officer Asa Bishop. Fifth Precinct. 28 Highwater Street, Malkin City, Malkin Province. “Do you have access to a telephone?”
“I think so.” The ad for the boardinghouse claimed they had a working telephone in the foyer. But working did not always mean available. How many others are living in the house? The ad did not say.
Bishop quickly filled out the Lost Time form, stamped it with the Fifth Precinct’s seal, the letters MCP5 surrounded by ivy vines in dark green ink, and handed it to Invictus. “Here you go. And welcome to Malkin City.”






  
  Chapter 3
Interview


“Hey, you gotta pay!” the cab driver called out. 
Invictus doubled back, grabbed a half-dollar coin out of his wallet, and handed it to the driver. The driver gave him twenty-five cents in change. Invictus shoved the coins and wallet into his pocket and hurried down the crowded sidewalk.
“Hey!” the driver yelled, waving his hands over his head.
“What?!”
“You forgot your case!”
Invictus cursed under his breath. He retrieved the suitcase and gave the driver a ten-cent tip. “Thanks.”
The driver tipped his hat and flicked the reins. The sleek, brown horse plodded down the busy street, joining the midday traffic, a mixture of horse-drawn cabs, bicycles, and chor battery-powered motorcars. Invictus wanted to marvel at the new vehicles, a rarity on the Plains, but he did not have time. He checked his watch again. Twelve forty.
He hurried down the sidewalk. Smooth, paved stone turned into wooden boardwalk. The salty scent of seawater permeated the humid air, overpowering all other smells. White seabirds circled overhead, cawing loudly. A dockworker tore off a piece of his sandwich and tossed it into the air. One seabird caught it. Two others chased after it, trying to steal the bread.
Invictus reached the boardwalk’s edge and peered around. Over twenty buildings lined this section, but none of them looked big enough to be an importer. Just little shops with brightly painted doors and signs.
“Excuse me, sir,” Invictus asked a man as he walked by. “Do you know where the Grady Shipping Company is?”
The man nodded. “Right over there.” He pointed towards the end of the boardwalk. A large, two-story building, several times longer than the dockside shops, stood at the water’s edge, and just beyond it was a marina with a hundred small boats. Invictus’s eyes widened as he noticed the two massive cargo ships docking next to the building.
Invictus thanked the man and hurried on, dodging other pedestrians and apologizing whenever he or his bulky suitcase bumped into someone.
The docks bordering the shipping company slopped downward, allowing the cargo ships to load and unload. Men in gray coveralls unloaded wooden crates and set them on the dock while others transported them inside on wheeled pallets. One man wrote crate numbers on an inventory sheet. The man noticed Invictus and sneered.
“What do you want?” he asked.
“Is Mr. Grady here?”
“What’s it to you?”
“I have a meeting with him. It’s important,” he added.
The man stared at Invictus for an uncomfortably long minute. “He’s probably in his office.” Two workers accidentally dropped a crate as they transferred it to a pallet. The man slammed the inventory sheet onto the dock. “Use the damn lift, you dust-brained idiots!”
Invictus walked through the warehouse door. His breath caught in his throat as he peered around the cavernous warehouse, crowded with goods imported from all over the Commonwealth. Iron ore from the Tallinn Mountains. Textiles from Barra. Uncut gems and ichora flowers from the Fae Islands far to the south. Workers inventoried each item before placing them into new crates, ready to be shipped throughout the city.
“Hey, you don’t work here.”
Invictus turned and saw a man standing by the door. He stood a head taller than Invictus, and his rolled-up sleeves revealed muscular forearms. His unnaturally blue eyes glowed like will-o'-the-wisps.
“I, um, have an interview with Mr. Grady,” Invictus said, taking a healthy step backwards.
“Is that why you’re in here with an empty case?”
“It isn’t empty.” Panic shot through him. He was in a warehouse filled with valuable goods. Items that could easily fit inside a suitcase. He noted a badge on the man’s shirt that read: “Harvey Security Firm”.
The security guard glared at Invictus, his eyes shifting to a brighter shade of blue. “An interview?”
“Yes, sir. I—”
“We’ll see about that.” The guard shoved Invictus and jabbed a finger at the staircase at the end of the warehouse. Invictus silently obeyed and walked up the flight of metal stairs to the second floor. The guard followed one step behind, breathing down Invictus’s neck.
The second floor, about a fifth the size of the warehouse, contained an open workstation filled with desks. Several offices lining the back wall. Men and women in business attire sat at the desks, filing paperwork and typing up forms. They spared Invictus and the guard a momentary glance and quickly resumed their work.
“This way.”
The guard led Invictus past the workstation to the corner office. He knocked on the door. “Come in,” said a man’s voice. The guard opened the door and shoved Invictus inside.
“What’s the matter now, Caul?” asked the man. He was about seventy years old with snow white hair. He had the bronze complexion common in the south, and his eyes were dark brown, almost as dark as his pupils. The man wore matching slate gray trousers and waistcoat over a white shirt, rolled up to his elbows. He stood ramrod straight despite his age, and the leanness of his arms suggested an underlying strength.
“I caught this guy sneaking into the warehouse, sir,” Caul said.
“Sneaking?!” Invictus rounded on Caul. “I have never sneaked anywhere in my life! And I told you that I had an interview with Mr. Grady.”
“Really?” The older man rolled down his sleeves and put on a gray jacket that had been hanging over the desk chair. “And who might you be, young man? I don’t have any appointments scheduled until this afternoon.”
Invictus’s stomach twisted in knots. This was Emilio Grady, the man he was supposed to meet an hour and a half ago. The man who was supposed to be his new boss. And Invictus was making a terrible first impression.
He cleared his throat and said, “I apologize, Mr. Grady. My name is Invictus Jones. I was scheduled to meet you at eleven. I’m so sorry—”
“Oh, so you’re Mr. Jones.” Mr. Grady eyed him up and down and then nodded. “You may go, Caul. I will call if you are needed.”
Caul exited the office. The security guard watched through the door’s small window, scowling.
“Well, do you care to explain yourself?” Mr. Grady asked.
Invictus’s throat went bone dry. “I apologize, Mr. Grady.”
“Yes, you already said that.”
“I meant to be here on time. I really did—”
“And yet you are late. I don’t approve of tardiness, Mr. Jones.”
“I understand, sir.” Invictus reached into his pocket and handed Mr. Grady the Lost Time form. “There was a robbery at the train station, and—”
Mr. Grady snatched the form out of Invictus’s hand and unfolded it. Save for his eyes moving from left to right, he stood completely still.
A cold sweat broke out on Invictus’s brow, and his hands felt clammy. He stole a glance out the door window. Caul now stood in the center of the workstation, leaning against a desk and talking to a young woman with pitch black hair that hung in a braid down to her waist. The security guard smiled as he talked, but he kept glancing up. His strangely blue eyes locked with Invictus’s brown ones. Invictus shivered despite the heat.
“Oh my goodness.” Mr. Grady’s expression softened as he lowered the form. “It seems I am the one who ought to apologize, Mr. Jones. I heard of an attempted robbery at Ciceron Station, but I never imagined you could’ve been involved. You weren’t injured, were you?”
The ringing in Invictus’s ear returned with a vengeance. He winced and rubbed his ear, hoping the ring would go away. “Not really.”
“Sit down, please. My afternoon meeting can wait.” Mr. Grady motioned towards the cushioned chair in front of his desk. Invictus thanked him and sat down, placing his suitcase on the polished stone floor.
“Stone?”
“Pardon?” Mr. Grady asked as he took a seat.
“The floor is made of stone.”
Mr. Grady smiled. “Yes. River stone. I think it’s more natural than marble or tile. Oh, and don’t let Caul bother you. He means well, and I think you entering through the back door startled him.”
“Is he a Fae?” he asked, picturing Caul’s strange blue eyes.
A smile crossed Mr. Grady’s face, crows’ feet lining the corners of his eyes. “How astute. Yes, he’s one quarter Bannock Fae. You can’t tell except for his eyes. Are there a lot of Fae in the Amistad Plains?”
“Not really. I just…” Beowulf Smith’s purple eyes flashed in his mind. Cold eyes ready to kill. Would he really have to face the thief again in court? “It was a guess.”
“An excellent one.” Mr. Grady turned and opened one of the filing cabinets lining the wall. He selected a file and placed it on his desk. “Now, let’s not lose any more time.” He opened the file. Invictus recognized the resume he had mailed in last month.
Thank God for Lost Time forms. He doubted Mr. Grady would be half as amendable without it.
“You have a university degree in accounting and mathematics,” Mr. Grady said, reading off the resume, “and your school records are excellent. Both book smart and responsible. But you only worked for a small tailor shop, doing the accounts for them.” Mr. Grady locked eyes with him. “I run a major shipping operation. We are constantly making transactions. Far more in a single day than a small-town business conducts in an entire week. I’m worried you won’t be able to keep up.”
“It won’t be a problem, sir. I was often bored at my old job. I welcome the challenge,” he added with a smile.
“Mr. Jones, that reply sounded very rehearsed.”
Invictus’s heart sank. The truth was, it was rehearsed. He had practiced for this interview over and over, thinking of all the possible questions and the best responses. Had he practiced too much?
“How were you hired for your previous job?” Mr. Grady leaned forward and steepled his fingers.
“The tailor shop belongs to my parents. They gave me a job while I was still in university, and I stayed on after graduation. They, well…” He shrugged. He only planned to work for his parents while in university and get another job once he earned his degree. But Niantic and all the other small towns near Lake Bona were growing, and business started to pick up. As much as he wanted to move on, his father had no talent for numbers, and his mother was too busy running the front of the shop to properly do the accounts. And his parents weren’t getting any younger. A part of him still felt guilty for leaving.
“They needed your help.” Mr. Grady smiled. “You were loyal to your family. Too many people undervalue loyalty these days. So, what prompted you to move to Malkin City?”
“I wanted a change of pace. My parents were finally able to hire an accountant and take on an apprentice, and they knew I wanted to live in a bigger city. It was just the right time, I guess.”
“I see. What made you want to work for my company?”
Because I saw the ad in the newspaper. “Well, sir.” Invictus shifted in his seat which was far more comfortable than the one at the police precinct. “I studied the Commonwealth’s economic infrastructure at university, and it fascinated me. And with the advent of trains, both freight and commercial, importing and exporting have grown exponentially.”
Mr. Grady held up a hand. “That’s all well and good, Mr. Jones, but if you get this job, please understand that fancy university words will not impress me.”
“I understand, sir.” University words?
“Tell me about this robbery, Mr. Jones. I’m curious.”
His gut twisted in knots. “I don’t see what that has to do with—”
“Humor an old man. How did these crooks get onto the train?”
“It wasn’t on the train, sir. It was at the station.”
“I see. Continue.”
Invictus studied Mr. Grady, wondering if the man was playing a joke, but the look in his eyes told Invictus that he was serious. Clearing his throat, he told Mr. Grady the important details and included descriptions of the thieves. He concluded with giving his witness statement to the police.
“The Fifth Precinct? The one captained by David Reyes?”
“Uh, yes, sir.” Invictus was ninety percent sure Officer Bishop had mentioned a Captain Reyes.
Mr. Grady nodded. “He’s a good man. I had the privilege of meeting him a few years back. Nothing serious. Just a social gathering. Did you meet him?”
“No, sir.”
“And two of these thieves were Fae?” A curious note entered Mr. Grady’s tone.
“Yes.” His ear rang again.
“All this talk of thieves is bothering you, I see. Let’s change the subject.”
“Thank you.” Invictus bit his tongue. He did not mean to say that aloud. But Mr. Grady was smiling. He retrieved another file from the cabinet.
“If you are hired, your primary task will be balancing the accounts, starting with this quarter. Don’t worry. The quarter began on the first. And you will have to acquaint yourself with all the companies we work with. That means a lot of reading.”
“If I’m hired? Are there a lot of people interviewing?”
Mr. Grady closed the file and locked eyes with Invictus. “Nearly twenty people applied, but only three were interviewed, including yourself. I am very particular about who I hire. A person’s character is just as important as their work experience or education. Tell me about your family. Do you have any siblings?”
Invictus did not see what this had to do with accounting, but he complied. “I have an older brother. He still lives in Niantic, working as a teacher. He coaches soccer in the spring.”
Mr. Grady motioned for him to continue.
“My parents have worked at the tailor shop since they were married. My grandfather started it and passed it down to them.”
“But you and your brother didn’t want to be tailors.”
“No, sir. I’m terrible at sewing, and Quintus always wanted to be his own person.”
“Quintus,” Mr. Grady tested the name. A traditional Amistadian name rarely heard outside the Plains. “Does that mean your father’s name is Quartus?”
“No, sir. His name is Honoratus. My parents just liked the name.”
“Interesting. What inspired you to study accounting?”
The office door opened, and a young woman with a cheerful expression peered inside. “Mr. Grady, Mrs. Burke is here for your one o’clock.”
“Thank you, Esmeralda. Tell her that I will be a few minutes late.”
Esmeralda nodded and closed the door.
“Let’s wrap this up. Why accounting?”
“I’ve always been good at math, but I didn’t want to teach it, so I studied accounting in order to apply it in real life.”
“Very good.” Mr. Grady stood. Invictus stood as well. “I believe I’ve heard enough. How soon can you start, Mr. Jones?”
Invictus’s heart skipped a beat. “Start? You mean, I’m hired?” Just like that? He assumed Mr. Grady would need more time to consider.
“Of course. How soon?”
“Tomorrow. If that’s okay.”
Mr. Grady laughed, a rich, heartwarming laugh. “It’s perfect.” He rounded the desk and shook Invictus’s hand. “Welcome, Mr. Jones. Normally, I give new employees a tour, but that will have to wait until the morning. Nine o’clock on the dot, and not a minute late.”
“Yes, sir. Thank you.” Invictus turned to leave, and a display of photographs on the far wall caught his eye. The central photo depicted Mr. Grady standing side by side with a young man. The young man looked remarkably similar to Mr. Grady, and judging by their dark hair, Invictus guessed the photo was about twenty years old. “Who is this?”
“My son, Julian.”
“Does he work here, too?”
Mr. Grady’s face fell. “No, he passed away some time ago.”
“I’m so sorry.” Invictus felt incredibly stupid for asking. Mr. Grady’s personal life was none of his business.
“Don’t be. He’s still alive in here.” Mr. Grady pointed to his heart. “Now, you don’t want to leave this behind.” He handed Invictus his suitcase and escorted him to the front door.
Unlike the warehouse door, the front door opened at the edge of the boardwalk, where wooden planks met gray pavement. Another train station stood half a block away, but the terminal was a fraction of the size of Ciceron Station with only a few benches underneath an overhang. A man sat on one bench, reading a newspaper.
“Have a good day, Mr. Jones,” Mr. Grady said. “And be careful. I don’t want to see another one of those police forms,” he added half-jokingly.
Invictus promised to be careful and walked towards the station with a lightness in his steps. The chaos of this morning was now far behind him.






  
  Chapter 4
A Hunch


Invictus placed his suitcase on the bed in his new room, grateful to finally be here. He got turned around in the maze of streets and eventually found a cab that took him to Clarke Street, one of many newer neighborhoods branching off Ellison Avenue. 
The boardinghouse, a narrow building that stood three stories tall, was in the center of the street and faced a grocery store, a florist, and a music store that also offered lessons at a reasonable price.
Maybe I can finally learn to play the piano, Invictus thought as he waited on the front porch. The door opened, and the landlady greeted him with a huff.
“We are just sitting down for supper,” she chided him. Though she stood a foot shorter than Invictus, her presence loomed over him.
“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Ramirez. I tried to be on time.” Was he destined to never be on time again?
“Try harder next time.” Mrs. Ramirez crossed her arms and scowled. “Well, don’t just stand there. Come inside.”
She led him across a small foyer decorated with potted plants and up a narrow flight of stairs. Invictus caught a glimpse of the dining room. Seven people sat around an oval-shaped table, eating a hearty smelling stew and engaging in casual conversation. Two spared him a curious glance before returning to their meals.
“Here is your room,” Mrs. Ramirez said as they reached the second floor. She removed a ring of keys from her dress pocket and unlocked the door on the right. She handed him the spare key. “Don’t lose that. It will be added to your rent.” Mrs. Ramirez turned on her heels and marched down the stairs, muttering under her breath.
Invictus inspected his room. A narrow bed with clean blankets and pillows stood next to the door, along with a nightstand. Opposite the bed stood a dresser with a mirror on top. An interior door folded open to reveal a wide, narrow closet that contained a few wire hangers and a month’s worth of dust. And a single, curtain-less window overlooked the street. In short, not a bad place. Not for rent this cheap.
Rather than joining the group downstairs, Invictus started unpacking. He did not want Mrs. Ramirez glaring at him while he tried to eat, and today’s events left him exhausted. Putting things in order would help him relax.
He placed his clothes in the dresser and set his collection of mystery novels on top, ordering them by author. He smiled, recalling the various plots and characters. Many were set right here in Malkin City. Now he could visit all the streets and landmarks, seeing them with his own eyes instead of in his imagination.
He then lit the oil lamp by the bed. The boardinghouse, as advertised, had indoor plumbing but not electricity. No big deal. Only a handful of public buildings in Niantic had electricity, and honestly, the artificial lights hurt his eyes.
Lastly, he inspected his pocket watch. The silver cover gleamed in the evening light.
Invictus sighed, running a finger over the cracked glass. The watch had first belonged to his grandfather, who passed it on to his father, and his father to him. A skilled watchmaker could replace the glass, but it would not be the same. The new glass would forever be a reminder of this day.
Glancing up, he caught his reflection in the mirror. An Amistadian man in his early thirties, wearing a hand-tailored brown suit made of inexpensive wool. He was ninety percent sure the wool came from Mr. Noble’s farm on the other side of town. Bought by his parents at a friendly discount. And here he stood in a bare bones room in a modest boardinghouse.
The watch was the only thing of value he owned. Everything else was well-made but simple. Even his books were cheap paperbacks, most purchased secondhand.
And the people at Ciceron Station? A lot of them wore expensive suits and colorful silks and had jewelry worth more than a small carriage. People who certainly did not live in boardinghouses and only owned one suitcase’s worth of possessions.
So, why did they single me out?
Birdie Lark stood behind him in line, sizing him up, he now realized. She then whispered in Beowulf Smith’s ear right before the thief made a beeline for him, ignoring everyone else. Women wearing real jewels. Men with gold watch chains. Gold, a material the Fae could safely handle. People who clearly had more money than him. So why order Smith to rob him?
The question tugged at his mind, forcing him to move, to act.
Donning his hat and pocketing the watch, Invictus headed for the front door. He almost ran into another tenant as he rounded the stairs.
“Hey, you must be the new guy.” The man was in his forties and had the same dark complexion as Invictus, but his accent was Malkinese, the words spoken with a slow drawl.
“Yes, excuse me.” Invictus did not mean to be rude, but the question had taken root, filling his mind and tugging, tugging, like an invisible string, begging him to follow.
He glanced up and down Clarke Street, knowing where to go but having no idea how to get there. The sun had sunk behind the horizon, dyeing the sky a deep reddish orange. Only a handful of people walked along the street. Stores began closing for the day.
Invictus spied a horse-drawn cab and hailed it. “The Fifth Precinct, please,” he told the driver as he climbed inside.
Half an hour later, Invictus stood at the corner of Highwater and Seventh Street, facing the imposing brick building and thinking.
Was he really doing this? A part of his mind told him to stop acting like a fool and go back to the boardinghouse. The robbery was over, and the thieves were going to prison. End of story.
But the ride to the precinct had given him time to think. To run the numbers. And the numbers refused to add up.
Something was wrong, and he, Invictus Jones, needed to find out what.
He crossed the street and entered the precinct.
Most of the police officers, it seemed, had gone home, leaving a skeleton crew for the night shift. Officer Asa Bishop sat at his desk, his head lulling to the side.
“Excuse me, officer,” Invictus said, walking up to him.
Bishop’s head jerked up. He glanced around wildly, grabbing a pencil and dipping it into an inkwell. “I was just… Oh, it’s you.” He took one look at the ink covered pencil and tossed it into a nearby wastebasket. “Is everything okay?”
“No, I um…” Stop being an idiot and go home. You don’t need to know their reasons. What’s done is done. Leave well enough alone. Don’t be a fool! Except he did not feel like a fool. Not completely. “I need to speak with Birdie Lark.”
“Gonna be kinda hard. We transferred her to the city jail. She’ll stand trial tomorrow. Don’t worry,” he added. “We got plenty of witnesses. Judge won’t need your testimony.”
“Oh.” Well, that was a small relief. “What about the Halfling thief? Smith?” His idea had centered on questioning Birdie, but Smith would do. He was the one who actually tried to rob him.
Cold, purple eyes surfaced in his vision, and he shuddered.
Bishop arched an eyebrow. “Why the hell do you want to speak with him? Or Lark, for that matter?”
“Something about the robbery is bothering me. Please?”
“Hey, Asa,” called out another policeman. He looked remarkably similar to Bishop, though he was taller and broader at the shoulders, and he was about five years older. They must be siblings or cousins. “You coming or what?”
“One minute.” He turned back to Invictus and looked at him as though Invictus insisted that lobsters could fly. “Why do you want to talk to Beowulf Smith?”
“I…” What had seemed like a logical step in his mind now seemed like ten kinds of foolish. “I wanted to know why he did it, that’s all.”
“It’s our job to figure that out.” Bishop studied him and then sighed. “You ain’t leaving until you talk with this guy, are you?”
“No, sir.”
Bishop rubbed his eyes. “Fine.” He stood and called out, “Jorge, go without me. I’m working late.”
“You’re always working late,” Jorge said, rolling his eyes. He and two other officers exited the precinct.
“This way.” Bishop led Invictus past the desks, down a hallway lined with doors, and then up a flight of stairs. The second story was eerily dark with dimmed, electric lamps hanging every twenty feet. A policeman with salt and pepper sat behind a waist-high barricade that bisected the hallway. He read a newspaper, squinting in the low light.
“Stant, tell Riggs to get an interrogation room ready.”
Stant looked up from his newspaper, an annoyed expression on his face. “Do you know what time it is?”
“Yes. Are you going to do it?”
Stant muttered under his breath in a language Invictus did not understand as he unlocked the barricade. He then walked a short way down the hall and called out. “Riggs!”
A scowling Malkinese man peered around the corner. “Yeah?”
They exchanged a few hushed words, and Riggs removed a ring of keys from his belt.
“Which one?” Riggs asked Bishop.
“Beowulf Smith. Interrogation room two.”
“Are you crazy?!”
“Just do it,” Bishop said, exasperated. “Are you sure about this?” he asked Invictus. “Reyes will skin me alive if this is a joke.”
“Trust me. It’s serious.” Knots twisted his gut, warring with the invisible string.
“Fine.”
Bishop led Invictus down the hall and turned a corner. Riggs was unlocking one of the doors lining the narrow hallway. Bishop grabbed Invictus’s arm and pulled him back.
“Hey, what—”
“Shh. Don’t want to spook him.”
Invictus listened as Riggs opened the cell door and said, “You got a visitor, Smith. Hey, Smith.” The door creaked open farther. Footsteps. Riggs screamed, sending chills down Invictus’s spine. Bishop ran to help him.
Bad idea! This is a bad idea. Leave now!
But Invictus couldn’t leave. Not after coming this far.
Feet scuffled against the floor. Riggs cursed again, and Bishop yelled, “Son of a bitch!” More scuffling followed. A door slammed, followed by metal clinking. Chains? Invictus peered around the corner and froze. Riggs staggered out of the interrogation room. A deep gash marred his forehead right above the eyebrow, and blood dripped down the side of his face. Bishop massaged his jaw.
“You sure picked a lively one,” Bishop said. He grabbed Invictus by the arm and led him down the windowless hallway. “Look, we got him chained up. Shouldn’t cause any problems. But if you need help, scream.”
Before Invictus could say a single word, Bishop ushered him inside and closed the door. “You have five minutes,” his muffled voice said through the door.
A single lightbulb in a metal container illuminated the interrogation room. One table and two chairs occupied the small space.
Smith sat in one chair. The Fae Halfling’s cuffed hands were chained to a ring in the table’s center, making it impossible to hide them underneath the table or in his pockets. Smith’s head was down. Lanky, black hair hid the upper half of his thin, angular face which was weirdly foxlike.
Smith glanced up, purple eyes burning.
This is a mistake. I need to call Bishop. But his throat was caught in a vise.
Smith smiled, revealing pointy teeth, and leaned back as far as the chain permitted. “What the hell do you want?”
Invictus stared into those eyes and relived a nightmare. A gun pointed at his face. A bullet half an inch from killing him.
He dug his fingernails into his palms. He would get nowhere fast if he allowed fear to take control.
Smith’s eyes narrowed, and he snarled. “You! You’re the bastard who burned my arm!” He turned his right wrist, revealing a linen wrapped bandage. The surrounding skin appeared more red than tan.
“Well, I…” He eyed the chair opposite Smith. Should he sit down? Yes, better to face him at eye-level. “Why did you try to rob me?”
Smith smirked and tilted his head to one side. “Cause you was there. Just like everyone else.”
Invictus shook his head. “No, I think Birdie Lark told you to rob me specifically.”
“Why do you care?”
“Because you damn near shot my head off!” Invictus dug his fingernails into his palms again. Anger was just as bad a leader as fear. He took a deep breath and asked, “Did Lark tell you to rob me?”
“Yeah. So?”
“Why?”
Smith glanced at the door. “Who’s out there? Riggs?” He laughed, a strange, high-pitched sound. “That bastard put up a good fight. Clocked him right on the head!”
“Why are you dodging the question?”
“Dodging the question?” Smith leaned forward. Invictus leaned back. “Are you a brick, too?”
“Um, no.” Invictus paused, thinking. Smith must have answers. Must know why Lark ordered him to go after Invictus. But how to draw the answers out? His mind wandered to Spes Sherrington, a popular fictional detective who always solved the case, often by outwitting his opponents. In one story, Sherrington played on the murderer’s pride, using the man’s vanity to trick him into confessing. Would the same tactic work on Smith? “Robbing the train station was pretty smart. Whose idea was it?”
Smith scowled. “It weren’t smart. It was damn stupid. Ciceron’s the busiest in town. Why the hell Birdie agreed…” Smith locked eyes with Invictus and shook his head. “No, I ain’t playing this game.”
Invictus blinked. “You… You didn’t want to rob the station?” That did not make sense. Didn’t thieves always go after big scores? If the police had not arrived, the Twenty-first Street Gang would have made off with hundreds, possibly thousands of dollars in goods.
Smith picked at the bandage.
Okay. Different tactic. “Why would Birdie agree to something stupid? Is she usually smarter when planning robberies? Or did someone plan this one for her?”
Smith remained silent.
Invictus clasped his hands together and placed them on the table. “What about quid pro quo?”
“I don’t speak Scannie.”
“It isn’t… Never mind. It means, ‘this for that’. So, tell me about the robbery and the person who planned it, and I will give you something in return.”
“Oh, I get it. You’re a lawyer.”
“No, I’m an accountant.”
A confused expression crossed Smith’s face. “What the hell’s that?”
“I work with numbers.”
“Like a bookie?”
“What do you want right now, Mr. Smith?” he asked, keeping them on topic.
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