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This book is dedicated to my long-suffering editor Kat.
After a lot of creepy short stories and horror books,
I thought she deserved something a bit funnier.








  
  Prologue


The thief snuck into the alley beside the Trivial Lampshade tavern, taking advantage of a burst of attention-grabbing laughter and song. He ducked under the orange light that spilled through the windows from the common room fire. With cautious steps, he slipped through the shadows towards the deeper darkness behind the tavern, as secret as a black cat on a moonless midnight. 
To be clear, this is not a simile. The thief was covered in a deep, black fur beneath his clothes, which is quite typical for the catfolk, and no moon glowed over the city of Senoonheim that night. Though, to be fair, it was actually well past midnight.
The thief entered the alley and immediately planted face first into someone’s back.
“Shhhh!” they hissed, flapping a hand at him without turning to see who he was.
The thief grunted and hopped backwards.
The back belonged to an elf in a long, black cloak, wearing a black neckerchief wrapped around the bottom of his face. The elf was accompanied by two broad dwarves with similar face coverings. Tufts of black hair from their beards stabbed out around the edges of the material. 
The last member of their group was a red-eyed, snakefolk woman, and all four of them were peering around the next corner. The group’s eyes moved as one, tracking the staggering footsteps of adventurers on the main street. Adventurers who had clearly drunk more than their fill in the Trivial Lampshade and now sought safe lodgings elsewhere; something the masked foursome were obviously keen to help with. Although finding a safe place to sleep didn’t seem a high priority. The gutter was probably a top choice in their eyes. In any case, they were far too preoccupied with their search to notice the thief behind them, who turned and crept away in the opposite direction.
The thief paused by the back door to a building, waiting for movement further down the alley to cease. A wooden barrel full of food scraps reeked by the doorway and a cloud of flies launched themselves out of the barrel and into his face. His pink nose twitched and his whiskers danced as he tried to ignore the angry cloud of tiny insects. A whiff of old fish elbowed past the swarm and the thief licked his lips.
The movement he had noticed in the alley came from a human woman with long, red hair and long, dark robes covered in embroidered, yellow sigils. She was hunched over the lock of a door, shifting her arms and trying to cover small flashes of red, magical light with her body. Her companion whooped in victory when the light flared, before clapping their hand over their mouth. They stood barely higher than the woman’s waist and had long, pointed ears and broad shoulders. 
The woman turned to glare at the gnome before opening the door, and they both stepped inside.
With the alley clear, the catfolk thief swallowed his mouthful of rancid fish and darted forwards. He was already running late and the guards might return at any moment. He clambered up the wall of the building the two adventurers had just broken into, catching the windowsills and beams with his claws until he reached the roof. 
At the top, the roof sloped slowly down to either side of him. At the far end, a facade rose, stretching two or three stories over the street below.
The building beneath the thief’s paws was the temple of Rhebok, goddess of victory. From the street the facade looked like thick, marble columns holding up a triangular pediment carved with a relief sculpture of the holy animal of Rhebok: the shark. To either side of this intimidating design, square towers lifted even higher. To the casual pedestrian the front of the temple was a display of the power and glory of the goddess. From behind, it was just wooden planks and canvas and nails.
The thief’s chest swelled as he strode forward. This was where catfolk truly felt at home, strolling the rooftops of the city, alone above the world and beneath the stars. He felt as though he was climbing a staircase of smoke, ready to join a crowd of other rooftop denizens in a whirling dance.
“Who’s that?” snarled a voice from beside the thief.
He launched himself sideways and behind a chimney, crouching down with his breath panting, his panic rising, and his fur on end. He grabbed his tail and tried to smooth the fur down while he waited for the owner of the voice to reveal themself. His desire to dance had been summarily squashed.
A shape detached itself from the shadows at the foot of the facade and clanked forward to look around. It was a construct: an artificial person typically created by a contrivancer or wizard. Constructs were often built to complete tasks the creator felt were too menial to undertake themselves. Such chores might include cooking or cleaning or killing off the rabble who insisted on rebelling against one’s tyrannical rule. 
This one looked as though it fit into that latter category. It was a remarkably skinny suit of armour carrying a crossbow, and it moved with the lurching, clicking motion of gnomish clockwork.
After the construct had looked around, using a slit in its visor that must pass for eyes, it turned and clunked its way back to the facade, where it climbed to the top as quickly as it had walked across the roof. Once there, it clung to the side of a tower and aimed its crossbow out into the city.
The catfolk thief took his moment to dart away from the temple and its crossbow-wielding occupant, deeper into Senoonheim and the assignment still awaiting him. His ears twitched at a loud twang behind him, followed by splintering glass and a short shriek.
Once he was further into the city, the thief looked into the alley below. Another group of bandits were bunched at its mouth, looking for ripe pickings amongst the passersby in the street. Behind them, yet another group of bandits tiptoed closer, clubs held high as they readied themselves to ambush the ambushers. Deciding that perhaps this wasn’t the alley that would suit his descent, the thief moved on.
The next alley looked perfect. It was quiet, small, and tight, and it led directly to the building he had been told held his target. He hopped from eave to sill to barrel to cobbles and prowled the narrow, grimy path between the buildings looming on either side.
A trio of the High Lord’s soldiers rounded the corner ahead of him.
The thief straightened and pushed his dark hood back down around his neck. As the soldiers drew closer, the thief smiled, opened his eyes wider and tucked his hands behind his back. He wasn’t actually holding anything incriminating that he had to hide, but knowing you are doing something that should get you into trouble makes most people want to hide their hands. Perhaps they think it will give them a chance to do something surprising to any accusers who notice them.
The man leading the trio looked the thief up and down and groaned.
“Oh come on, what normal person in their right mind is skulking around these bloody crevices at this time of night?” he asked as he rubbed a callused hand down his face.
The thief smiled harder and shrugged.
“It’s alright Sarge, he’s probably just out to do some star gazing, aren’t you sunshine?” offered the satyr next to the first soldier. The satyr wore the same standard issue, dark-blue cloak that all of Lord Cornucervin’s soldiers wore; but, as he stood only a little taller than four feet, he had it wrapped around himself in a makeshift toga.
The three soldiers and the thief all lifted their eyes to the top of the alley.
The buildings at either side had been built to make maximum use of all available space, which meant that they reached out towards each other like teenagers who had been separated for a lifetime. (Well, perhaps a few hours, anyway). The thief thought he saw a single star twinkling through the narrow gap between them. It might have been some grime in his eye.
He lowered his gaze to the soldiers again.
The satyr grimaced. “Or maybe not so much.”
“Look,” he went on, shuffling his hooves on the cobbles. “We’ve been at it all night already. Burglaries, kidnappings, demon summonings, you name it. Sarge is nearly at his wit’s end, aren’t you Sarge?”
“Please, don’t get me involved,” moaned the large man.
“All I’m saying is, we just need to make sure you’re not up to any funny business,” continued the satyr. “So, are you?”
The thief and the satyr stared at each other.
“Up to any funny business, I mean.”
After a moment, the thief shook his head.
“See, that’s what I thought! Come on Sarge, we’ve done our duty. I say we take the newbie and find some part of the city that’s actually sleeping for a change. Give ourselves a bit of a breather for a minute.”
“There’s nowhere in Senoonheim that sleeps through the night,” snorted the sergeant, but he waved the soldiers on and they walked past the thief without another word. The newbie did give the thief a second glance, but that was because the newbie was a skeleton; his skull was not attached firmly and it bounced around as he walked, spinning and grinning at everything around him.
The thief watched the soldiers leave. Then he studied his surroundings. He opened a leather pouch at his side and pulled out a piece of parchment, unfolding it to reveal a sketch that he held up at arm’s length, comparing the drawing to one of the buildings halfway down the alley. The thief smiled.






  
  Chapter One


Mira’s dreams were pushed aside by the noise of Senoonheim at night. This city that she had made her home for the last year was always restless, like a puppy that had been told not to move while a treat was left on its nose. The city shivered and whined constantly with the coming and going of adventurers from the Unlit Hills beyond it, always a moment away from pouncing on their fortune. Even in the middle of the night, the streets were filled with masked and furtive figures. 
Someone banged into a pile of crates in the alley behind Mira’s bakery and swore as the racket echoed in the narrow space. Mira sighed and pressed her face deeper into her pillow, trying to ignore it.
The clatter in the alley rose until it became a scrabbling on her wall. Mira groaned, then rolled out of bed and sat on the edge of her thin mattress. Memories of home had risen in her mind all night, making her toss and turn as she tried to deflate each one, only for another to rise in its place. 
She drew a deep breath as the last wisps of the memories faded. “Alright, alright,” she muttered to herself. “I’ll get up.”
Mira stood and stumbled over to her single, small window. She pulled aside the threadbare curtain and found herself staring into the black-furred face of a catfolk man who flinched at the sight of her.
The man was hanging onto the windowsill with his claws. Mira imagined it must be an awkward spot to sit. She unlatched the window and pushed it open. The man’s eyes widened as he ducked underneath.
“Uh, hello,” he purred with a smooth voice. He smiled guiltily.
“Is there something I can help you with?” asked Mira with a raised eyebrow.
“Maybe?” The man’s tone rose. His shining, green eyes glanced over her shoulder and his ears flattened on top of his head. “Is, uh… Is this the residence of the Merchant Bophades?”
Mira snorted and crossed her arms, stepping slightly away from the window so that the man could see her room in all its spartan glory.
“What do you think?” She rolled her eyes.
It was not a large room, nor was it filled with comfortable furniture or meaningful knick-knacks. Mira had arrived in Senoonheim with nothing, and she had spent the last year trying to make her bakery successful, which had used up all of her time. The room had bare wooden walls and a plain rug spread beneath her bed. When she stood in the middle of the room, there was just enough space to spin around with her arms outstretched, so long as she didn’t mind knocking things off her dresser or hitting the thin metal pipe that carried smoke away from her small iron woodburner. Sleeping in this room was like sleeping inside one of the crates that had just been knocked over in the alley.
The man shrank away from the windowsill.
“Look, I’m sorry, I must have had the instructions upside down,” he jabbered as he began to climb back down the wall.
“I should think so,” snapped Mira as she swung the window closed. She saw him drop to the cobbles of the alley, and a dog started barking from a building nearby. He spun in circles, hissing, his fur standing out in spikes, and then bolted away down the alley and out of sight.
Mira sighed and shut the curtain. I may as well get down to the bakery anyway, she told herself. 
She fetched her candlestick and concentrated on the faint reflection in its metal. A tiny flame sputtered into life at the wick, and Mira smiled. The candle was barely bright enough to outline the edges of the room in dull orange, but it was just enough to allow her to get dressed. She did so efficiently, pulling on her long skirts and tight-sleeved shirt, tying the cords firmly.
She examined herself in the mirror over her dresser. She turned her face from one side to the other, then pulled her thick, black hair back and tied it behind her head with another short cord. She smoothed her pale dress over her curves and then grinned into the mirror. “You look bloody stunning!” she told herself.
Mira’s reflection grinned back at her. “See? You’re gorgeous and outgoing. There’s no reason for you to still be lonely at the end of today!”
Her smile faltered, but she straightened her shoulders and put her hands on her hips.
“Not that you need anyone to be happy! You got out of Whinnia and all the way here by yourself. You’re going to be fine!”
The crack in her voice proved that she still hadn’t tricked herself into believing that. 
She had lived in Senoonheim for nearly a year, and she still hadn’t met anyone. 
There was Wimus, who delivered her flour. He was nice, although not especially quick-witted. To be honest, trying to speak with him during deliveries made them take twice as long because he had to pause, set down his sacks of flour, and then marshall his thoughts in order to respond to anything Mira said to him. She didn’t think he would be the most gregarious of friends.
But Mira had been so wrapped up in getting her bakery established that she hadn’t really met anyone else. She had barely explored the town itself more than a few streets to either side of the bakery. She felt pulled thin, like dough that was stretched too far. She just wanted to be able to share her thoughts with someone, to make a connection so that she didn’t feel so isolated.
“I am going to be fine,” she told herself. “It’s all going to change. Today, I’m getting out into the city and I’m going to meet some new people!”
In the shop below her rooms, Mira pulled a pale apron from its peg behind the door to the bakehouse. She stoked the fires in the ovens and began filling them with loaves as they reached temperature. While those baked, she was mixing more dough, kneading and rolling and twisting it into the shapes she needed, seasoning some with herbs and seeds, and setting them aside for later. It was hot work, and sweat began to build up on her forehead.
Mira enjoyed this time of day. Pushing the dough into shape was satisfying, and it felt as though she had control over something in her life. After the upheaval of the last year and the losses that had come along with them, it was all she could do to take control of the bread in her bakery.
She dipped her fingers into a small ceramic jar on the bench and winced. The supply of panicgrass dew she had gathered with her coven sisters in Whinnia was nearly empty. Drops of the thin liquid gave a magical boost to the flavour of whatever she added them to, making sweets sweeter and savouries savourier. Unfortunately, she hadn’t been in that coven long enough to learn how to collect and prepare panicgrass dew by herself. 
The dew running out was a reminder that she had no one else to rely on in Senoonheim. She had to be self-sufficient, just as she had been before she had met the witches of Wallis.
By the time she noticed dawn leaking across the sky through the broad window at the front of her shop, Mira was filling the shelves with loaves and twists and rolls in all shapes and sizes. She slid another tray into an oven and then heard the tinkle of the bell over her front door. The first customer of the day.
He was tall and wore the sturdy clothes of a labourer. They hung strangely over the bright yellow feathers that covered his skin, and his eyes were much larger than human eyes. Mira hadn’t met any birdfolk before moving to Senoonheim.
“Do you have anything with a strong aroma, luv?” he asked in a gravelly voice much too deep for the small and delicate shell-like cone of his beak.
“I suppose the garlic and rosemary scrolls are pretty noticeable,” suggested Mira, picking one up and passing it over. The man plucked it from her fingers and held it to the nostrils at the top of his beak. He sniffed and then blew out a large, satisfied breath.
“Ooo yeah, that’s good, that is. Strong but tasty. I’ll have four of ‘em, ta.”
Mira smiled and nodded and gathered the rolls for the man, bundling them into some cheap cloth from beneath the counter.
“Where are you headed today, then?” she asked as she handed the package over.
“Mining on the north face.” The birdman blinked slowly. “Gotta keep these nostrils clear so I don’t miss anything. But I imagine I’ll be ready to lay myself down before lunchtime!” he finished with a chuckle.
“That sounds like a tough day. I hope that the rolls keep you going.” Mira told him the price and he handed over a few small coins.
“They will. A smell like that will help keep my passages clear and my senses keen. Thanks muchly.”
Although it was a pleasant chat, the birdfolk man left as quickly as he had come. This was how it usually was for her. Her customers left before she could find out more about them, to try and build a friendship. No wonder she had struggled to meet people in Senoonheim. 
She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the broad shop window and shrugged at herself. A pair of young men swung the door wide as they came in. Mira’s day had begun.






  
  Chapter Two


Mira’s day became the usual endless round of serving, bread and ovens, pulling fresh loaves out for sale, talking to her customers, and tidying up. Just after dawn, there was a rush of workers heading out into the city: soldiers and guards, messengers and merchants, builders and miners. Then came a steady stream of families, children, mothers and fathers and grandparents, all grabbing a little something for lunch or to prepare for dinner later. By lunchtime the tide of customers ebbed and Mira was able to tidy up. She prepared the store for the next day and then stood behind the counter, waiting to see if more customers would come in before she finally decided to lock the door and swing the sign in the window to ‘Closed’. 
True to the promise she had made herself that morning, Mira had tried to engage with as many customers as she could. She asked about them, trying to uncover something about their personalities, hoping one of them might be open to talking in the afternoon, or showing her around the city. But no one had time to spare. Most didn’t even slow down long enough to acknowledge her greetings when they entered the bakery.
This was the part of the day that Mira hated the most. She would stand behind the counter in her bakery, alone, and watch as the people of the city walked past right outside her window. She would prepare dough and leave it to rise, set up ingredients for the morning, refill barrels and tins with spices and flour from the sacks in the coolroom, all in the silence of her empty shop.
Back in Whinnia she had at least been able to see the other witches in her coven. She would spend afternoons laughing at Bovo’s stories, trying to learn as much as she could about witchcraft from the halfling woman. But she had no one to laugh with in this new city.
Finally, she locked the door, the same as she always did, looking out into the streets, willing herself to step out into them, to become a part of the ever-moving crowd that filled Senoonheim. But her exhaustion rose and her head felt as though it was stuffed with old rags and she thought about how early she had to wake in order to get the bread baked in the morning and she told herself “maybe tomorrow” before heading upstairs to her apartment and bed. As she always did.

      ***Mira pulled a large, round loaf off the shelf and tucked it into the cloth bag the middle-aged woman with long gray hair had handed to her. Mira smiled and passed the package back to the woman.
“Thank you so much! My husband just loves to get home and cut some slices of your bread to go with the butter and cheese and chutney,” said the woman.
“You’re very welcome. It’s a pleasure to know that my baking is being appreciated.”
“It certainly is! We’re so glad that you moved here and opened this bakery.”
“I am too.” It was nice to hear someone say it. And if this family thought her baking was good, maybe they’d be kind enough to go a step further. 
Mira drew a breath and set her shoulders. “You know, I haven’t seen much of the city yet. Would you consider taking me on a bit of a tour?”
The woman blinked and smiled, but her forehead creased. It was a tiny fold of skin, almost imperceptible, but to Mira it may have well been a gaping chasm with regular donkey tours down to the winding river in its depths. It was the minute split in the stone floor where one slate had settled a breath lower than the next, just enough that it would set a cart wobbling and spill its cargo to the cobbles.
Mira quickly raised a hand and waved it in the air between them, brushing aside the woman’s excuses before they had even emerged from her throat.
“No, no, forget I asked. You’re probably very busy anyway!”
“I – Yes, I am quite busy.” The woman grimaced and handed over a few small coins then left the shop in a hurry. The bell over the door tinkled softly and Mira watched the woman walking away down the main street, nervously glancing back at the bakery as she went. A ratfolk soldier wearing full-body plate armour covered in massive, curved spikes walked the other way and waved to the lady genially.
Mira’s reflection made a sympathetic head bob from the window, shifting the long black ponytail that sat on her shoulders. She closed her eyes and squeezed her hands into fists and then released her tension. She shook her head. Getting out of the isolated routine she had established in this city was proving to be harder than she had thought.
The bell over the door tinkled and a young girl walked in. She wore a soft, green hat that melted down her head and a very pale red tunic. She had a wide smile and, when she saw all the loaves of bread on Mira’s shelves, she put her hands to her mouth and gasped.
“Widgeon! Come in! This is such a lovely place!”
Before Mira could react, a large duck had waddled up to the door that the girl was holding open and strolled into the shop. This was not one of the birdfolk, this was a regular duck, with a green head and dark brown wings. It was a very large duck, its head nearly level with the girl’s shoulders. It deliberately looked over at Mira and nodded before proceeding to quack once and then walk alongside the shelves, investigating the bread on display.
“Um, I don’t usually allow wildlife into my shop,” Mira began, but the girl only giggled.
“That’s alright. Widgeon is very placid, not wild at all.”
Mira was going to argue her point, but the animal seemed to be behaving itself, so she just shrugged and waited behind the counter as they explored. 
The girl picked up some different breads and carried them in a pile in her arms, while the duck walked alongside her, supervising with a very matter-of-fact quack. She tottered over to the counter and spilled her pile forward. Small rolls, a tank loaf, some rye and a baguette rolled over the counter.
“You want all of these?” asked Mira doubtfully.
“Yes!” The girl said the word emphatically, as though it was a punctuation of its own. The duck elaborated with an accompanying quack.
“Are you sure you’ll be alright to carry it all?” asked Mira. “I have some cloth that you could wrap around it, but they are all so differently shaped that it might not help much.”
“That’s okay, we are going to eat it all now.”
The duck started quacking excitedly.
“Shhh Widgeon, we’ll be there soon.”
The girl paid and scooped up the bread loosely in her arms, crusty shapes sticking out in all directions like a wheaty, crumbly bouquet. Mira opened the door for her and watched as the odd pair set off down the street before returning to the counter to await her next customer.

      ***“By any chance, do you have some goblin bread in this bakery?” asked the dwarf peeking over the top of the counter in front of her.
“Not at the moment I’m afraid,” Mira answered. “I do have some dwarven bread. Good, hearty stuff. I got the recipe from a mining family. Plenty of pumpkin and sunflower seeds.”
The dwarf wrinkled his nose over a well-manicured beard with three small braids in it. 
“Thank you for the suggestion, but no thank you all the same, lassie,” he said with a small shake of his head. “I’ve eaten my share of my people’s bread through the years, and I must admit that I’ve come to be tired of it. It’s the goblin loaf that has fired my tastebuds in recent times.” He grinned as he spoke, his eyes twinkling like diamonds.
“That’s interesting,” said Mira, trying not to lose herself staring into the dwarf’s clear eyes. “I grow tired of certain foods every now and then as well. I’m sick of apples at the moment,” admitted Mira. She blushed and cleared her throat, wondering why in the world she thought that would make good conversation.
The dwarf smiled, and the movement made his whole face glow. His light eyes sparkled as though Mira was the sun reflecting from his irises.
“I still have a fondness for an apple myself, but I’m glad you see what I mean!”
“Why goblin bread?” asked Mira, trying to get the conversation back on course. “I’ve made elven bread and dwarven bread before, but goblin bread recipes always seem a little… chaotic.”
“I think it is that variability that entices me.” The dwarf leaned one arm up on the counter and raised an eyebrow. “I’ve never been one to be content with what satisfies everyone else.”
Mira coughed again and avoided his gaze. 
“Goblin bread is certainly variable,” she stammered. The recipes that Mira had seen for goblin bread usually involved very personal measuring methods. One recipe might explain that it required three handfuls of flour, while another mentioned a mouthful of water. When Mira had experimented with the recipes, she had used educated guesses and a range of measuring cups instead of body parts. The first recipe had called for ‘a decent whack of every spice you have’, while the second had said ‘poppy seeds are acceptable but under no circumstances can you ever use sesame’. All in all, goblin bread seemed to be whatever a goblin said it was.
“I’m sorry to disappoint you,” she said to the dwarf.
“Oh, I couldn’t be disappointed conversing with a fine woman such as yourself,” grinned the dwarf. “My name is d’Earthy. Master Ulvilhelm d’Earthy.” He wielded his dazzling smile at her again. “As you unfortunately do not have the bread I seek, perhaps you could be convinced to come and spend some personal time with me? Perhaps we could discuss something less dough related in our own time?”
Mira was quite overwhelmed by Ulvilhelm’s flirtatious presence. After a year without proper personal interactions, all of her conversational skills seemed to have atrophied and she felt like a teenager again. Despite her blustering declarations that she wanted to get out into the city and meet people, suddenly she was not sure if she was ready.
He was good-looking though, and she was excited by the idea of talking to someone who wasn’t a customer. Even if his romantic suggestions didn’t work out, at least she would be getting out of the routine that kept her in this single building. 
She breathed in deeply, trying to still the quiver in her chest as she prepared to answer him. 
“You know what?” she said. “I think that I would really like that. My name is Mira. Did you have anything specifically in mind?”
Ulvilhelm’s smile shone from beneath his beard.
“I am going to the games on Friday night. Would you join me? I could come by and meet you right here at six in the evening?”
She smiled. “I’ll see you here then.”






  
  Chapter Three


Mira stood outside the bakery door and pulled her pocket-dial from her pocket. She twisted the brass with practised ease before dropping it from her fingers and holding it out in the sun’s light. She squinted at the shadows that criss-crossed its metal arcs. 
“Pretty late,” she murmured to herself. She glanced up and down Siltrap Street. The passersby wore the determined faces of people who had important places to be; perhaps a discreet rendezvous, the evening meal that had been prepared for them and was now growing cold on the table, or whichever tavern would serve them more beer even though they had thrown up on the bouncer. Regardless of the destination, they were not going to allow themselves to be distracted along the way. Certainly, they didn’t look like the sort of crowd that would be breaking down her door in search of delicately sugared biscuits or a particularly fine sesame loaf.
Mira drew a curtain across the window. She caught the eyes of her reflection as she did and paused. 
“Come on. You can do it,” she whispered to herself. She gritted her teeth and nodded. With her confidence swelling after her encounter with Master d’Earthy, Mira was going to explore Senoonheim for herself.
Mira covered the shelves with a long, light cloth, and then walked out the door and turned to lock it. Just as the bolt clunked into place, shouts from behind caught her attention. She turned and saw a team of goblins sprinting along the street.
At the front of the group ran what she had to assume was the goblin leader. He wore a fur-trimmed tunic with padded shoulders that jutted out a foot further than his actual shoulders on either side. His conical, metal helmet had two large horns that poked from both sides of his head straight up into the air, adding an extra foot or two to his height. All in all, he gave the impression of a giant caltrop running along the street.
Everyone else moved to the sides of the road and stopped, turning to watch whatever was going on and ensuring that they weren’t drawn into it.
Mira stepped out without thinking and held up a hand. The goblin leader pounding his way down the street went cross-eyed as he tried to keep watching her hand, but he did manage to stop in front of her. He had just enough time to say, “Oh now what you bloody–” before his companions ran into the back of him, plunging him into Mira, and sending the lot of them tumbling to the dust. A chorus of laughter rippled from the people watching.
The leader lifted himself off Mira and glared down at her.
“What’s your problem, lady?” he growled.
“What’s my problem?” Mira replied to the goblin leader incredulously. “What’s your problem! Where I come from, a team of goblins racing down the street warrants investigation!” Her conscience had forced her into action before she had even realised that her body was moving. She began twisting and struggling to extricate herself from the pile and get to her feet.
The leader’s eyes narrowed as he leaned down closer to her. She turned her head away from his breath.
“You’re not trying to say goblins are always causing trouble, are you?” he snarled.
“Is she accusing us of something!” The other goblins, who were all trying to disentangle themselves from each other like a sentient ball of wool, commented in chorus. “Oo, the nerve of some people!”
Footsteps pounded down the main street towards them and Mira turned her head to see a tall figure wearing a suit of armour that enclosed them completely. Not a single gap was left to expose any hint of who was beneath the metal plates, not a fingernail or a glimpse of the back of a hand. The metal shone like the surface of a mill pond on a still winter’s morning, and golden flowers were engraved around its edges. The figure’s helmet was even shaped into a face mask that wore the bland, emotionless, human visage of most highly regarded statuary. Wisps of golden hair peeked from below the helmet, the only clue as to who this person was.
“Stop thieves!” bellowed a deep voice from somewhere behind that still face.
“Cheese it,” shrieked one of the goblins still tangled beside Mira. “He’s onto us!”
“You stole something?” Mira yelled at the lead goblin, who was now standing directly on top of her, pulling at the arm of one of his companions to help them upright.
“And? You didn’t know that when you stopped us!” he said self-righteously. “You heard what Trug said lads,” he continued. “There’s no point hanging around to try and explain things, especially when he’s got the right end of the stick. Move those feet!”
“Hey!” she yelled and reached out, trying to grab one of the goblins by the scruff of their neck. Her fingers tore through a ratty edge of cloth and then the gang were racing away from her down Siltrap Street. The armoured figure thundered up to her.
“Thank you for trying, ma’am!” it yelled.
“Of course,” muttered Mira with a hand on her head. “I love being run over by goblins. Any time.”
She held out a hand to the armoured man, who dutifully took it and hauled her to her feet. He stood beside her, bouncing gently on his feet, his helmet turning to look at the goblins and then back to her.
“Keep chasing them, by all means,” she said, and the man launched himself away in a heartbeat.
“Thank you!” he called over his shoulder. His metal boots crashed with the cacophony of a shelf of cookware falling to the floor as he left in pursuit of the goblins.
A low humming noise rose in the air over her head, and Mira looked up to see a huge bee bobbing lazily through the air. It was as big as a puppy, and its multi-faceted eyes glistened as it buzzed past, following the commotion into the distance.
Mira dusted off her skirts. She looked around and met the eyes of the pedestrians that were still watching from the sides of the street.
“Well?” she asked, glaring at them. “No support from any of you?”
A woman standing under an awning shrugged.
“If I chased every goblin running down the street, I’d never stop running,” she said.
As if to emphasise her point, a pair of goblins rushed up the street in the other direction. They were rolling a small barrel between them, kicking it from one to the other. A kobold chased after them, yelling, “Hey I need that!”
Mira sighed. Clearly just running into interesting people on the street was no way for her to make new friends. The Sprog and Sparrow, a nearby tavern, should be a much better location to try, so she set off towards it.






  
  Chapter Four


People were drifting into The Sprog and Sparrow the same way birds edged closer and closer to a picnic. They never quite met the eyes of anyone already there and spent a lot of time squawking at each other, but every movement somehow seemed to accidentally bring them a little closer. 
Mira looked around curiously as she walked inside. She had come to this tavern a few times over the last year, when she had managed to force herself out of her room. It was one of several along Siltrap Street, and it had provided her with a good, hot supper when she needed it, but she had always eaten quickly and then headed back to her apartment. Being able to eat a hot meal that she didn’t have to prepare was enough of a relief that she was completely wiped out by the experience. She never stayed long enough to see who came in at the end of the day.
The bar itself was being occupied by tall, broad figures, as though someone was erecting a barrier using men and women who resembled the stone slabs sometimes used to make large circles on grassy plains in order to confuse later inhabitants. The monolithic people formed a wall between the drinks on one side and the common room on the other. These farmers, guards, and builders were going to ensure that not a single measure of liquor broke the line. Most of them stood stoically, ordering one tankard after another of dark ale, though occasionally some would break off and move into the corners to drink silently with one another. It was like watching a cliff slowly eroded by a river of beer.
Mira asked the young woman behind the bar for some white wine and then turned around to lean on the bar and examine the patrons. By the looks of them, this was a worker’s place. It was either that, or a body builder convention had descended on Senoonheim. Every second person walking in the front doors had to turn sideways so that their ridiculously broad shoulders were able to fit through the door. More than one arrival looked as though they had been inflated, all bulges and curved, shining surfaces. Beside these gigantic, muscular patrons walked groups of skinny but hard individuals, the sort of people whose skin had been leathered by the sun and wind and whose muscles were only as taut as strictly necessary. Mira had worked alongside a few of that type back in Wallis, the capital of Whinnia, and she knew that they were as wiry and strong as steel wire.
There was a lot of camaraderie on display as the crowd ordered their drinks, laughter and slapping of backs, but there didn’t seem to be any actual conversation happening. Despite the smiles and laughs, most of the people in The Sprog and Sparrow were getting down to the serious business of drinking the pub dry.
Four figures hunched in a booth to one side of the common room, wearing the dark blue cloaks of High Lord Cornucervin’s soldiers. The High Lord ruled the city from his Porcelain Throne, and his soldiers made sure everyone who lived there knew it. Mira caught a glimpse of the metal badges of authority on their chests. From past experience, she knew it bore the deer’s head crest of the High Lord.
A new group trudged in through the door, muttering to each other as they entered. They wore sturdy clothes, mud speckling their legs and boots. One by one, they stood to the side of the door and pulled off the boots, revealing feet so hardened and encrusted with calluses that they reminded Mira of tortoises. Though most of these workers were human, there was a minotaur amongst them, his bovine face blank and bored as he waited for space to pull off his filthy footwear, and an orc who was scratching his chin with a clawed finger.
“Oi, Darid,” said one of the others. The minotaur blinked and pulled his attention to the man standing next to him.
“What?”
“You’re so out of it at the moment. I was wondering if one of the girls in the field passed along some illicit cud?”
The others all burst into laughter while Darid’s brows creased in annoyance. He snorted and clapped the man on the shoulder.
“No, the cows didn’t pass along anything. I guess my mind is elsewhere because it’s just so boring being surrounded all the time by monkeys who fling their own filth at each other.” He gestured at the man’s mud-soaked clothes, and Mira noticed that Darid was cleaner than his companions. 
There was a round of “oooooohhhh” from the others in their group and the man who had made the first insult blushed and grinned.
“Come on, I’ll get you a cider,” he said as he wrapped one solid arm around Darid’s broad shoulders. They smiled at each other and the group of cowherds tromped to the bar.
Next through the door was a trio of people wearing tight clothing that was entirely black, as dark and pristine as if they had dyed the clothes outside the door before coming in. Their torsos were criss-crossed with leather straps, and thin belts wrapped their thighs, the hilts of small blades sticking up from the belts and straps in regular rows. The lining under their short cloaks was a deep, blood red. They were laughing together as they came in but the laughter stopped the instant they saw the High Lord’s soldiers.
The soldiers in the booth got to their feet and stared at the newcomers. Silence spread through the room with the pop of ice thawing on a lake. Mira shifted on her stool and glanced around the tavern to check if she should be getting ready to dive over the bar for safety.
On the other side of the common room, a thin woman wearing a red blouse and a long purple skirt stood up slowly. Her ginger hair was bound in a long braid that reached all the way down her back, contrasting with the sickly, green colour of her face, and her large nose bore an impressive wart near the tip. A fluffy, orange cat sat on the table next to her, licking its paw and cleaning its ears. The woman saw Mira watching her and winked. 
Then she bent over a little and held out both hands at waist height. She began clicking her fingers, shaking her hands up and down as she did, keeping a short repetitive rhythm. Others in the tavern quickly jumped up and joined her, mimicking her rhythm with wide grins on their faces, filling the space with synchronised clicking. 
Within moments, one of the High Lord’s soldiers turned to face the woman and yelled, “Oh stuff off, Elschefla!”
The tavern burst into laughter, including the black-clad newcomers, who walked forward to greet the soldiers with smiles and hugs. Together, the two groups went to the bar to order drinks.






  
  Chapter Five


“What were you trying with that backflip, Khazar?” said one of the soldiers, a large orc woman with short, brunette hair and broad, round shoulders. She grabbed one of the black-clad figures by the wrist and hauled him into a hug. The skinny man’s eyes bulged as he was wrapped in her heavily-tattooed arms. 
Then they stood back from one another. He put a hand on the small of his back and stretched, twisting to recover from the hug.
“I was trying to get out of the way of the bloody crossbow bolts you lot were loosing,” he laughed. The corners of his eyes creased over the cloth wrap he wore to cover his mouth and chin. The large woman grinned, which was an intimidating sight given the large tusks that protruded from her lower jaw, and slapped him on the shoulder. He yelped and grabbed his shoulder.
“You didn’t have to worry about that. Renada’s a terrible shot.”
“Hey!” A soldier with a scraggly, brown beard and heavy, black gloves glared at the back of the orc woman’s head, but she showed no sign that she was aware of him at all.
Mira looked back down at the wine in her glass. She could see a wobbling reflection of her dark hair and round face in the pale, yellow surface. The reflection wrinkled its forehead and she pressed her lips together. 
“Come on Mira,” she whispered. Then she sat up and set her shoulders. She blew out a nervous breath, took a sip of her wine, then stood up from her seat and marched over to join the noisy crowd of bandits and soldiers.
“Good evening!” she said loudly as she approached. The orc woman with the tattooed arms turned and looked down to greet her with a wide smile.
“Hello!” She extended a massive hand. Mira reached out to shake it and found her hand wrapped by the woman’s fingers like snakes coiling around a mouse. Mira winced as the snakes squeezed, crunching the bones in her hand into new alignments. 
“Who do I have the pleasure of greeting?” said the large woman.
“My name’s Mira. I’ve not really been out in Senoonheim before and I’ve decided to try and meet some new people.”
“Then welcome to the greatest, newest city in the Unlit Hills! My name’s Troo!” She stepped back and spread an arm wide, as though she was responsible for the landscape around the city. “I’ve lived here for ages! Almost three years now!”
“Three years? That’s not a long time, is it?” Mira was surprised at how comfortable Troo was if she had only been in the city for three years. She held herself like someone who had grown up in the streets of the city, learning all its secrets through exposure. “Surely it takes longer than that to really settle into a place?”
“Only if that place is old and established! If we had found ourselves in Coobal’s Passage or Noakontautoom then maybe it would take some time to really learn our way around the alleys. But Senoonheim grew up at the explicit instruction of Lord Antlers on his Porcelain Throne, and he only began giving those instructions fifteen years ago!”
Mira hadn’t learned much about the lands outside of Whinnia in her youth. She had grown up in a very small village, and left that for the town of Wallis as soon as she could. She had never heard of Senoonheim before the day she had been forced to leave her homeland entirely. 
On that day, she had joined whatever merchant caravan she could and then jumped off the wagons once they rolled through this city. It looked nice enough to stay, and she had managed to hire rooms to start a new bakery. She had assumed that she had never heard of it before because of her own insularity, not because the town hadn’t even existed.
“I can’t believe that this city is only fifteen years old! Look at the streets out there,” she declared as she waved a hand towards the tavern windows, indicating all the things that lay outside. “Those buildings have vines all over them and heaps of walls are crumbling! These streets must be ancient!”
Troo leaned in closer and spoke to Mira out of the corner of her mouth in a conspiratorial thunder, acting for all the world as though no one else could hear her, although Mira was sure that most dogs would have howled quieter. Out of respect, the soldiers and bandits conversing next to them deliberately raised their voices in a vain attempt to drown her out.
“You’re right, Senoonheim looks like a good, old-fashioned, ancient city. There’s a reason it looks that way.” Troo glanced around the room, as though worried who might hear what she said next. Mira leaned in closer and looked around as well, but the room was filled with the same solid workers as before so she had no idea how to tell if any of them were spies. She also wondered what Troo could be about to say that any spies might want to discover.
“Artisans,” finished Troo right beside Mira’s head, the syllables blasting into Mira’s eardrums and shaking her skull.
“Artisans?” repeated Mira, blinking and shaking her head to try and reduce the ringing echo that lingered in her ears.
“Aye, and only the best of them!” 
“What do you mean, ‘Artisans’?”
“I mean that Lord Cornucervin only brings in the best artisans to make sure his city attracts the right sort of people! He figured out pretty quickly that the best way to get people into Senoonheim, make money for himself and the people here, was to encourage adventurers to come by.”
“Adventurers.” Mira’s voice was flat. Adventurers had travelled through Whinnia from time to time and she hadn’t been impressed by the ones that she had met. Grumpy old men who refused to be separated from their walking sticks and who sat around smoking their pipes all day. Elves and dwarves who glowered over the stockades, watching the wind catch at pennants. As far as Mira was concerned, adventurers just made everything moody and depressing.
“You’re saying that this whole city is an adventurer trap?”
“Yup! The walls might as well be made of cardboard and the streets paved with glue,” agreed Troo happily. “The best paper town in all the Misplaced Kingdoms!” 
“Why would Lord Cornucervin want to do that?”
“Have you ever known an adventurer not to gather up every coin of treasure they encounter like a magpie that was granted dozens of claws? And do you know any adventurers that can actually keep track of that loot once they have it?”
Mira was unable to reply. Even if she had had much experience of adventurers, Troo conversed in the same manner as an avalanche, with statements rumbling from her mouth like boulders bouncing through a valley. All that you could do if you were caught in the way was to hope you kept your balance while scrabbling to find a way out the side.
“Of course not!” said Troo. “Adventurers are worse than squirrels for tucking things away and then forgetting them completely! And Lord Antlers just provides a good place for them to tuck those coins.”
“I see.” Mira was finding herself dazed and scrambling for a mental footing. “And how do you fit into this picture?”
“I’ve been one of the Lord’s loyal soldiers for ten months. He pays me well to keep the streets safe and to guard whatever he needs guarded.”
“So you all are paid to keep the streets safe?” Mira inclined her head to one side, indicating the others in the dark blue cloaks of the Lord’s soldiers.
“Correct.” 
“Then what’s all this about?” Mira tilted her head the other way, now indicating the chumminess between the soldiers and the darkly-clad bandits who had recently joined them. 
The small crowd laughed.
“It’s one thing for the streets to be safe enough that people can get to work and go home at night. It’s quite another to have streets where adventurers pass through like foxes through a hedge!”
“I don’t understand.”
“If there’s nothing threatening the adventurers, then there’s nothing to stop them passing by. These guys are like the thorns in the hedge that slow the fox.” Troo slammed a hand onto the shoulder of the nearest bandit, who staggered.
“And we want the fox stuck in the hedge?” 
“You bet we do!” The soldiers and bandits around them raised a small cheer. Troo lifted her pewter tankard and held it towards Mira, who shrugged and lifted her wine glass to tap against the side of it. The glass rang like a crystal bell.






  
  Chapter Six


The door to the Sprog and Sparrow opened. It was a young man with tightly-curled, black hair wearing a loose, yellow robe. He had the nervous expression of someone who has done something wrong and a preemptive flinch covered his face. His staff was taller than he was and he rested on it as he looked inside the tavern. The end of the staff was shaped into four, tight loops of wood that held a glowing, green gem. 
Mira found herself surrounded by a grumbling tension. Troo and her soldiers all narrowed their eyes, but they didn’t direct their suspicions towards the newcomer. Instead, they scowled into the suddenly-re-masked faces of the darkly-clad bandits. The bandits met them glare for glare, their hands emptied of glasses and tankards and now hovering by the hilts of weapons. Muttered insults crackled around the room, a barely audible background of trouble, creeping through the air like the yowls of distant alley cats. Mira’s neck hairs stood to attention and she wondered if she could use her wine glass to stab someone in the face if she had to.
The young man in the doorway paused and scanned the room with widening eyes. The farmers on the other side of the tavern stared back with blank expressions. The minotaur chewed his cud slowly. Then he leaned to one side and spat, a glob of dark cud clanging into a spittoon near his feet.
“Uh, good evening,” said the young man. His voice managed to crack five times in four syllables, and Mira had to stifle her grin.
A heavy silence greeted him.
“So, I was just… I was just looking for the rest of my party…” He tried to smile, but the shine on his forehead belied his nerves.
“I guess they aren’t here then,” he squeaked, as though he believed that his sullen audience might appreciate a running commentary. “I might just try calling them anyway.” He coughed to clear his throat and then called, “Sparowl? Hetagor?” His voice was too loud, yet it was immediately absorbed by the crowd of staring figures instead of echoing in the room. “Right. Yes. They aren’t here then, clearly. So I’ll just. I’ll just. Yes.”
The young man turned around, trying to strike a balance between fleeing as soon as he could and maintaining the level of dignity that he must have felt befitted him. All that actually meant was that his yellow robe swirled around his legs and tangled between his ankles, nearly tripping him on the doorstep. He caught himself on the doorframe and paused, then dusted himself off and stepped back out into the street, closing the door behind him with a thud.
Laughter erupted from the patrons of the tavern and Troo collapsed onto the shoulders of a nearby bandit, whose own cackles stopped as the small thief bore the solid weight of Troo, buckling like a wooden stool beneath a stockhorse. She slapped him on the back and made his eyes bulge.
“Adventurers!” Troo declared loudly as she stood up again. She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “You have to love the silly buggers!”
She turned back to Mira and took a gulp from her tankard.
“So, you were going to tell me what brought you out to the newest city in the Unlit Hills?”
“There’s not a lot to tell, really,” Mira said as she took a sip from her wine. “I couldn’t stay in Whinnia, so I had to find somewhere new. Senoonheim was on everyone's lips when I was escaping, so it seemed like a good place to get set up.”
Troo’s eyes narrowed.
“You want me to ask about what it's been like for you getting set up somewhere new, but I’m far more interested in why you couldn’t stay in Whinnia. I hear that it’s very flat out there, is that right?”
“It’s flat where it isn’t steep,” Mira recited the old saying from home. Whinnia was a land of plains, but large, rocky hills jabbed up from the grass sporadically. These hills were where the horse-lords built the forts that they ruled their households from, keeping watch over their horse-herds and flocks, sending their soldiers to and fro. The lands around these hill-forts were known as the Far-Grasso Sea, as they swept in rolling, green waves from one horizon to the other. Mira described the landscape to Troo, who nodded.
“Makes sense. Not too different from around here then.”
“Here? The Unlit Hills?” Mira snorted. “The key word that strikes my attention in that name is ‘Hills,’ Troo.” Mira waved a hand towards the wall of the tavern, trying to indicate the landscape that lay beyond and further than the edges of the city.
Troo grimaced good naturedly and shrugged.
“There’s the hills to the south of the city, yeah, but there’s plenty of grassy plains out to the north!”
Mira thought of the farms and roads and rivers and copses and, yes, occasional grassy meadows that spread out like a patchwork quilt to the north, bounded by the Unlit Hills to the south, and with slow rolling hills throughout. The land around the city was divided into squares based on the whims of the people who lived in it. She had travelled through that patchwork on her journey to Senoonheim and the idea that someone might see the manicured and tended landscape that surrounded the city as in any way similar to the Far-Grasso Sea made her grin.
“Alright Troo. It’s kind of the same,” she laughed.
“I knew it! But this is all more prevarication. Let’s get back to the juicy stuff. Why did you have to leave?”
“Do you know anything about the First Seat of Whinnia?” Mira asked.
“I am now aware that there is something called the First Seat of Whinnia.”
Mira chuckled. “The First Seat is the leader of the leaders of the houses. He’s in charge.”
“Okay. And he told you to leave, did he?”
“Yes.”
“Why exactly would the leader of a country tell some woman that she needed to leave his lands? What on earth could you have done to upset someone so important?”
“I got into trouble with an important man who was close to the First Seat. I’m sure that my complaints about the way he was managing trade in Whinnia didn’t help either. I didn’t like how he was dealing with bandits in the plains.”
“Ah, I’ve heard this sort of thing before. Usually there’s some damp fellow wearing all black involved. Did your First Seat have some gross second-in-command type?”
“Yes, the leader of the Froge, a frogfolk tribe from the west. Loam has the ear of the Seat and is just awful. He’s an unctuous worm.”
Troo swallowed a mouthful of beer and thought about what Mira had said. She sniffed then asked, “Literally?”
“What?”
“Is this Loam fellow a man-sized worm, or perhaps descended from draconic wyrms, or something like that?”
“Oh I see, no! No, he’s frogfolk too, but astoundingly unpleasant. He tried to get me to share dinner with him a few times, and eventually I had to turn him down forcefully. That was the final straw and I was summoned to the First Seat’s Great Hall.”
“He convinced the boss to kick you out because you wouldn’t court him?”
“No,” began Mira, before pausing. “Well, yes, I think so. But that wasn’t the excuse they gave. The Seat claimed it was because of all my complaining about the bandits. Undermining his authority.”
“They didn’t want to spend treasury money on guards for the merchants, I imagine? Not when they could keep it for themselves? I’ve seen that sort of thing before.”
“Actually, the thing I really had a problem with was the way he kept inviting bandit leaders to his hall to discuss the issue.”
Troo’s eyes widened. 
“Maybe he was trying to convince them to leave–” 
“And none of the merchants,” finished Mira.
Troo nodded slowly and then lifted her tankard towards Mira.
“Yup, seems like a good place not to be. Welcome to Senoonheim, I suppose!” She took a large gulp from her drink and then scrubbed her mouth with the back of her arm. “Not that our advisor is much better.”
“Oh? What do you mean?”
“Lord Antlers has his Court Wizard, Satonak. A few months ago, the old fool took it on himself to start watching the city much closer than the High Lord ever did.”
One of the bandits rolled her eyes dramatically. “The old hairball has been getting into everyone’s business recently,” said the bandit. “Nothing good ever comes of advisors who start poking their nose in, let me tell you.”
“Loam didn’t have a nose,” said Mira, but she understood.
Mira kept
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