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“THIS PLACE IS GRAND. Just grand!”

Digger looked up from his plate of huevos rancheros as a half dozen youths entered the Dragon and Rose through the back entrance. The group of young men and women spread throughout the bar’s common room and were gawking at the new art Lady Sofia had put up on the walls, a variety of rough and gaudy paintings from an artist who was obviously trying to clear out some old canvases. There was a castle with a sun setting behind it, a vase with flowers, a bowl of oranges, and a dragon spreading massive wings as it took flight.

Sofia had boasted they had cost her only a few pennies each, and Digger kept to himself the thought that she had been overcharged. But for some reason these intruders didn’t seem to mind.

The youths continued gawking, not just at the artwork but at the dark interior of what could only be described as a bar under renovation.

“It certainly is grand,” a sapphire-eyed girl agreed. She wore a rapier on her hip, as did all her companions. She perused the artwork, looked up at the rafters and ceiling, and finally walked over to Digger as he stood at the bar over his plate of eggs, tomatoes, and chilis. 

But Digger didn’t appear to interest her. She kept going towards the last table closest to the door where Sprat Hellard sat with his head down on one arm, fast asleep.

She crouched to look at the ogre. “Now this is authenticity. Damien, how did you ever discover this place?”

Damien, who’d been the first of the group to enter, pulled out a chair at the large center table. “I know, right? I saw them remodeling. Saw the fel. Knew we had to be the first to discover it. Come on, Kat, let’s get this party started!”

Kat’s hand went to the hilt of her sword.

Digger’s shovel was behind the bar. He’d have to duck down to grab it but was confident he could pick it up before Kat or any of her companions could close in on him. How Hellard was sleeping through the commotion was a mystery. Assassins pretending to be tourists and drunks wasn’t a new ruse. And once again the bar was going to become a bloodbath.

As he reached for the shovel, Kat kept her hand on the pommel, planted a foot on her chair, and struck a pose. “Drinks! Your best, barkeep.” She snapped her fingers a few times when he didn’t move.

Digger dropped his fork. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Drinks! Wine! Beer! Whiskey shots!”

He heard the slur in her raised voice. The Dragon and Rose wasn’t this band’s first stop.

He did his best to approximate a smile one might expect from a bartender who catered to pureblood nobles. The expression made his cheeks hurt.

“Of course, my lords and ladies.”

He found a tray and loaded it with glasses. Then he grabbed the closest bottle of wine and a corkscrew. The group was now sitting down and talking loudly. He set a glass before each one and then fumbled as he tried to plant the corkscrew in the cork. Damien snickered. Kat wore a fading smile that soured with each passing moment as Digger finally got the corkscrew in only to tear the cork in half, leaving the bottle sealed.

“What did I tell you about serving our guests?”

His brother Monty emerged through the swinging doors from the kitchen. He wore a stained apron and his hands were dripping wet. He wiped them dry before relieving Digger of the bottle and corkscrew.

“Back in the kitchen with you,” Monty said. “Break time’s over. My apologies, good masters, he’s the pot washer.”

Digger watched, stunned, as Monty examined the bottle. “Tsk-tsk-tsk. Did I hear the lady ask for our best? This most certainly won’t do.”

He went back behind the bar and found another bottle. After stripping a foil wrap from the top, he expertly pulled the cork. He filled each glass in turn with golden wine.

“This viognier has a prominent honeysuckle bouquet. This vintage from two years ago was renowned for its perfume, and before you taste, please note the underlying hint of lime. Truly a unique year. The deep yellows are radiant. And as you sip, the wine will certainly draw your palate along to the dry, sweet, almost candy-like flavors of almond along with late floral notes.”

They all drank. A few of them nodded appreciatively.

“Got anything red?” Kat asked as she drained the glass.

“Certainly. I’ll also have food brought out. A tasting menu is being featured. Please enjoy the wine and I’ll be back in a moment.”

Monty tried to take Digger by the elbow. Digger paused for a moment, not allowing himself to be budged, but he relented as they moved through the doors and into the kitchen.

Stacked crates lined one wall. A sink at the far corner was barely accessible past columns of barstools and a recent food delivery waiting in sacks. A monster-sized green zucchini sat on top of one bag.

Three pans with lids simmered on the stove. The smells of roasting peppers, garlic, onions, and bacon permeated. A prep table was arranged with a large cutting board and a few knives. A tomato appeared to have just been chopped. Next to the cutting board were tiny dishes of cumin, pepper, bay, and other seasonings. Monty had been cooking all afternoon, not letting anyone inside the kitchen as he worked.

Monty turned the stove tops off. “My calabacitas is getting hammered. Couldn’t you send them away?”

Digger lifted one of the lids from a pan and sniffed. “I was dealing with it.”

“Not with that bottle of wine you weren’t. You would have started a fight serving them that.”

“I don’t think they’re particularly picky.”

“How’d they get in here?” Monty asked.

“Front door is nailed shut. But you didn’t latch the back after taking the garbage out.”

Monty relieved him of the pan’s lid. Clenched his jaw. Digger could see his brother struggling to not say anything. But he rarely would. He’d bottle it up again, and for that Digger was glad.

“Look,” Digger said. “You’ve got enough food for twenty people going in here. I don’t know these recipes but at least I remember how to plate. Let me get this together. Go out there and pour them more wine. You know how to do the front of the house. If any of them get rowdy, call me. I’ll throw them out. If Hellard wakes up, send him back here.”

They heard a roar followed by the ogre’s signature chortle.

“Too late,” Monty said. “He’s awake.”

They peered out of the kitchen.

The chorus of laughter from the group of tourists kept going and going. Hellard was sitting backward on a chair, squeezed in between Kat and Damien and in the middle of telling a story that required big hand gestures. His meaty appendages kept almost knocking the wine glasses over. The ogre’s chair creaked but held, at least for the moment.

“What do we do?” Monty asked, his earlier confidence evaporated.

Digger shrugged. “Get them their wine. I’ll get them food. Then we overcharge them and hope they leave.”
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DIGGER COULD ONLY HOPE the tourists would forget the Dragon and Rose after they sobered up. He considered dumping salt or an excess of pepper or performing some other sabotage on the plates of food, but he knew his brother wouldn’t forgive him that affront.

Dishing up the slow-roasted goat and calabacitas, he wiped each plate’s edge down and added a few sprinkles of tiny greens. His mother and father had taught him how to present a dish, but Digger had never enjoyed any of the restaurant work his parents had done. Monty had taken to it with relish and had exceeded all his parents’ expectations. But his skills were still there, and he was forced to admit the plates looked good.

He tasted the entrée and the side and they were both bright and well salted, no tinkering required.

Outside, Hellard was only growing louder. The tourist Kat was matching him in volume and the common room erupted in another gout of laughter.

He brought out the plates and arranged them in front of each tourist. They barely waited for him to move before digging in, some using fingers to pluck wads of goat meat and pop them into their mouths. They were on a fourth bottle of wine and Monty must have served them their whiskey shots, as each had a small glass of amber liquid.

Digger took up position behind the bar, an uncomfortable feeling of déjà vu churning in his guts. Monty was too nervous. And Hellard? Who knew what he might do to a pureblood? The ogre had come to the city with the express purpose of finding like-minded fel for an ill-conceived uprising. But Digger had no choice but to ride the evening out. The group was eating and drinking and appeared content enough.

Monty stood demurely behind Hellard and was quick with a napkin when the tourist Damien slid off his chair and sent a forkful of food across the front of his shirt.

Hellard reached over and slapped Damien on the back. “Good lad. Good stuff, eh? We’re still getting the kinks out of the place, but you’ll be sure to tell your friends about the Dragon and Rose, won’t you?”

Digger stifled a sigh. So much for wanting to send them away.

“This is delicious,” Damien said through a mouth of zucchini. He washed it down with wine.

Hellard nodded. “This here is the best chef this side of Bahia. You lords and ladies are the first to taste what this place has to offer. Now will you be settling your bill with coin or scrip?”

Digger didn’t know what to expect and found himself tensing up. Judging from prior experience, he knew an armed group of nobles wouldn’t think twice before cheating a fel.

Kat made a gesture to the table. Each of the nobles dug into purses and pockets. A clang of coins and a few pieces of scrip followed as they deposited payment onto the table.

“And how about a gratuity for our chef and his kitchen staff?”

More coins followed.

Hellard poured the last half of the bottle among the partygoers. “We’ll call this the last round. It’s been a pleasure.”

They either nodded or raised a glass. Then from the trapdoor behind the bar came a thump. The group at the table went quiet.

“What was that?” Kat asked.

Hellard shrugged and maintained his disarming smile. “Rats. Big ones. Nothing to concern you and something we’ll fix before our grand opening.”

With a second thump, the floorboard beneath Digger’s feet bucked.

“Hey, pot boy?” Hellard called. “Go down and give those rats a whack, why don’t you?”

Digger gave a forced smile and looked at the trapdoor. The cellar didn’t have rats but trolls. The two monsters Hellard had rescued from the catacombs were number one on a list of things that made the Dragon and Rose a dangerous place for all involved.

Digger picked up his shovel. “We’d best close up, if you want me to go down there. Hate to have any of them swarm up here while we have guests.”

“Eww,” Damien said, throwing down his napkin and rising. He almost collapsed again.

Digger arrived at his side to steady him. A pair of his companions took over as Digger guided the group towards the storeroom and back door.

“So when’s the grand opening?” Kat asked.

Digger waited for the last of them before following them out. “Soon. Good night. Walk safe. Mind the alley, because it’s dark.”

Hellard gave a final wave. The tourists’ laughter echoed about the alley as they departed. Digger was about to shut the door when a hand stopped him. It was another pureblood, a man with spiked frosted hair who staggered and caught himself in the space between the door and jamb.

“Are you still open?” the man spurted. He reeked of beer and was barely able to stand straight.

“Not here. We’re closed.”

Digger grabbed the man as he lurched forward and found himself holding the man upright. But Digger had no problem pushing and half carrying him out into the alley to lean against the wall. Digger’s grave cart stood nearby.

“Just a pint, is all I ask.”

“Like I said, we’re closed. This was a private party.”

“A pity,” the man said sleepily. “Love a good party.” He sagged to the ground. “Everyone loves a party.”

Digger didn’t comment. He returned to the back entrance and pulled the door shut. After latching it he confirmed it was firmly locked. For a moment he considered nailing a piece of wood in to seal the back door like he had the front. If his brother wouldn’t go into hiding to stay safe, Digger would have to do a better job of keeping the bar secure, even if it meant blocking every door and window so no one got in or out.

Because anything would be easier than dealing with another night like this one.
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DIGGER WHEELED HIS cart to the cemetery.

Dawn was less than an hour away. Usually it was in these small hours that notice would come via the city watch of any work to be had. More often than not, someone in the city wouldn’t be waking up. But until the notice came, he would have to be patient.

Three gravediggers were shoveling up a fresh hole by the common grave. One cart had a wrapped body in it. Digger parked his cart and sat on a tombstone to watch. The clouds were thick overhead and it had been sprinkling. The top of East Hill was shrouded in mist. He could barely see the crypts and the castle to the west was completely lost in the murky air.

The gravediggers who had taken the night shift were silent in their labor, which suited Digger just fine after the events of the evening at the Dragon and Rose. But he didn’t have to wait long before an approaching lantern came his way.

One of the graveyard keeper’s daughters approached. She was escorting a lone city guard who was bundled in his cloak against the wind. She only wore a thin, short dress over her spindly frame and appeared unaffected by the cold.

She grinned when she spotted him, revealing rows of tiny white teeth. She also wore an eyepatch. Her single froglike eye shone as she considered Digger. “Is this the fel you’re looking for, Private?”

The guard looked at Digger and shrugged. “He’s fel?”

Digger tried to not let his irritation show in his voice. “What do you want?”

“Mind your tone. I was sent to find a fel gravedigger your size.”

“You could have just sent a notice. Is there a pickup?”

The guard let out a nervous laugh. “Yeah. But the sheriff requested you specifically.”

Digger knew the sheriff. The man was still on Loom Island, intent on investigating the disappearance of a court magister on behalf of Duke Tito. The sheriff now knew who Digger was, after the events surrounding the theft of the queen’s prize watch. They had fought. Digger had been taken in and sent to the games. And after his release from the catacombs the sheriff had confronted him and implied he knew Digger’s involvement with the disappearance of the magistrate. For whatever reason the sheriff hadn’t arrested him a second time. Perhaps he was looking for actual proof, which had never stopped a city guard from apprehending a fel culprit before.

Things had been quiet over the past couple of weeks but now Digger’s mind turned with the possibilities. Why would the sheriff request him for a body pickup? The man didn’t seem like someone who enjoyed games.

Digger looked back at the other graveyard workers. “Any one of them will do.”

“Well that’s not who the sheriff wants. He said to look for you. So are you coming?”

The implied “or else” hung in the air. The guard had a truncheon on his belt. Digger kept his shovel in his cart, and he knew he could grab it and take the man down before the guard could free his hands from under his cloak.

But instead Digger got down from the tombstone and readied his cart. “Where to, sir?”

“Violet Avenue. And you may want to bring a bucket.”
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TWO OF THE CITY WATCH waited outside the alleyway.

Violet Avenue led across the length of the island between the largest slums and the factories of the industrial district where so many of the island’s residents worked. The two workhouses bracketing the alley looked identical. Both were two-level structures with gated fronts and shuttered windows. With the sun starting to brighten the overcast above, the streets were full of pedestrians. They kept their heads down and walked quickly, eyes wary. All were giving the mouth of the alley a wide berth.

Digger parked his cart. “Sheriff down there?”

One of the men nodded. “Go on down.”

The wide alleyway had numerous rubbish bins and a few empty pallets leaning on the walls. A pair of lanterns had been set in the corners at the rear of the alley. The sheriff was crouched and looking at the ground. He tipped back his green hat and looked up at Digger with his piercing dark eyes.

Before him was a body that had been eviscerated. The corpse lay sprawled with limbs outstretched. It was a man and appeared to be pureblood. What had once been a frilled white shirt was soaked through with crimson. The bottom of the shirt and the pants had been torn and the guts ripped out. Pink strings of intestines stretched across the alley.

It was one of the worst murders Digger had seen in the city. But between the queen’s games and the terrible work he had done as one of the duke’s rangers, he had borne witness to enough gruesome scenes that the sight of the body didn’t unsettle him but for a moment.

The sheriff rose and nodded to the rear of one of the workhouses. “There’s a second one down this way.”

“Are you done looking? You want me to clean this up?”

“Not yet. I want to know what happened. Two purebloods butchered? This isn’t Claudia’s catacombs but the streets of one of Duke Tito’s counties.”

“This is the city watch’s jurisdiction.”

“And they sent for me. I’m in charge of the investigation.”

“So why am I here, besides the cleanup?”

The sheriff walked carefully around a spattered patch of blood. He held a notebook and a pencil. He pointed to a second body. This one was a woman and she was curled up with one hand clutching a sword. Digger looked at the faces. With a sudden dread he realized he recognized them. Both had been with the group of tourists who had been at the Dragon and Rose that night.

“Hold still,” the sheriff said.

He crouched before Digger and examined his shoes. He leaned close enough to the ground that he might be sniffing them. If Digger suspected he was going to be arrested, this would be the time to clobber the sheriff and run for it, but there was no knowing how many more guards might be nearby lying in wait. If the sheriff only wanted to arrest him, there would be no point in the ruse of summoning him to collect the bodies.

The sheriff stood back up and looked mildly disappointed. “Seems our suspect left a boot print. Yours don’t match.”

“That’s a relief. I was with people last night, if you need an alibi. Now normally this is where I take over and take these souls to a hole in the ground in East Hill. But they appear to be pureblood. They might have family who won’t want them placed in a common grave.”

“I’m sure the city guard will sort that out. I thought I’d talk to you first.”

“So talk.”

From his past interrogations by the sheriff, Digger knew the man was an expert at holding back information.

The sheriff scratched the scruff on his chin. “Two dead pureblood in a city divided between your kind and mine. If these had been murdered fel, the watch wouldn’t have bothered making a fuss. Now that I’m involved, the duke will need to hear about it, as it is my duty to report what I see.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because it won’t go well for your kind. Since the games, as you know, the curfew has been lifted. This might be seen as a direct consequence.”

“You’re implying a fel did this?”

“I’m not reaching any conclusions. But others will. Enough of the nobility in Bahia and at the duke’s court are already shocked at what takes place on this island. The youth flock here for the games and distractions. And now they’re murdered in the streets.”

“I still don’t see why—”

The sheriff cut him off. “Stop playing the fool. You emerged from the games a champion of your kind. Whether you know it or not, others will see it as a signal that they too don’t have to submit to pureblood rules. Your kind are emboldened. Add to this the generations of resentment ingrained in every soul, both pureblood and fel. Your victory is a catalyst. These murders are but the beginning.”

It was the first time Digger had seen any kind of intense emotion from the man.

Digger let out a humorless chuckle. “I thought you didn’t want to jump to conclusions. You think this is the start of fel killing pureblood in the streets? Fine. But what do you think’s been happening to my kind for years here? Infractions are met with the death sentence. The games are just a perverse way to make a profit off our suffering. And as awful as these two deaths are, it’s nothing we haven’t experienced in some form or another. Why should I care?”

“Because it can always be worse. You think Claudia’s rule is oppressive? Wait until Duke Tito tires of her open defiance of his edicts.”

“Why do you give a damn about what happens to my kind?”

“My concern is keeping the peace. I serve my duke. A crime like this will only cause unrest. I was hoping you’d see that you might play a role here.” He sighed. “It would have been so simple if your shoes had fit the boot prints.”

Digger stepped carefully forward to the edge of the blood spatters. While many of the smudges were mixed with the dirt and grime of the cobblestones, there was a single well-defined print where a boot had trod. It was smaller than his, but not by much.

Both victims appeared to have been stabbed and torn open. It was a savage act, animalistic but not committed by an animal. This was man’s work, be they fel or pureblood.

The group that had left the Dragon and Rose had been staggering drunk. They must have split up. Why any of them would wander to this part of the city was unknown. Why these two had gone off alone was part of the mystery.

Was this a random act or something more? But this wasn’t his job. Cleaning the mess was.

He returned to the cart and collected a tarp. “Is there anything else or can I get to work?”

“You know where to find me and I, you. I’m disappointed you don’t understand what’s at stake here. Perhaps soon you will, and I pray it won’t be too late.”
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QUEEN CLAUDIA THE SECOND stepped over the exposed pressure plate set into the stone floor. Not an easy feat while wearing four-inch heels and a heavy gown, which she had to keep bunched up in her hands. One wrong step and twang! A crossbow would fire and skewer her, if it was armed.

After finishing the maneuver she hopped back.

Rochus, her fel steward, watched with barely concealed trepidation. “Your Majesty, please be careful.”

Standing next to him was Juan David Pizzaro, a fireplug of a man with a thick neck and hands that looked like cracked leather. He didn’t look worried. The man wore a workman’s smock filled with pencils and protractors and other small tools. He held a clipboard and was scratching notes.

“So what makes this so special, Master Pizzaro?” Claudia asked. “Once the surprise of the chessboard was ruined in my chamber of secrets, the squares were easily avoided. As my chief architect and designer, I expect you to make my traps to be a bit more dynamic.”

Pizzaro nodded deferentially. “I’ll leave the arranging of the rooms to you, my lady. But this is the new model. As you can see, the switch now has a set of modifiable triggers. These can be adjusted at will, allowing us to change the trap in moments. So one day the switch fires an arrow like the old models. But now the next day it can be disarmed and new ones armed for the element of unpredictability. It will mean manufacturing more for an event like the chessboard. But consider the possibilities. How about an encounter where to open a door, two plates need to be pressed upon simultaneously? Or, a timed trap which makes it seem as if the mechanism does nothing only to have a moment pass, and zing!”

He punctuated this with a slap of his meaty hands.

Claudia giggled with delight.

“Perhaps this square activates others, making this the only safe place to stand? These simple locks and pins are modular and I can tailor them to whatever mischief you might dream up in that delightful mind of yours.”

She applauded and could barely contain herself. She did have so many plans, pages and pages of them, her notebooks filling one after another ever since her most recent round of catacomb games had gone so splendidly.

The response from the nobility had been instant. They were lining up, some declaring oaths promising to return glory to their kind, purebloods whose honor had been besmirched by the fel victory. Others just wanted more loot. And Claudia was pleased as summer punch to oblige both classes of contestants.

Never mind the angry letters from families who had lost their precious offspring to her contest. Threats that Duke Tito would hear about it were so tiresome. What was her silly brother going to do? Put a stop to the one economic gold mine in his dukedom?

Besides, some of the dark moments in the games could be blamed on her nephew Angel.

He had left a lingering bad taste on the catacombs, with his assaulting not one but two of his fellow noblemen and murdering one of the monsters after the round had ended and the fel’s freedom had been won. But Angel was missing and she decided she was happy to be rid of him. Still, her own side game with Angel felt like it hadn’t concluded properly. He should have either escaped the island with his life or been caught by one of several assassins.

Claudia didn’t believe him capable of disappearing without a trace.

He had owed the gangster Red Eye money. And she had made sure his debt wouldn’t be paid unless he won the catacombs, which he hadn’t. Red Eye had sent a message that Angel hadn’t been caught, and she knew he hadn’t made it off the island. Angel had met his end somehow, she felt certain.

A woman—a queen—knew such things. Her intuition had gotten her this far. And it was her intuition that made her hope that Angel’s brother Jamie might prove more interesting than his younger and dully ambitious missing sibling.

Jamie, however, was frail. Even today he had missed their breakfast, sending word via one of the servants that his stomach was feeling sour. That meant he was missing this, one of many meetings with the handful of designers and builders who would make her next round of catacombs a reality.

From an open wall, a guard cleared his throat. The steward gave the man a nod and cleared his throat as well.

She checked a pendant watch. She hated to be late for anything but the excitement had almost caused her to lose track of time. But she had no appointment scheduled for the next twenty-two minutes.

She scowled. “What is it?”

Her steward leaned in. “One of the spies, my lady. He’s waiting to report.”

“Thank you, Rochus. You’ll excuse me, Master Pizzaro.”

She accepted Rochus’s arm and he led her past an array of disassembled switches and metal parts and displaced stepping-stones. They passed through the open wall to a narrow corridor and a small stairway that led up past the galleries and lavish waiting rooms to another hidden door, which let out inside the castle wine cellar. A man in an ill-fitting suit with spiked white hair waited, his hands grasping themselves as he licked his lips at her approach.

Rochus gave a nod to a waiting guard, who left the three of them alone. “This man has a report for you, Lady Claudia.”

The spy gave a nod, appeared uncertain, and dipped his head even lower.

“Oh stop with that,” Claudia said. “My steward said you learned something.”

“Y-yes, my queen. Queen Claudia. My lady.”

Rochus motioned for him to continue.

Claudia’s mind was already moving on to her next appointment. Who was on her list first, the carpenter or the mining engineer?

The spy finally got his words in order. “The fel you were looking for. I’ve found him.”

She gave the spy her full attention. “My champion? You found him?”

He nodded. “Half-breed. Bright fel eyes. Well muscled. Workman’s hands. Fits the description from the stockade and from everyone who saw him at the games.”

“And where did you find him?”

“At a bar. It’s closed, but they had some kind of party last night. Your steward put word out that he had been seen at a bar with other fel. There aren’t any of those in the Temperance District. This one we missed a few times because the front is boarded up. But I gave it a second go when I saw it had something going on. So I went around back last night and saw him. Face-to-face.”

“How certain are you? Let’s put a number on it. From ‘I’m-going-to-lose-my-life-for-wasting-my-queen’s-time’ to ten.”

He was sweating but managed to grin. “A ten, lady. I was right up close. Grabbed him, I did. Felt his arms and stared right up into his face. And like our intel said, he’s a laborer of some kind. Because I smelled the dirt. It’s him. Your champion. I hope you’re pleased.”

She took his hand and patted it. She was pleased. Very pleased. Because all the tricks and traps and game innovations she might dream up would all pale without the best of monsters to fill her dungeon.
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THE WORKERS HAD BEEN busy redoing the Dragon and Rose’s roof and the loft above the common room. They hadn’t begun on the stairs yet, so the climb up required a ladder.

Or, in Sprat Hellard’s case, long arms and a bit of grunting, as he pulled his large frame up to the loft so he could find a place to sleep. The workmen were banging away above, but Hellard stayed dead to the world until a section of roof was removed, letting daylight in. The worker who looked down at him didn’t comment and proceeded to inspect a section of rotting wood.

Hellard collected his bedroll and clambered down. He almost collided with Monty, who was cleaning up from last night’s improvised party. In his hands were two plates, both of which still held the remnants of supper.

“They didn’t like the vegetables,” Monty said sourly.

“They paid. Isn’t that what’s important?”

“You don’t understand. Anyone can roast goat meat. This was one of my dad’s recipes.”

Hellard sniffed the plate. Veggies were an only-if-you’re-starving option, and then, maybe.

Monty’s eyes darted about. “Sofia wanted me to ask when you’re getting those trolls out of her cellar. She’s worried about them doing their business.”

“Tell her it’s great fertilizer. In fact with last night’s profits I’m going to the waterfront to pick up a barrel of fish parts to feed them.”

“She’s worried about the stink.”

“It’ll add to the charm. As we saw last night, stupid purebloods will spend their money even on a place like this.”

“And what’s wrong with my place?” Sofia asked. The pureblood woman marched out of the kitchen and closed in on the ogre until she was inches away.

Hellard put on his best grin. “This place is a wonder to behold. A classy establishment. Besides, it’s not the décor but the heart, and you and Monty have enough to warm even the dankest of dives.”

Sofia scowled back. “Your trolls. I want them out.”

“I’m working on it. But for now, I think it best they stayed put. Besides, Tonto and Mudo like it here. They might be useful. Breaking up fights. Emergency cleanup, if you know what I mean. Vinca’s watching out for them.”

Vinca was the pureblood stable girl from the castle who had helped Hellard escape during his misadventure in trying to rescue Digger and the others. She had cared for the trolls for the queen. While Hellard hadn’t had much of a conversation with her, she appeared content enough to receive room and board and a reprieve from whatever abuses had been heaped upon her from the castle’s stablemaster. Hellard had tried coaxing more details from her but she had clammed up. The stablemaster was now on his list of things to do.

Sofia looked like she was about to respond when a crash from above caught her attention. Roof shingles rained down through the hole and into the loft.

“Hey!” she cried. She positioned the ladder and climbed up to the loft, where she began to berate a pair of the workers.

“A dainty soul, her,” Hellard said. “I can see why the two of you are in love.”

“Don’t make fun of her.”

“I’m not. I’m making fun of you. But just a little. As far as the food goes, more meat and fewer vegetables. Give the patrons what they want. Besides, judging by last night, they’re not here for the grub but for the experience.”

Monty looked crestfallen. “But the food is the experience.”

Hellard wasn’t waiting around for the discussion to continue. He had his own things to do, and they involved seeing Isabel. She was the woman with the purse of coins from the catacomb winnings, and it was time for her to share the wealth.
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THE BURNED-OUT BAKERY next door to the bar was also under renovation. Without having mentioned it to anyone, Isabel appeared to now be the proud owner.

She had a crew of workers tearing down most of what remained of the singed frame. Much of the ashen ruins had been taken away, leaving the floor and foundation intact along with a brick back wall. A pair of cellar doors were thrown open and she had a sizable space already cleared out. She was wearing a sleeveless shirt and gloves and carrying an armload of scrap wood up the steps when Hellard stepped in her way.

“Here to help?” she asked.

“Here to find out why you’re all of a sudden interested in the baking business.”

She maneuvered past him and dumped the debris onto a pile. “I told you, it’s for the mission. They help people. It’s what I’m going to do.”

“But why here?”

“This place was cheap.”

“And why next door to the bar?”

“It’s none of your business.”

He hadn’t been privy to the discussion between her and Lady Sofia. Sofia had received an influx of cash from Isabel, which was moving her own renovations forward. But he hadn’t gotten any information out of Digger or Monty and guessed that neither of them knew more than he did.

Isabel had been suspicious of him ever since they had met at the mission kitchen. He had been trying to get a feel for the fel in the city. Diregloom had the largest concentration of his people—fel and even a couple ogres—yet they were all complacent in their toil. Now with no curfew some felt they would receive increased liberty. He had been part of several irritatingly optimistic discussions with fel who believed the edicts would be annulled, at least for the island.

Meanwhile the snippets of news from the mainland were all grim. Fel were being arrested or killed.

Inside a small wagon Isabel had fresh wood that was too small to be any part of the construction unless it was shelving. She picked up a few of the pieces as he hovered.

She adjusted her load and glared. “You going to watch or help?”

He collected up the rest of the wood and followed her down into the cellar. It was dusty but remarkably spacious. They were also alone and out of earshot of the workers.

“All your gold treasures that you won, am I to believe you’re spending it all for the mission?”

“Yes.”

“Every tencoin and penny?”

“It’s mine to do what I wish. Are you going to keep blocking the doorway?”

“And how much did you sell all that jewelry for?”

“I’m not telling you.”

“But there must have been plenty left. You could have bought this place with pocket change and five more places like it. But I can’t figure out why.”

“I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want your help. Get out.”

But Hellard wasn’t moving. “You won a fortune. I also thought you were going to buy a house for Prince Honeybuns and yourself so you two lovebirds could, you know...”

Jamie hadn’t been around much, not that Hellard cared. The pureblood noble had no reason to come slumming except to see Isabel.

Her cheeks flushed. “What Jamie and I decide to do is between us. Now I have work to do.”

She put the wood down in the middle of the cellar and pointed for him to do the same. She began to pull the wood into place and it soon became obvious that he had been carrying the frames for several beds.

“What’s all this for?”

She was attaching two of the pieces into a right angle but the tongue and groove weren’t fitting. She grabbed a chisel and began working excess wood from the groove.

Hellard gave an exaggerated shrug. “You could have paid for a mansion. Why would you want to live in the basement of a burned-down wreck?”

She wiped a loose strand of dark hair from her face. “It’s not for me.”

“For who, then? The old crones who run the mission? They already have a prime piece of property here in Diregloom, not to mention the bughouse on West Island.”

“Don’t call it that. It’s a hospital.”

“Yeah, for rich purebloods to lock up their moonstruck family members. So the mission takes some of the gold they’re raking in and sets up a food handout for us as an afterthought, and then you see fit to give them a mountain of coin as if you couldn’t think of anything better to do with it.”

Her face clouded. “What I choose to do with my money isn’t your concern. You think somehow I should hand it to someone like you? And for what? Starting your fel rebellion? What are you planning? To purchase swords and hand them out to every fel in the city so we can storm the castle and then sail to Bahia and take the duke’s head?”

“That’s not a bad idea.”

“It’s insane. We’re never going to win anything for our kind through violence.”

“I heard you did a pretty good job in the catacombs taking down more than your share of pureblood contestants.”

“I had no choice.”

“Neither do we, now.”

“The mission does more good for our kind than you’ll ever know. These cellars share walls and I need to use mine. Lady Sofia says you’re going to get those trolls out of there?”

“I’d thought I’d cut them loose near the stockade.”

She scowled. “Even when you’re joking, you’re not funny.”

He thought of a good retort but before he could deliver it she ducked past and headed up the steps.

“Wait, where are you going?”

“Shopping. If you want to be helpful, bring my wagon. But I’m done answering your questions.”

He grabbed the wagon handle and pulled it along. It felt small enough to be a child’s toy. But Isabel was giving him the chance to show himself useful. If she had enough money to buy beds, maybe she still had some of her winnings left. All he had to do was convince her that it wouldn’t take much to start up his own all-fel bandit enterprise within the city.

An opportunity of a lifetime.
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Chapter Five
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DIGGER FINISHED CLEARING the grave.

He pulled both bundled sets of remains into the hole. Here they could be retrieved when the family requested it. But until the request came, this was the only solution, as the city watch had no other provisions for storing the dead.

Working gave him time to think. He couldn’t watch his brother every minute of every day. Up until that night he’d thought the Dragon and Rose might be a safe enough place. But two pureblood patrons having been murdered was too much of a coincidence. The city had scores, maybe hundreds of establishments. Somehow the tourists had found their way to Lady Sofia’s bar.

So had the killer.

Whoever had murdered them had expertly taken them down in time to prevent either from making enough noise to bring the watch, escaping, or fighting back. Granted, it was a bad part of the city, both had been drunk, and the girl had at least drawn her sword. But then why not take the blade to sell it? Both bodies had been looted of jewelry and coin, but the boy had a pocketful of scrip, which Digger now carried.

It was as if whoever murdered them had used his time to commit the atrocities to the bodies rather than go through their pockets. He knew what combat could do to his own thinking ability. But if simple greed was the killer’s motivator, then missing the scrip and leaving the sword were foolish oversights.

Why else kill them?

He knew his own anger at the purebloods. There was enough of that percolating in the city.

What if, like Lord Angel, one or both the victims owed the wrong gangster money? There were more than a few gangs operating in Diregloom, the Karanog now being one of the largest. But a killing like this would be bad for business. You sent a message with a broken nose or arm, not this.

He tried to dismiss it all. It was the sheriff’s business, or the watch’s. Not his. He had his own to look out for. But the crime would be traced back to the bar once the other tourists came forward to identify their murdered friends. Fel would be blamed. And he stood to receive his own share of scrutiny as the victor of the catacomb games who had taken the lives of more than a couple of purebloods in front of a gallery full of spectators.

“Such deep thoughts. We wonder, Digger, why so glum?”

One of the graveyard keeper’s daughters was perched on top of a tombstone. Her sister with the eyepatch was nearby pulling dandelions that were sprouting up near a large monument dedicated to one of the graveyard’s original patrons.

Digger pushed the shovel out and hoisted himself to the lip of the grave. “You’d think the city has seen enough violence.”

The second sister came over and blew the dandelions into the grave. “More pay for you. More money for us. So why do you fret?”

“Is that what I’m doing? I’m just working here.”

The first sister had hopped down and was running her hands along his shoulders. “Even as your muscles quiver and your skin sweats, your brow remains stitched tight.”

“Like a knot,” the second agreed. “A sure sign of a mind weighed with trouble.”

He stood up and moved away from both and began to fill the grave. The sisters held hands and watched.

“Poor Digger,” the second sister said. “Perhaps it’s because the sheriff has come here so often asking about you. Is that what makes you so cross with us?”

Digger paused. “I’m not angry with you. What was the sheriff asking about?”

“You. Your name. Your brother.”

“And your shoe size,” the first sister added. “He asked which of our clients are yours. But we said nothing.”

The second nodded. “Nothing at all. He knows you bring the guests to the common grave. But we didn’t tell him about your trips up to the old places up the hill. No one gets buried there anymore. No gravedigger goes up there.”

“Except you.”

“Except our Digger. But he doesn’t know and won’t. Not even our father knows, and we don’t tell him our secrets either.”

Both of their faces were unreadable. He had never been able to figure them out. He also had thought he had escaped their notice when he had deposited the magister, his guards, the pureblood who had robbed his parents of their restaurant, and most recently Lord Angel and the assassin Digger had killed inside the nobleman’s townhouse into a grave where no one ever visited.

He kept a neutral expression. Showed nothing.

The sisters had never pressed him for information like this before or hinted at knowing something that might get him in trouble. But then, the sheriff from Bahia had never come calling at the graveyard before.

“This could mean trouble for the city,” he said.

They both smiled.

The one with the eyepatch dropped the stems down into the hole on the loose dirt. “Trouble. The games. The swings of fortune all result in the same business, from how we see it. It’s how you should see it too.”

“I wish it were that easy.”

By the time he finished, the sisters had returned to the rickety cottage near the graveyard gate. As he wheeled his cart onto the cobblestones a crow landed on an extinguished streetlight and cawed. The bird was missing part of its beak and had a twisted foot curled up beneath it.

“Hello, Stumpy.”

The crow watched him with its black button eyes and followed. When he made it up to his apartment on the fifth floor of the tenement, it was waiting on the open-air rail just outside his door.

It cawed.

He went inside and cracked a walnut, then fed it to the bird
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