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The first movie I remember seeing in a theater was

“The Man With the Golden Gun”

 

This one’s for Dad.

 

The Dungeoneers:

Command Team

	Thud: Leader of The Dungeoneers.

	Ginny: Leader of Trap Team.

	Nibbly: Leader of Acquisitions Team.

	Gong: Leader of Vanguard Team.

 

Trap Team

	Mungo: Gadgeteer. 

	Cardamon: Engineer.

 

Acquisitions Team

	Dadger Ben: Public relations and requisitions.

	Leery: Inaccessible asset recovery.

	Tuft: Carrier of particularly heavy things.

 

Support Team

	Goin: Animal wrangler.

	Gammi: Cook.

	Doc: Medical services.

	Gryngo: Demolitions.

	Giblets: Geologist.

	Ping: Logistics.

	Durham: Cartographer.

	Ruby: Scribe.

 

Vanguard Team

	Clink: Siege weaponry.

	Rasp: Blacksmith.

	Grottimus: Special weapons and tactics.

	Keezix: Tactical weapons and tactics.

	Max: No one is quite sure what Max does.

Chapter One

 

It looked like a snake from a distance, fuzzy and brown, slithering across the golden ripples of sand. Any closer and the ripples resolved into dunes and the snake into a long line of camels plodding their way across, shadows stretched long and thin by the reddening sun. Their riders were bundled up in advance of the night-time cold.

It was best to be on the first camel in line. One could determine a person's rank in a desert caravan by counting how many camels back in line they were. Galeppo was on camel number twelve. Not the best but a finer place than on one of the eight camels that followed after. Plus he had a true point of pride. While not among the higher ranks of riders he was, in fact, on the most important camel. He bore the djinn lamp.

Bandits assumed that anything of importance was on the first camel with the highest ranked rider. So clever to put it on camel twelve instead! And all the other riders were sworn to defend him with their lives. Well, sworn to defend the lamp at least. And its bearer by extension. The djinn lamp was a hard lump of weight tucked into his tunic, resting above his belt on his right side. His arm obscured the bulge, at least enough that a casual observer would attribute it to a fold in his cloak. It seemed almost silly compared with the other precautions but everything helped. A lamp being moved was no small matter. Knowledge of a change in a lamp’s location was the sort of thing that caused armies to maneuver and gods to stay up late. There was a salt caravan over the dunes to the east and Galeppo’s group was meant to appear as one of its bands of outriders. This was again to give bandits a more obvious target and to make their own group one to avoid. And even now, far behind them in the city of Akhom-Te a more obvious caravan was being assembled. A false target to give any spies something to watch and report on.

Galeppo was unnerved by the secrecy. Usually the movement of a lamp was a publicized event. It was a means for the Knearaohs to flex their muscles and apply pressure against an adversary. But moving a lamp in secret? That was trouble. That sounded like the sort of thing a Knearaoh might do if they were considering actually using it.

They were skirting their way around the north side of the Reyah Oasis, far enough out to avoid the view of anyone camped there. The route of a salt caravan was a well guarded secret even when it wasn’t a ruse. As was written, ‘The value of gold is measured by salt.’

He sniffed and frowned. The breeze had died and the residual aromas of the camels in front of him had thickened in pungency. The air was so still that it made the hairs on the back of his neck crawl like beetles.  There was a muffled thump of noise from beyond the dune, followed by a creak and a clank. The ridge line of the dune hazed as something disturbed the fine grains of sand along the top. A stray breeze? Something shaking the ground? 

The storm came over the top of the dune with the shriek of a banshee.

Angry, billowing clouds of sand came sweeping toward them. Galeppo scarcely had time to raise his mask before the storm was upon them. The camels turned away from the onslaught, eyelids dropping to guard from the stinging gusts. Galeppo lowered his head to protect his own eyes, raising one hand to ward off the wind. All he could see around him was a swirl of brown, the rest of the caravan as invisible as if they didn’t exist. The roar howling through his head broke apart any attempt to reason, whipping his thoughts into confetti. He clutched his arm tight to his chest, protecting the lamp as if it would blow away.

What was that? Something moving, there at the limit of his vision. A shadow amid the sand. Another member of the caravan? The shadow rose high above him. He looked up in astonishment. The sand tore at his eyes and he had to turn away but that brief glimpse made his guts turn to mud. Two great eyes, glowing in the air above him, looking down.

Galeppo jammed his heels into the camel but it was an unnecessary motivation. The camel hadn’t been keen on the giant shape in the sand either and was already galloping blindly through the storm.

Too slow.

Galeppo opened his mouth in a mask-muffled yell as an armor-clad hand the size of a hippo came out of the curtain of sand. It swept across the top of the camel, slapping him off the saddle and spinning him into the sky. The wind grabbed him and tossed him end over end.

Was he flying? Would he ever come down?

No and yes, as it turned out. Sand is surprisingly hard when encountered at high speed. He groaned and rolled onto his side, trying to curl himself into a ball around the djinn lamp.

The great shadow with glowing eyes stood above, looking down. It reached for him with its gleaming hand.




***




Count Vimple slipped down the hallway like a shadow floating between moon-beams. He could smell the blood. Warm and heady, a perfumed trail. It tantalized and teased and he was oh, so hungry. His long, pale fingers flexed at his sides, as if imagining themselves wrapped around a neck. The hall was long and gray with gauzy white curtains that billowed in an unfelt breeze.

They were close. He could smell them.

Not human though. Definitely not elf. A dwarf, perhaps. Yes. The smell of stone and beard. He’d not had dwarf in decades. You had to kneel down to get a good bite in, resulting in an undignified event for all concerned. People had expectations when it came to vampires, and crouching and gnawing like a dog wasn’t one of them. At least not for a proper vampire. He couldn’t speak for the newer, lesser vampire generation. Barbarians, the lot of them.

No, it was the old ways for him. He’d been around long enough to have invented some of them. Pouncing from the shadows with glowing red eyes and long finger claws? That was a Vimple original.

He came to a halt, the cloaking tendrils of shadow flickering and twisting around him. He’d come to the end of the hall and the room beyond had been tampered with. It was one of many studies. They all had names that he couldn’t be bothered to learn. This one was decorated in cobwebbed green and had two doorways leading out. One of them had been doused with holy oil.

They knew he was after them. There was more than one smell drifting from beyond the oil. Definitely dwarves. The holy oil was a futile gesture. There were many ways to traverse Vimple Hall. He let out a gurgled chuckle and edged through the other door. It creaked open onto a narrow passage with a red carpet patterned with black bramble. He caught a flicker of motion at the far end. A dwarf, darting out of sight. Count Vimple gave chase. The prey was so close. He reached the end of the corridor and stopped at the corner. Perhaps this was some sort of trap? He crept forward, holding his cape in front. There. Braids of garlic criss-crossed the hallway. Ridiculous. And not something that was going to stop him. The thin door to the left led to one of the servants’ stairs. He’d be the spider in the ceiling above. He swirled up the stairs in a billow of smoke, coalescing in the attic above, sniffing. They’d not been up here. No one had been up here since the roofing crew a month before. This was his game once again. He crept through the room. No board would creak beneath his feet. No skittering rat would give him away. This was his family Hall and he moved within it as if it were his own form. There were secret gaps in the floor throughout the attic. They allowed someone who knew their placement to spy on any of the rooms below, an unseen phantom that knew all. He made his way between the stacks of boxes and furniture that had accumulated over the years. At least a few of his secret peepholes now had couches on top of them.

He took a deep sniff, focusing his concentration on any whiff of scent from the rooms below. The smell of blood was one that he could pick out from the faintest of traces. There. Toward the far end of the attic. Different, though. Gnome blood. He licked his lips. Gnomes were even shorter than dwarves but you didn’t have to bend down to bite them. A gnome was small enough to pick up and eat like a melon. 

A note of suspicion chimed in his head. The roofing team from a month before. There had been a dwarf and a gnome, had there not? Yes, and a human as well. He remembered because the gnome had been wearing a flagrantly false cat-hair beard. And now a gnome and a dwarf had invaded his manor. Was there a connection? Was there a human lurking around somewhere as well? Had they been thieves all along, searching for ways to break in and for things to steal?

He neared the source of the scent and caught a whiff of cat. He didn’t have any cats as they got along poorly with the rats and the bats, not to mention the wolves that lurked in the woods beyond. He doubted that burglars would have brought a cat with them. Not every train of logic ended with a cat-fur beard as being the most likely cause of anything but this was where he found himself. The smell of warm gnome blood and musty cat fur. Definitely the odd little fellow with the goggles from the roofing team. He’d had some sort of wind-up hammer that he’d used on the roofing nails.

The peephole at the far end of the attic was next to the trap-door that allowed attic access from this end of the manor. He leaned forward to peer through it with a pale eye. There, at the bottom of the stairs. The gnome, crouched down, his back toward the count. It was fiddling with something on the floor. Another pathetic “vampire-trap,” the count suspected. What would this one be? The wooden-stake crossbow? A silver holy symbol on the floor?

Irrelevant now. Count Vimple flowed through the peephole, becoming the lurking shadow at the top of the stair (another Vimple original). These foolish thieves had the gall to think they could come into his manor and defile his home? Now came the repercussions. It was time for the Vimple Classic. He poised to spring, his fingers elongating until his hands resembled clawed spiders. His eyes gleamed red, leaving ghostly traces in the air as they moved. He opened his mouth and bared his teeth, the drool already dripping from the barbed fangs. He was going to hit that gnome hard enough to crack it like a blood-egg.

Below him the gnome glanced about through a set of goggles that looked heavy enough to cause neck pain. Were the hairs on the back of its neck tingling? Wrong species, Vimple corrected himself. Gnomes didn’t grow hair, apart from occasional cat-hair beards at least.

Count Vimple pounced. He sprang forward as a cloud of darkness, claws reaching out to grab, razor-filled mouth ready to rip and tear.  He slammed into the gnome with the full force of an ancient vampire’s rage.

He had long enough to register a moment of surprise as the gnome and the hallway shattered into a thousand pieces at the impact. Glittering shards spun away in the morning light, catching the reds and golds of the sunrise and refracting them into sparkles of brilliance as Vimple disintegrated into a cloud of flaming ashes. The cloud drifted out, spreading into a smoky haze of sunbeams..

Mungo the gnome gave a satisfied nod from the hole in the side of the manor. They’d installed the mirror a month ago, placing it along the lower part of the wall where it reflected the matching wall opposite. A simple illusion that would have been easily spotted by anyone passing by. Unless it was a vampire and didn’t have a reflection to give it away.

Cardamon, the source of the dwarf smells, stepped up behind him. Of the dwarves on the team he was the shortest, only a fistful of inches taller than the gnome. His nose poked out from the depths of his hood.

“That him?” he asked.

Mungo gave a grand wave of his arm at the drifting ashes. “May I present Count Vimple, the vampyre!” He thought it a rather clever pun and was disappointed when Cardamon didn’t react to it.

“Why d’ya think the reflection of their clothes go invisible too?” the dwarf asked.

“That’s your imminent concern?”

Cardamon shrugged. “Something I was wonderin’ about.”

“I believe it’s an aura they project. Being invisible in mirrors would be a significantly inferior quality if they had to be naked for it to function.”

The breeze shifted. Cardamon coughed. “Probably shouldn’t breathe too much of him in, eh? Seems the sort of thing that would lead to a lung condition.” 

“Pneumonoultramicroscopicsilicovampireconiosis,” said Mungo.

“Ha! A gold eagle per syllable over five. You know the rule. That’s…hmmm…”

They started back down the hall to rejoin the team.

“Lose count?” Mungo asked. “Well I’m certainly not going to tell you.”

“There were at least three or four extras in there.”

“I’ll happily agree to three.”

“Oh? That means it was at least six.”

Mungo gave him a wounded look, magnified by the goggle lenses and framed with his calico beard. “Fine, make it four then.”

“Five!”

“Deal!” Mungo began counting the coins out of his pouch.

“I just got robbed, didn’t I?”




***




The center of the town of Soara was a once-tasteful circular plaza of alternating red and gray paving stones. A fountain at the center featured a statue of a woman looking down, hands spread as if inviting passers-by to have a drink. Nothing but brown leaves and an old boot rested within the fountain itself. The statue’s hair was more moss than stone and brown grass outlined the paving stones.

Thud the dwarf stood at the northern edge of the plaza, facing a wooden building that would have looked at home on top of a clock. The words ‘MASTRO HAU’ were burned into a plaque above the door. “Master House.” The Town Hall. Thud was wearing what he thought of as his ‘meet the locals’ outfit: the customary dwarven kilt and boots, his finest green shirt, blue scarf, embroidered red vest and black coat. Each piece individually impressive but together making a firm and bold statement. He had a bow tie on as well, completely hidden by his beard, and a scuffed top hat that added a foot in height to the four feet he’d come by naturally. 

His spokesdwarf Dadger Ben stood at his side. Dadger wore a tailored coat that, while more stylish, was nowhere near as eye-catching.  It was part of the point of having a spokesdwarf. Town officials always preferred dealing with the respectable-looking dwarf over the one that looked about to sell them a ticket to enter a tent. 

Nibbly was to his other side, wearing a blue robe and a matching turban with a green jewel that made him almost as tall as Thud with his top hat. His white beard was neat and square and his mustache gleamed with wax. Mungo hung back, seeming more concerned with why the fountain wasn’t working than with their impending visit to the mayor, the  Hau-Maestrum. Thud brought Nibbly along whenever money was concerned and Mungo whenever math was concerned. Money and math were largely the same thing to Thud’s mind. He still held hopes that Mungo’s abilities with imaginary numbers and non-linear equations would someday work out to equaling more gold pieces than there should have been. Quantum accounting, the gnome called it.

Thud stepped forward and knocked on the door, hoping that there would be an answer. The hour was beginning to grow late. A few lanterns had been lit around the edges of the plaza and a group of frogs had taken up a discussion somewhere nearby. It had taken extra time to haul the ballista to Vimple Hall and back. They hadn’t ended up needing it but having it loaded with a silver-tipped bolt of ash soaked in garlic-infused holy oil had been a good plan B.

The top half of the door opened. The red-faced man behind it frowned at the absence of a person before glancing down and seeing the dwarves. His mustache was slightly off to one side as if it had been caught on its way somewhere.

“Ah!” he said and beamed at them. He leaned forward and put his elbows on the door’s counter-top.

“Good evening to you, sir,” Thud said. “Allow me to introduce myself. The name is Thud and I’m the leader of The Dungeoneers.”

“A pleasure,” the Hau-Maestrum said, not looking at all certain about the honesty of that statement.

“These are my associates, Nibbly and Dadger Ben.”

“A pleasure,” Dadger said as he stepped forward to take over the introduction. “And might I just say that this is a lovely and charming town you have, here, sir. Truly a pleasure. We’ve met some of the good folk that live here and helped them as we were able. Truly, a kind-hearted and generous people. We so admired your town that we felt compelled to lend aid by fulfilling a few of the town notices posted on the board outside the tavern. Sir, we would like to collect for our services now, if we may.”

“Ah,” the Maestrum said. “Er…good! Good! Most excellent. Some rat tails to turn in, have you?”

Now it was Nibbly’s turn. His voice was as neat and clipped as his beard. “We have 78 rat tails at a copper thumb each. We also have a dozen goblin ears from the tribe that’s been raiding the farms for another twelve talons. We’ve got two heads from the ghouls responsible for your graveyard haunting at a gold eagle each. Cleared out the giant-hornet hive beneath Farmer Yaggan’s barn at a flat bounty of five more eagles. Collected the ingredients for Widow Roper’s were-cabbage soup for another five talons and a copy of her recipe for our cook.” He inserted a dramatic pause. “We also eliminated one Count Vimple from the manor on the mountain for the posted bounty of 150 eagles.”

There was a faint wheezing sound from the Maestrum and his mustache looked like it was considering making a break for his sideburns. “Count Vimple?” he said. “You actually removed him?”

“Took a bit of preparation, that one,” Thud said. “But aye, he’s no more than the memory of a cookfire now.”

“The usual procedure when posting rewards,” Nibbly said, “is to hold the reward in an interest-bearing trust until such time as the bounty is claimed so as to ensure that all funds are present and available at a moment’s notice. Less scrupulous town councils have been known, unfortunately, to skim off the top from time to time so as to augment their beer fund. I’m sure that a town as reputable as your own would tolerate no such foolery.”

“Of course,” the Maestrum said, looking a bit strained and glancing over his shoulder. It was unclear whether he was looking for a trust account or an escape route. “And you brought proof of this? Of Count Vimple’s demise?” There was a spark of panic in his eyes.

They were back in Dadger’s field of expertise now. “I’m sure you mean no offense,” Dadger said, “with your brazen questioning of our integrity.”

“Ah, of course not,” the man said, brightening as if grasping at a rope of hope. “It’s only, you know, for the official records.”

“We vaporized him into a cloud of ashes,” Dadger said. “We could present you with a bag of ashes but that hardly seems the thing a reasonable gentleman such as yourself would accept as definitive proof.”

“Quite.”

“But to show our understanding of your official procedures, we invite you to go up tomorrow and take a tour of the manor yourself to ensure that it is no longer occupied. We’ll happily accept the rest of the reward money now and will defer the Vimple reward until tomorrow evening after you’ve verified our claim.” 

Nibbly stepped up and plopped a large canvas sack on the counter. The bottom of it was dark and wet looking.

“Is that…?”

“Heads, tails and ears,” Nibbly said. “You know. For your official records.”

The Maestrum poked gingerly at the top of the bag. The bag squirmed and he leapt back with a shriek.

“That’s just them ghoul heads,” Thud said. “They can take a few days before they give up and stop moving. Probably tryin’ to eat the rat tails and they just keep slidin’ out the other end of their necks.”

The Maestrum’s red face acquired a few green tinges. “Very well,” he said. “I’ll count out your reward, apart from the Count Vimple bounty. It should come to…”

“Eight eagles, two talons, eight thumbs,” Nibbly said.

The Maestrum licked his lips and began poking at the contents of a small chest he’d pulled from behind the counter-top. “The Dungeoneers, eh?” he asked. “Seems a grandiose name for rat-catchers.”

“Don’t forget the vampire-slayer part also,” countered Thud.

“Yes, of course.” His gaze flicked over Thud’s shoulder for a moment then back to the chest. “Is that gnome with you? What is he doing to my fountain?”

“Either trying to fix it or weaponize it,” Thud said. He shrugged. “Even odds as to which.”

“Why does he have cat hair stuck all over his chin?”

“Daft in the head. Thinks he’s a dwarf. That’s his beard. We go along with it.”

The Maestrum snickered.

“Right handy to have about, though,” Thud said. “He’s the one that eliminated your Count Vimple. The rest of us was all outside with silver bolts, ballistas with casks of holy garlic water, bladders of oil, stakes, torches, the whole lot. Mungo there took him out with a mirror before any of us even got to lay eyes on him.”

The clinking of coins paused. “Did you say Mungo?” the Maestrum asked.

“Aye?”

“We received a message today addressed to a Mungo. Via the gnomatic tube. Have to assume it’s for him.”

“Well, ain’t that somethin’. Oi, Mungo!”

“Of course,” the Maestrum said, “there’s the tube fee, storage fee and delivery fee to be…”

“Maybe we’ll just insist on that vampire money now, then. Sounds like otherwise we ain’t gonna have enough left to buy dinner.”

“Ah, quite,” the maestrum said as Mungo arrived. “I’m sure we can waive the fees under the circumstances.” He handed a brass cylinder to the gnome. Or, rather, extended it down as far as his arm could reach to allow Mungo to jump up and grab it.

“Who knows you’re here that ain’t one of the team?” Thud asked. The gnome shrugged. “Came by the tube,” Thud said. “Usually means a gnome sent it.”

“Maybe it’s cookies from my grandmother,” Mungo answered. “Er, my grandmother’s gnomish friend, naturally, as my grandmother would obviously be a dwarf.” He stroked his cat-beard then grabbed the tube and retreated to the vicinity of the fountain to open it.

“Mighty protective of his cookies,” the Maestrum said.

“You keep countin’,” Thud said. “Maybe you’ll get a cookie later.” He gestured with his head for Nibbly to take over in watching the counting out of the coins, not that Nibbly had taken his eyes off of it.

Thud made his way toward where Mungo sat on the rim of the waterless fountain. The gnome had opened the cylinder and was holding the scroll he’d unrolled from inside. His expression was neutral, which was abnormal. Three-quarters of his face was mouth and eyes.

“News from home?” Thud asked. “Anything I need to worry about?”

Mungo was staring off at nothing which usually meant he was thinking. Thud’s impression was that Mungo could process more thoughts through his head in a ten-second glaze than Thud could manage during an entire day. He waited until the gnome’s eyes snapped back into focus and looked at him. The lenses on his goggles switched about a few times as if he were trying to discern some secret information about his view of Thud. Something on that piece of paper had rattled him hard.

Thud lit a cigar, crossed his arms and waited.

Mungo’s lens switching settled on the dark lenses, hiding his eyes. His mouth twisted and contorted several times as he kept beginning to speak then thinking better of it. He looked to be running through a lot of options and scenarios in his head.

Thud blew out a cloud of smoke and tapped his ash into the fountain. Mungo’s goggles switched back to clear lenses, his magnified eyes giving Thud a flat and serious look. The gnome took a deep breath. He stood up on the rim of the fountain, snapping his arms to his sides as if at military attention.

Then he reached up and peeled off his cat-fur beard.

“Agent Mungo of the Gnome Intelligence Agency,” he said. “I wish to hire The Dungeoneers.”

Chapter Two

 

The tavern south of the town plaza was doing a booming business. People were out, perhaps celebrating the absence of rats and ghouls. Thud took several seconds to give the room a look-over, stalling for time. It was his tactic whenever he had a lot of things jumbling around in his head. Stall a minute. Give his brain a chance to sort it out into questions and line them up in a row.

The table in the corner was occupied by three brooding men in cloaks, each looking like they wanted to be a mysterious loner but refusing to be the one to give up the table. The alpha brooder was the one at the rear of the triangle. Back and both shoulders to the wall.

“Buy you and yer mates a few rounds of ales if you clear out and give us the table,” Thud said. He flipped a gold eagle through the air, spinning it to make the edges glitter and flash. It landed in the center of the table with a musical ring. All three men reached for it, their hands meeting at the center of the table then each snatching back as if burned. The coin was gone. They cast darting glances at each other as they stood and moved away from the table.

“I don’t know which of you got that coin,” one said as they walked away. “But you’d by gods better be payin’ for my next round.”

“Don’t look at me like that. I’m thinking you’re the one that grabbed first!”

The third man gave an angry grunt. “You’re going to make me search the both of you, aren’t you?”

Thud slid in behind the table as the men’s voices faded. He looked meaningfully at Mungo and pointed at the chair opposite. Durham had followed in behind Mungo and helped himself to the other chair as if invited. Which, Thud reasoned, meant that he likely had been, just not by Thud.

Thud motioned for a round then arched an eyebrow and waited. In his experience this often prompted an outpouring of information that would answer at least one or two of his list of questions while adding twice as many more. It was just how conversations with Mungo tended to go.

Mungo took a deep breath, cast a quick glance at Durham then began to speak.

“I’m not a dwarf.” He paused as if waiting for an exclamation of surprise. Thud blew a smoke ring in his direction and waited in silence. “I’m a gnome. I was just disguised as a dwarf all along. I’m an agent of the Gnomish Intelligence Agency and I’ve been operating undercover.”

Thud looked at Durham. The human looked alarmed but not at what the gnome was saying. He looked worried about Thud’s reaction. He’d already known about this.

“Why did you bring Durham?” Thud asked.

“He can vouch for me.”

“I can?” Durham asked.

“Durham has known of my connections to the intelligence community for some time. Undoubtedly he has been observing my every move since for any sign of cross-purpose treachery or deception.”

“Undoubtedly,” Thud said. He looked to Durham.

“Ummm…right,” Durham said. Thud had a secret suspicion that Durham rarely knew what was going on and had a stock collection of answers from which he pulled whenever anyone asked him anything. “He told me at that farm outside Tanahael,” Durham added.

A boy arrived with a bottle and glasses then scurried away.

“I have been in pursuit,” Mungo said, “of one of the most dangerous criminal masterminds ever to escape Gnomish justice.”

“Pursuit implies you’re actually following this criminal,” Thud said as he poured the rum. “Someone on the team?”

“Oh, no, no,” Mungo said. “Perhaps ‘searching’ would be a more accurate term. He’s a gnome by the name of Cornelius Frothnozzle.” His face fell. “And he was the founder of the G.I.A. before he turned rogue. He was the one that oversaw my training.”

“How did this lead to you bein’ on my dungeoneerin’ team? You thought we was part of this?”

“No. I believed that the transitory nature of your movement would facilitate searching a wide area. Eventually some trace of Frothnozzle was bound to turn up. I was hardly the only one searching. There are others undercover in circuses, traveling with bards or merchants. I was the one clever enough to adopt a dwarf persona in order to join and blend in with your team.”

“And the message you got?” Thud emptied his glass and refilled it.

Mungo waved the scroll in his hand. “A lead! Two pieces of information. First is that there’s been an incident in Karsin. A djinn lamp stolen. Survivors claim that it was another djinn that made the attack.”

Thud whistled. “That’s a major act of war in Karsin, isn’t it?”

“It is but no one knows who was commanding the djinn that made the attack. The whole region is a patchwork of warlords and they’re always trying to gain an advantage over each other. The lamp belonged to Akhom, one of the most powerful in the realm and he’s been lobbing accusations all around. The other warlords are claiming to have had nothing to do with it. Akhom has another djinn lamp so he’s not in immediate danger of being attacked but tensions are at the level of a springtrap.”

“I’m guessing the actual lead is the second piece of information?”

Mungo nodded. “Frothnozzle has turned up in Khomen-Te, the city of one of Karsin’s coastal warlords. I suspect that the other warlords are telling the truth and that it’s Frothnozzle behind this, somehow.”

“Not warlord Khomen? The city is named for the warlord, right?”

Mungo nodded. “They are regarded as gods by their citizens.”

“Wouldn’t Khomen be more likely to have a djinn lamp than your gnome feller?”

“Khomen and Akhom share a border. Khomen was the less powerful of the two for the simple fact that he had only one lamp. Stealing one from Akhom would be a major power play. It would lead to a war unless it were done in secret. Precisely the sort of task one might hire a master conspirator to accomplish. If Cornelius is there I’m certain he’s involved.”

Thud drummed his fingers on the table. He didn’t like the idea that members of his team had been keeping secrets from him. Granted, it was a pretty stupid secret. He understood why Durham might not have thought it worth mentioning. The Gnomish Intelligence Agency?

“So you’re a spy and now you want to hire us to what, go after another spy? Fight a djinn? Recover the stolen lamp? Not really in our charter.”

Mungo handed him the scroll. Thud unrolled it and had a look.

It was an advertisement. The sort of poster you’d see stuck on a wall or a fence advertising a circus that was in town or a famous bard passing through. 

 

“Calling All Adventurers!

 

Summer Solstice

Grand Opening!

 

THE MAZERYNTH

 

Treasure! Traps! Monsters!

 

Try your luck in the most dangerous and devious dungeon devised! 

Fortune and Glory Await YOU!

 

Kohmen-Te, Karsin”




There was a drawing of a pyramid with a camel and a few palm trees next to it. In small print at the bottom it said: “A  C. Frothnozzle Production.” The sender of the message had drawn a red circle around the name ‘Frothnozzle’ and put several exclamation points next to it. Beside that they’d written ‘esor wolley tah der.’ Thud tapped the notation with his finger and gave Mungo a questioning look.

“It’s a Gnome Intelligence Agency code,” Mungo said. “It tells me how to identify our gnome in Karsin for an on-site briefing.”

“Red hat, yellow rose?”

“How did you…?”

“Guess I got a knack for espionage. Karsin, eh?” Thud ran his fingers through his beard. “It would takes us a couple weeks in a ship to get there but we’d be in time for the solstice. We’d have to charter the whole ship so we can put the wagons in the hold and there has to be enough room for them. Those kinda costs add up quick.”

Mungo nodded. “I’ve been saving my treasure shares and I have an allotment of discretionary funding for operational purposes. You’ve been saying you were ready for another big job. It would take a lot of rat tails to equal what I’m offering.”

“What did this Frothnozzle fella do?”

“Actively worked to undermine the legitimacy of the Gnomish Parliament.”

“Ah,” Thud said, as if what Mungo said had meant anything. The gnomes had a parliament? He’d thought their government was structured more like a university faculty but gnome politics was hardly his area of expertise, or even his area of vague interest. “How exactly is he dangerous?”

Mungo’s eyes widened. Thud assumed there was a practical limit to how big a gnome’s eyes could get but every time he thought they’d reached it Mungo proved him wrong.

“He was the head of Gnomish Intelligence!” Mungo said. “He is a master of machinations, quadruple crosses, pentuple agents, deviousness and treachery. Wherever he turns up he is at the head of a convoluted plot.”

Thud’s rum had somehow emptied itself so he poured another. “The Mazerynth, eh? I try to keep up on the big names in dungeons and I ain’t heard of this one. What do you know about this place?”

“Almost nothing!” said Mungo as if that were the greatest thing ever. “Only what’s on that poster.”

“Nothing about opposition, hazards, salvage value…?”

 “No, but we can assume both warlord Khomen and spymaster Frothnozzle are involved. If they’re behind the stolen lamp then this has something to do with it.”

“His name is on the poster. Not exactly low profile. Don’t he know you’re looking for him?”

“Arrogance is his weakness,” Mungo said.

“Or,” Durham said, “it’s a trap designed to draw in anyone looking for him.”

“Perhaps,” Mungo said. “But he won’t be expecting me to have an entire dungeoneering team with me. Plus I’ll be in disguise. He’ll never see us coming.”

Thud coughed on his swallow of rum. “I’m gonna yell at you later for keepin’ secrets from me,” he said once he’d recovered. “Just ain’t decided how loud yet.”

“Fair enough,” said Mungo.

“In the meantime I have to have a very level sort o’ conversation with you.”

Mungo frowned.

“I feel there is an important thing to establish afore we move forward so that in the future we’re able to make plans without it bein’ a tactical problem.”

Mungo’s large eyes blinked once but the gnome remained silent.

“Yer disguises are terrible.”

Mungo blinked again.

“They don’t fool nobody except for other gnomes.”

“But…” Mungo finally said. “I passed among you for…”

“No you didn’t. At no point did anyone on the team think you was a dwarf. We thought that YOU thought you was a dwarf and sorta played along so as to not overly perturb your balance o’ sanity. In fact, that beard was the main sticking point between Ginny and I when she wanted to add ya to the trap team.”

“You thought I was insane?” The edges of Mungo’s voice thrummed like a cello.

“Our other choice was you thinking you were actually fooling anyone? That ain’t any better. It’s a teeter-totter with both ends in a mud puddle.”

“But gnomes are masters of disguise!”

“No. They ain’t.” Thud’s voice was as flat as the thump of a mallet.

“You only think that because you’ve been fooled by the disguises! We can even fool other gnomes, which is why I watch so carefully.” His eyes narrowed. “I have my suspicions about Giblets.”

“You fool ONLY other gnomes. That’s the key part. The rest of us just been thinking gnomes had some odd fashion sensibilities. If nothing else you should have at least wondered why none of us mentioned the cats being bald all of the time.”

Mungo’s lips pressed in a thin line that circled most of the front of his head. He looked on the verge of tears, perhaps running through his head all of the times he’d been in “disguise” around non-gnomes. Thud slid a glass of rum in front of him.

“Take yer time,” he said. “I’ll go tell the team to start packing.” He stood, donned his top hat and maneuvered his way toward the door.

 

Durham took the spot Thud had left vacant and discovered to his great sadness that the dwarf had somehow managed to take the bottle of rum with him. He waved for another round, an action which was soundly ignored by anyone in the room with the authority to do anything about it. He wasn’t sure how Thud managed it so easily.

Mungo was  drinking the rum Thud had left for him and glumly studying a knot in the wood of the tabletop. “I feel…” he paused and frowned. “Is this how unintelligent people feel all the time? How do you manage it?”

Durham rolled his eyes. “We get by, somehow. There’s no end to the conversations we have about the intelligence of gnomes.”

“It’s due to our collective brains.”

Durham’s eyes stopped mid-roll. “What’s that?”

Mungo hesitated, possibly due to collective brains. “You know how different variations of the fae are the result of their environmental bondings, yes?”

“Yes, if that meant what I think it does. Merfolk are water fae, centaurs are horse-fae, that kind of thing?”

Mungo nodded. “Gnomes are fae as well. Do you know what our bond is?”

Durham hesitated. He’d been told once but had thought it a joke at the time and now was worried that it would be insulting. “…Mushrooms?”

“Precisely,” Mungo said to Durham’s relief. “What many don’t realize is that a patch of mushrooms are the fruit of a single plant that grows underground. You’re only seeing a small part of it. I have thirty-two brothers and sisters but we’re just the visible fruit of the whole.”

Durham was astonished. “Do you mean you all share thoughts? Like mind-reading each other?”

“Not exactly, but we can use each other’s mind power. Imagine if I have an abacus and I’m sitting in a room full of gnomes each with their own abacus. If I need to solve multiple math problems I could either do them the slow way, one at a time on my own abacus or I could borrow as many other abacuses in the room as I needed in order to do a problem on each one. Individual brains, collective brain power. They can help me calculate the trajectory of an arrow mid-flight but they won’t know about the faults in our disguise techniques until I write and tell them about it.”

“Mushroom-fae, eh?” Durham paused to consider. “That would explain the gnomaroma.”

The jibe pulled Mungo out of his funk. “It’s preferable to having random hairy patches.” He considered a moment. “Admittedly the beard was nice when it was cold out.”

Durham flipped the empty rum glasses upside down and stood. “The hour’s late. We should go pack.”

Chapter Three

 

The Pampered Eel was not a name for a barge that would have occurred to Durham. Maybe if the captain had a pet eel but Durham hadn’t seen anything of the sort in the hut that sat on the aft end of the deck. The hut served as the entirety of the barge’s interior and there were no eels present, just weathered tools and a grimy hammock. The Pampered Eel was carrying them for the final day of their journey. They’d taken a single night to recover from the two-week sea voyage, then debarked early from Mondol. The barge had an advantage over the ship they’d come in on, having no below-deck area to be crammed into, thick with stench and rats. Here it was warm sun and blue skies and the rats lounged around on the deck with everyone else.

The rocking of the ocean was less pronounced with the wide hull but still enough that the stern rail behind the cabin was lined with heaving dwarves. Gammi, the team cook, had theorized that this would attract fish and was perched in the middle with a fishing rod. Durham had already made a mental note to not have the fish-course for dinner. He hoped that cleaning a fish caught from a trail of sick would be a standard step in the preparation but Gammi’s cooking ideas were full of surprises. The dwarf was just as likely to feature the fish contents in a soup. 

The sea calmed in the last hour of the last leg of the voyage and the land of Karsin was visible as a hazy silhouette on the horizon. The water in front of them seemed determined to out-blue the sky, and glittered with a ferocity that made it hard to look at. Durham had decided to save his eyes by spending his time leaning on a barrel and gazing over the side into the water below. It was crystal clear and he could see all the way to the bottom a hundred feet or so below. They were passing over mer-farms, acres and acres of green, purple and red seaweeds stretching out in rippled squares across the ocean beds. A few water elementals splashed and played in their wake. The center of the deck looked a bit like a traveling circus with the team’s ten wagons lined up two by two. Thud and Ginny’s multi-story command wagon with the balcony was the eyecatcher with its bright blue and yellow paint job. In front of it was Clink’s wagon, where Durham was usually stationed. It had a functional smithy on the back as well as one of the mounting stations for the ballista. It was parked next to the chicken-wagon and just behind Mungo’s wagon with its fold-out workbenches and portable workshop.

Agent Mungo now, Durham corrected himself. It was officially team knowledge. Not that it had been a hard secret to keep. It had seemed important at the time but had been shelved in the back of his memory somewhere to make room for more pressing concerns. Mungo had spent most of the trip going from person to person and apologizing for the attempt at subterfuge.

Cardamon was sitting atop the neighboring barrel, dangling his feet and contemplating the mer-farms as well. Or at least looking in their direction while he munched on something. Durham suspected he was actually cataloging a mental list of everything that could conceivably kill them at the moment. It was the sort of thing that Cardamon did with his spare time, expertly enough that he was paid to do it when he was on duty as well. He had his hood up, in spite of the sun.

“What did you find to eat?” Durham asked. His stomach gave a hopeful gurgle.

“Oatmeal raisin cookie.”

“There are cookies onboard?”

“Well, oat-cakes with weevils but a dwarf can dream. I think one of my raisins just squirmed away.”

“Watching for tentacles?” Durham asked, looking out at the pale blue water.

“Not this time,” Cardamon answered. “Most of the tentacles around here are being served on plates. Barring a surprise storm or a rogue wave we’re pretty safe at the moment. The merfolk keep these waters and we’re on an approved trade-route.”

“You must scarcely know what to do with yourself.”

“Thinking ahead to Karsin,” Cardamon said. “The place is dangerous enough as is and we’re adding espionage to the mix.”

“Mungo says there’s a dungeon, though.”

“Right. Dungeons I know inside and out. But dungeons with spies in them? I’m not even sure where to start to get ready for that.”

There was a whistle from the front of the barge. Thud was there, waving his arms to beckon everyone forward. Ruby the Scribe stood next to him, the only other human on the team. Her red robe was bright in the sun and she held her journal in front of her with gnarled hands. Durham knew from experience that if Ruby’s journal was out and she wasn’t writing in it then she meant to read from it. The gathering had the look of a forthcoming history lecture. Durham felt his eyes reflexively drop to half-mast and a wave of desire for a nap flowed through him, borne by the combination of a warm sun and a waffle breakfast.

The rest of the team was moving up front as well. Nineteen dwarves, a gnome and two humans. The dwarves that were sick over the stern moved up to be sick over the bow instead.

“As far as I know,” Thud called out, “no one here has been to Karsin. Ruby read a book about it once so that makes her the expert.”

Naturally, Durham thought. The shortest book in the world was the one listing the titles of the books Ruby hadn’t read. He found a new barrel to lean on, Cardamon taking up position once again on the barrel next to it. Mungo claimed a spot just to the other side of him. Durham wondered how he was handling his new not-undercover status. He looked unfamiliar without the raggedy clumps of cat hair hanging off of his chin.

Ruby cleared her throat. Though human she was not much taller than the dwarf next to her. Her age made it tempting to think of her as the team grandmother but the one time Durham had called her that she’d stabbed him in the arm with her quill, threatening to make it his eye next time. She wore her standard red robe and the black scapular that marked her as a scribe along with a straw hat that provided a curve of shade across her face. 

“I’ll skim over the things most of you probably know,” Ruby said. “Hot and lots of sand. Beyond that Karsin is a country ruled by gods and I mean that in the literal sense. They had a God-King pharaoh until a millenia or so ago when he was murdered by his children. The remaining Karsinian pantheon each tried to claim the throne, ultimately fracturing the empire into a land of city-states ruled by warlord God-Kings called Knearaohs. They’ve spent the last thousand years having wars against each other as well as trying to outdo each other by building elaborate monuments and temples to themselves. Karsin has a lot of rocks and the core of its economy seems to be paying people to stack them up. People actually travel to Karsin just to look at things.”

Durham was beginning to feel the post-waffle coma threatening, the edges of his mental focus getting fuzzy. The approaching landscape was more distinct now. He could see pale buildings, glittering minarets and yellow sand with a brownish haze to the air above it. The scattered green of palm trees stood out against a pale hill that rose behind the minarets. A lighthouse tower stood watch over bright spots of color marking ship-sails in the harbor. There was a statue as well, as tall as the lighthouse and positioned so that the pair framed the city behind them.

“We are landing in the city of Khomen-Te,” Ruby said. She turned and pointed at the statue. “And that is Knearaoh Khomen, the local deity.”

The statue was more distinct now. It was huge, standing on a small island in the harbor. A figure in a toga, one hand on its hip and the other extending a fist toward the sea as if it had just thrown an awkward punch. The humanoid aspect stopped at the neck.

“Is that a rabbit head?” Goin asked.

“Yer the animal-handler, mate,” Clink said. “You tell us if you think it’s a rabbit.”

“I know it’s a rabbit! Just wasn’t expecting it on top of a person.”

“Hare, actually,” Ruby said.

“You expect that on top of a person, though,” Goin said.

Ruby closed her eyes. “The kind with ears that runs at high speeds through deserts.”

“There’s a difference ‘tween them and rabbits?” Clink asked.

“Rabbits are better eatin’,” Gammi called. “Hares is stringy.”

“It’s a God-King,” Ruby said. “No one is going to be eating him. I doubt the pedigree of his head will have much to do with what we’re here for. The statue is just one of the local wonders. Khomen is the god of opulence and wealth.”

“Not the god of rabbits?”

“Don’t expect correlations there,” Ruby said. “Their god of the river has a ram’s head.”

“How’s the food?” Gammi asked. Durham’s stomach lurched, anticipating a month of Gammi experimenting with Karsinian/Dwarven fusion dishes.

Ruby shrugged. ”I’ve not yet gotten an opportunity to read a Karsinian cookbook. If you see one, buy it. We can loan it back and forth. I would direct your attention away from the statue, now, and toward the pyramid.”

The word ‘pyramid’ shifted the landscape’s perspective in Durham’s mind. That wasn’t a pale hill behind the town. They were closer now and the haze was less obscuring. He could see the regular lines of cut stone, the glint of gold at the top.

Ruby pointed toward it. ”That is The Mazerynth. The entirety of its construction seems to have taken place in the last five years which is about a quarter of the time it traditionally takes. That’s the beginning and end of what I know about it so I’ll now defer to Thud.” She took a step back.

Thud expelled a cloud of smoke and stuck his lit cigar into one of the many pockets in his vest. It was one of Thud’s favorite tricks. Durham suspected that he kept a shot-glass in there to avoid igniting himself. “Got an odd one here,” Thud said. “It’s a dungeon with an ad campaign. Dungeons are usually made to keep folks out but this one seems to be just the opposite and that sets me beard hairs wrigglin’. It’s almost certain that it’s an elaborate trap of some sort but for what or who we ain’t sure. Seems a lot of expense and effort if it’s just to draw in gnomish spies.”

Durham raised his hand and waited for Thud’s nod. “Could it just be part of the wonder-race that Ruby mentioned? The Knearaoh’s latest attempt to outshine the others? With the ads it seems like they’re trying to draw people in to Khomen-Te.”

“It’s a possibility,” Thud said. “We don’t have a lot of information to go on yet. We’re supposed to meet a…gnome intelligence agent who I’m assuming can tell us more.” The phrase ‘gnome intelligence agent’ seemed a thing that Thud had trouble delivering. “Once we dock look for a gnome with a red hat and a yellow rose. Should be easy enough to spot, though, eh?”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Ruby said. She pointed. They were much closer to the harbor now. Close enough that they could see the crowds of people bustling about. And not just any people. There were glittering suits of armor, glowing swords, elaborate robes in purple and blue. There were elves, humans, dwarves, gnomes and at least a dozen other species that Durham wasn’t sure of the names for. Warriors, wizards, priests, bards…

“Adventurers,” Thud said. One of his eyes twitched.

 

***

 

Durham had taken up position on the wagon to wait out the process of the ship maneuvering its way into the dock. He wondered if he should be trying to map the harbor. Officially he was the team cartographer. In actuality he mostly did whatever anyone asked him to.  His limited sailing experience had taught him that his best means of helping was by staying out of the way and being ready to jump overboard if anything went amiss. Sitting on the wagon and fiddling with maps was a safe bet as he knew the wagons were going to be unloaded at some point. Even if he went into a waffle-doze he’d end up successfully disembarking. He’d only been there a few minutes when Mungo climbed up onto the bench next to him. The gnome had a serious look about him. His goggles were pushed on top of his head and his eyes looked small as saucers.

“I’d like you to be my secret-agent sidekick,” he said.

Durham’s brain raced along a track, looking for a way out. "Why me?" he asked.

“Traditionally the secret-agent sidekick is a potential romantic interest. There aren’t any gnome ladies, I’m not sure which dwarves are ladies and when I asked Ruby to be my sidekick she kicked me in the side. I’m sure she thought that was quite amusing. She’d be a poor choice because she’d do whatever she wanted regardless of mission orders.”

“So you’re asking me?”

“I’m out of potential romantic interests and you’re tops in the non-potential-romantic-partner-zone.”

“You thought Ruby was a potential romantic interest for you?”

“She’s the only one that understands most of what I say.”

“Well, yeah, I can think of all sorts of benefits going in your direction. It’s more a question of what’s in it for Ruby.”

“Access to my inventive genius!”

“She already has that.”

Mungo waved his hand dismissively. “Irrelevant now, she said ‘no’. Your law enforcement background as well as your skilled handling of maintaining my cover makes you the ideal candidate. I will even provide basic instruction in the art of spycraft.”

“My law enforcement background was mainly watching sheep and shepherds going in and out of one of the back gates to the city.”

“Precisely! You won’t have picked up any bad techniques that you’ll have to unlearn. A fresh parchment, awaiting ink! Ooh, that reminds me. You’re technically the king of Tanahael, correct? You’re now the founder and first spymaster of the Tanahael Intelligence Agency. I do recommend having a different name, however. Intelligence agencies are more effective when people think they’re something else.”

“There has to be a kingdom to have a king,” Durham said. “I may be the last of the royal bloodline but the kingdom is a lake and an onion farm owned by a man who voluntarily calls himself Radish. I don’t think it’s in need of an intelligence agency.”

“You never know! You being the only member means it should have no detrimental effect on your royal budget. Though a consulting fee for training might not be amiss.”

“You want to charge me to be your sidekick?”

“It’s not exactly an abnormal transaction between nations when one provides a service for the other. Our government will contact your government to sort out the details and the paperwork.”

Durham took a moment to try and envision what Farmer Radish would do when a gnome diplomatic delegation arrived at his onion farm with a bill for espionage consulting. “Ummm… sure,” he said. “Should be interesting.”

“Excellent!” Mungo said. “As a matter of expediency considering imminent operation requirements we will begin with clandestine meetings with embedded undercover operatives.”

“You’re speaking somewhere around here,” Durham said, holding his palm up at head height. “I’m listening down around here.” He lowered his hand to neck level.

“Your vocabulary is somehow restricted?”

“No, I know all of the words you’re using but not quite well enough to have them all at the same picnic. Besides, I would think part of an effective disguise is learning to speak like the person you’re pretending to be.”

Mungo considered this. “You’re saying that if I’d spoken with a dwarvish accent that my dwarf disguise would have been effective?”

“Well, I’d go so far as to say it would have been more effective than it was.”

“An interesting proposition.” The gnome rubbed his palm over his chin. He’d been doing that often since the cat fur beard removal, polishing his chin to a shine. “Who do you suggest I emulate?”

Durham shuffled through the first few answers that arrived in his mind. “I’m not sure I’ve had enough training to accept the responsibility of that decision. Something that would blend in.”

Mungo turned and frowned at the beach. They were sitting a few hundred yards offshore, waiting for the harbormaster. The gnome lowered his goggles and began studying the shoreline, flicking various lenses up and down and muttering.

“So…” Durham said.

“I’ve got it!” Mungo spun around to look at Durham. One eye was magnified several times normal size, the other several smaller. “The city seems to be full of adventurers.”

“About the, uh…wait, adventurers?” Durham toyed with the idea in his head. It held up surprisingly well.

“I’ll be a merchant.”

“That might not be a bad…wait, a merchant?”

“Adventurers always want to talk to merchants! Just imply that you have information for them and they’ll tell you anything.”

“I think they’ll expect to be able to sell things to you.”

Mungo looked puzzled. “I thought merchants sold things?”

“They do but I think adventurers tend to see themselves as suppliers rather than customers. Unless you’re selling food and alcohol.”

The ship began moving again, a pilot boat leading it into dock. There were more ships waiting offshore.

“Perfect,” the gnome said. “I’ll go prepare.” He hurried over to Gammi and began an animated discussion. Was he going to try and sell dwarvish food? Gammi tried a lot of different dishes but had a knack for making them all come out dwarvish in the end. It all came down to ingredient choices made by a dwarf that saw ground mealworm as a suitable substitute for minced mushrooms.

There was a lurch as the ship bumped into the pier. They’d arrived in Khomen-Te.

Chapter Four

 

The Khomen-Te harbor was bustling. Every dock that Durham could see had a ship in it and every one of the ships seemed to be disgorging adventurers. At least, that was the assumption. There were people of every species and color, glittering with weapons, armor and jewelry. Most of the Dungeoneers team was still at the barge they’d come in on, managing the offloading of the wagons. Ping had rounded up a half dozen of the local pack-animals, ungainly looking things called camels. Durham had seen a number of strange creatures in his few outings with the team but he had to put camels near the top of the list.

It rapidly became clear why Thud had sent him along with Mungo, Keezix and Dadger to find their gnome contact. Even with Mungo standing on Dadger’s shoulders (much to Dadger’s annoyance) Durham still had a full foot of height advantage. Spotting a gnome in a crowd made up of people that fell predominantly in the five to eight foot height range was challenging enough without having your own eyes at chest level.

“Listen up,” Mungo said. “We’re looking for a gnome wearing…”

“Spotted him,” Durham said.

“I haven’t even told you what to look for yet.”

Durham pointed the gnome out. He was thirty or so yards away, steadying himself with one hand on a stack of barrels, standing on a pair of stilts and wearing a long overcoat that left the bottom of the stilts bare. He wore a fake handlebar mustache and muttonchop sideburns but had mixed up the mustache and one sideburn, giving his ear a rather dashing presence but his lip the aura of a bathing accessory. He’d completed his disguise with a bright red trilby and had a yellow flower dangling listlessly from a buttonhole in his coat.

“Pretty sure it’s him,” Durham said.

“Does he have a red hat and a yellow rose?”

“Yes to the red hat. He’s got a yellow flower but I think it might be a carnation.” Durham shrugged. “Hard to see from here and I don’t know a lot about flowers.”

“Ah!” Mungo said. “Perhaps it is an impostor meant to lead us astray.”

“No,” Durham said. “Pretty sure it’s him. See? He’s waving his arms at us.”

“Very well, but we shall proceed with caution.”

“Following you, lad,” Dadger said to Durham. “All we can see down here are knees and butts.”

Durham shouldered his way through the crowd. He’d once been a city guard and it was one of those skills you learned on the job and never forgot. The trick was to stride forward, shoulders squared and to never, ever make eye contact. The weakness of the technique was proportionate to the number of people in the area using it. If it were only a few then things generally worked out, apart from the occasional bumped shoulder at which point the one who turns to glare loses. On a wharf full of adventurers, however, it resulted in a constant stream of collisions. Durham felt like a ball pinging through a pin-maze. He abandoned the crowd-shouldering technique and switched over to the Mondolanian dancer technique, moving forward in a manner part undulation, part stagger and conducted in a state of perpetual panic. He shifted to avoid giant swords and axes strapped to backs with blades naked and ready to slice, then ducked under a brace of spears on someone’s shoulder. He narrowly avoided being impaled by a spiked pauldron, jumped to avoid getting nipped by some sort of wolf creature that probably should have been on a chain, then crashed full tilt into a shield on someone’s back. He retreated a step to blink the stars out of his eyes. The face carved in the shield winked at him and licked its lips before being carried out of view into the crowd.

A final swirl in the eddy of people and Durham found himself standing over the gnome.

The gnome was dead. He lay face-down on the crate he’d been standing on, a long, black-handled dagger sticking out from between his shoulder blades, a growing red stain around the blade.

Was it his guard instincts that took over? He liked to think so in retrospect, not that anything of the sort had ever happened to him on guard duty. Whether instinct or luck, Durham’s head snapped up and his gaze locked for a moment with that of the assassin just before he turned and melted away into the crowd.

“After him!” Durham yelled.

“After who?” Keezix yelled back.

“Black cloak and clothes, knives strapped all over. Might even be a sign on his head that says ‘assassin’.”

“Got it!” Keezix charged into the crowd. The dwarven crowd-shouldering technique was notably different than the one Durham knew. It operated on the principle that if you punched someone in the leg hard enough you would be long gone before they managed to stand back up and limp through the crowd after you. Particularly when that crowd was a string of people holding their legs and trying to regain their feet. 

Durham tried moving in the direction he thought he’d seen the figure go. It took only seconds for him to be swallowed into the flow of people, all moving away from the path of yelling and screaming victims Keezix was leaving in her swath. The assassin had the same issue, however. Durham caught sight of him again, only for a moment but it was enough. He whistled, hoping Keezix would hear. They were moving onto a roadway leading up a slight hill away from the harbor and into the city. Wagons and camels were tongue and neck, the flows of traffic in and out of the wharf having run into each other. The assassin clambered onto the back of a wagon then used the rail to jump to another wagon a few feet farther up.

Not a problem, Durham hoped desperately as he clambered onto the nearest wagon. It had a nice flat surface of wooden crates and a driver distracted by watching the black-clad assassin hopping from wagon to wagon up ahead. Durham launched himself to the next wagon. It was full of melons. He managed to run in place for a moment as they spun beneath his feet before landing flat on his back. The melons might as well have been stones for all the mercy they offered. There was a loud thunk and the assassin’s thrown knife quivered in the melon directly next to his head. All right melons, we’ll call it even.

Now he had a knife.

He grabbed it and pulled it free from the melon. It spun around in his fingers as if born there, coming to rest as an extension of Durham’s arm.

Durham knew knives.

He’d grown up in Karthor. Not that being from Karthor meant much for anyone’s skill with a knife, that is, unless they were from Durham’s neighborhood.

No one remembered who’d started it but it had become the regular game among the kids who lived there. Knife fighting with small sticks, not strong enough to do severe injury but enough to leave painful marks and cuts. They’d square off in the alleys after school, two combatants with a ring of cheering onlookers. They’d bob and weave, hands darting in flickers of motion. You learned fast once you started. The stances that worked, the feints that didn’t. Every lesson was worn as a badge of pride as it healed. Durham had played a lot. He hefted the knife in his hand and…

A wad of phlegm expelled from the neighboring camel caught him directly in the eye. He dropped the knife and it clattered somewhere on the paving stones below. The camel gave a honking bray and showed him a row of teeth that looked like crooked planking. 

He wiped his eye with his sleeve, recovering his vision in time to see Keezix climb onto the cart on the other side of the camel. The moment she gained her feet she had her crossbow out and shouldered. She loosed the bolt and Durham jerked his head to follow its flight.

Up the street the assassin was pulling himself up onto an awning at the edge of the street. Keezix’s bolt caught him in the hip as he dangled from the roof edge. He gave a loud squawk and dropped back into the awning, the fabric sagging beneath him.

Keezix jumped down and disappeared under the wagon. Durham could only see her feet as she hurried forward to cross under another. She seemed to find the underside faster going than topside and, in Durham’s recent experience at least, was correct in the notion. Durham grabbed up a melon to shield himself from camel expectoration then jumped down to the street as the driver finally started turning to see what the fuss was behind him.

The knife was there, just a few feet away. He dropped the melon and snatched it up. He was too tall to run in quite the same way that Keezix had so he settled for dropping and rolling his way across the street, beneath three carts and a camel, hoping that the camel didn’t decide to stomp on him in the process. He thumped against the curb then had to wait for his head to stop spinning. It gave him time to reflect on the wisdom of rolling across a street that saw a lot of camel traffic. He was going to have to throw this tunic away.

The world settled just enough for him to see the assassin struggling to regain his feet on the awning, hampered by his wound. Durham threw the knife. Knife throwing wasn’t really his specialty, but all he had to hit was the awning and that was easy enough. Just a small cut in the fabric was all that was needed.

The cut split the awning in two and brought the assassin crashing down onto the stones of the street. He yelped as the landing broke off the end of the crossbow bolt sticking out of him. The solid ground beneath him, however, gave him an easier time than the awning in his attempts to stand. Durham was having difficulties as well, still feeling like he was standing on the deck of a river-boat and then adding the remnants of the dizziness from rolling across the street. Keezix grabbed him by the elbow and yanked him forward just as another glob of phlegm went sailing past. Durham stumbled after her. Up ahead the assassin was ducking through the doorway of the building he’d been trying to climb.

They ran after him, barging through the doorway. The sudden dimness of the interior rendered Durham near blind after the fierce sunlight of the wharf. The assassin was running up a flight of steps along the right wall, Keezix just after, unslinging the ax from her back as she closed the distance.

The assassin reached a window and spun around, a brace of knives spread between his fingers. He cocked his arm back to throw. His hand continued on, arcing through the air, severed by Keezix’s thrown ax now embedded in the wall behind him.

The assassin lowered his arm for a moment of contemplation of its new length.

“Why ain’t you bleedin’?” Keezix asked. Her voice was a suspicious growl.

The assassin’s glare was cold and black, framed in a stripe of pale skin. “I will remember your face, dwarf.” He sprang through the window, shattering the glass into a storm of windchimes.

“Damn,” Keezix said. “Usually they just bounce off when they try that but they got the expensive thin glass here that actually breaks.” She ran to the window and looked out then shook her head. “Gone.”

“Most of him,” Durham said. He knelt by the hand, still clutching its brace of knives between gray fingers. There was no blood. Or much else, for that matter. Where bone and muscle and tendon should have been the stump of the wrist showed only a pasty gray ooze. “Hunh,” Durham said.

Keezix was prying her ax out of the wall. “Something odd?” She ambled over. “Hunh,” she said. She poked at it with the eye of her ax. “S’like a custard or something.”

“You’ve been eating Gammi’s food for too long,” Durham said.

They watched as the ooze seeped out and the hand began to degenerate, shriveling and drying. A minute later all that was left was a pile of sand with the knives and a strip of cloth from the assassin’s sleeve caught amongst the grains.

Keezix scooped what she could into a pouch. “Maybe it will provide a clue of some sort.”

 

***

 

The assassin limped away, cradling his wounded arm. He glanced back once or twice, double and triple checking that the pursuit had ended. He ducked into the next alley over and made his way along it, ducking lines hung with clothing and skirting a pair of hissing cats. He reached the far end and whistled. A cart came rumbling up, the driver glancing about in an overly casual manner. The assassin crawled under the cargo blanket in the back, curling up amongst the sacks of dirt that made the wagon appear loaded. The driver clucked to the camels hitched on the front and they rejoined the flow of traffic heading up the hill.

Behind them Dadger Ben watched, waiting a minute for the cart to gain some distance before melting into the crowd that moved the same way. He figured it would be plenty interesting to see where they went.

 

***

 

Their return to the wharf was more sedate than their exit. They headed toward the pier where the wagons were being unloaded, reasoning that the brief chase and the slow walk back made it unlikely that the dead gnome would still be there or, if it was, that Mungo would be with it. Bodies on crowded wharves tended to invoke a series of predictable events, none of which they were interested in being part of. Durham hoped that the speed with which everything had happened would make it unlikely that anyone was looking for them in association with the murder.

They found Mungo at the wagons, reporting to a grumpy-looking Thud. He had a crate next to him with a prominent fresh blood-stain on top.

“Whaddaya mean, dead?” the dwarf asked.

“Murdered just as we arrived. Durham and Keezix…”

“Are right behind you.”

“Ah, excellent,” the gnome said glancing back at them over his shoulder.

“Chased after the killer but he got away,” Keezix said. She wasn’t one to pad her reports. “Took his hand off at the wrist though. The piece melted away into sand.” She dropped the leather pouch into Thud’s hand.

Mungo blinked in surprise. “That’s not the sort of thing humans usually do, is it?” he asked Durham with a note of accusation in his voice.

“No,” Durham said. “We aren’t secretly made of sand. Did Dadger stay with you?”

Mungo shook his head. “He opted for a tangential pursuit.” He thumped his little fist against the side of the crate. “I believe the gnome intended to deliver this crate to me.”

“Are you sure he wasn’t just using it as a step-stool?” Durham asked. “Could easily just be a crate of lemons or something.”

“No, I saw enough of these crates at the GIA to recognize them. These were used to ship special gear from P-Room.”

“Ermmm…” Thud said.

“The P is for Prototypes.” Mungo was using one of the dozens of tools he kept secreted on his person to pry the top of the crate off. “Experimental weapons, cutting edge technology,  unconventional gear…” his voice trailed off as the lid popped free. He began scooping out handfuls of sawdust. “Let’s see… One spindriver, which I already have…” he tossed it over his shoulder.  “Combination wire-cutters and pliers and corkscrew, ooh! Now with a red handle. That’s nice. One wrist-supported slingshot, a pair of magnet gloves…” he gave them a sidelong look. “My invention, actually. One pocket watch…” He frowned at it. “That’s an hour off. Wonder what it does…” He pressed the button on top. The watch began clanging loudly and buzzing in his hand. He pressed the button again and it stopped. “Well, the off button is certainly an improvement.” He pulled out what looked like a crossbow with a grappling hook. “One common degnominator grapple…”

“A what?” Durham asked.

“It degnomes the immediate vicinity.” He pulled the trigger. There was a ZOOP noise and he was gone. They all looked up to where he was now dangling from the eaves of the warehouse roof. “Very handy at times,” he said.

Thud peeked into the pouch Keezix had dropped in his hand, pushed his top hat back on his brow and rubbed at his forehead. “So, we got a murdered contact, a crate of gizmos, an assassin made out of sand, a missing dwarf…”

“There he is,” Mungo said, pointing from his dangling vantage point. Dadger was fifty yards away on the wharf. He had procured a camel from somewhere and was perched atop the saddle, letting the camel do the work of navigating the crowd. The camel crowd-shouldering technique employed teeth as well, giving it the advantage.

“Cancel the missing dwarf,” Thud said. “Things are looking up already. What happened to the dead gnome?”

“Still dead I would expect,” Mungo said. There was a zipper-like noise as he lowered himself to the ground. “I only took long enough to search him before rolling him off into the water to be consumed by alligators. He had…”

“You did what with alligators?” Thud asked.

“This is a covert operation. We can’t draw too much attention. It’s a hazard of the trade and spies have to play by a different set of rules.”

“And we’ll beat them by playing by our own rules, not theirs.”

Mungo frowned. “That’s how we lose.” 

Thud snorted. “Vampires and sea monsters and lich lords don’t play by rules. Nothing we go up against plays by a set of rules. We come out on top because we’re the ones that do. Just not the rules they’re expectin’.”

Mungo looked skeptical. “We have a rule against feeding dead gnomes to alligators?”

“Normally I’d answer that it’s one of those unwritten rules that should be inferred by our general code of conduct but in this case, we actually do have a specific rule against that. Rule 347, No feeding dead gnomes to alligators. Came up on that bog job we did when you was stung by that swampdaddy and were laid out for three days.”

“Who wanted to feed me to alligators?”

“Now see, I’m sure that gnome you rolled off the wharf would be askin’ that very same question.”

“I walk in on the strangest conversations in this troupe,” Dadger said from the camel now looming over them. “Do we really have 347 rules?”

“Not as such,” Thud said, rubbing his beard. “They just kinda have whatever number I call out when I first invent ‘em. That rule probably had a different number when I made it but now it’s rule 347. Ping keeps track of ‘em. He’s probably already updating it in the book.”

“Of course that’s how it works,” Dadger said. He climbed off of the camel in a manner that was indistinguishable from falling. “I managed to follow the assassin,” he said as he stood and brushed the sand off. “Chap with a wagon drove him to that fancy building up on top of the hill there.”

“The palace?” Mungo asked.

“That would explain the guards. Their wagon went past without a challenge and that was where I stopped following. Didn’t figure I’d be on their guest list.”

“Interesting.” Mungo rubbed his shiny chin.

“That’s the word you’re going with?” Thud asked. “Interesting?”

“No, it’s just that when I searched the dead gnome…was that against the rules too?” 

“No, actually,” Thud said.

“He had a handkerchief and two invitations.”

“To the palace?” Dadger asked. “That’s far too convenient for my liking.”

 “No, for tonight’s grand opening ceremony for The Mazerynth. It’s at the palace wharves.”

“It’s on a hill,” Thud said. “Where’ve they got wharves?”

Dadger made a hill-shaped motion with his hand. “Entire side of the hill, crown to shore. All palace grounds.”

“Why are they having the party at the wharves?” Durham asked. “The Mazerynth is at least a quarter-mile downriver from the palace.”

Mungo shrugged. “Perhaps the view from there is pleasing. Perhaps there will be a boat tour. It’s still threads coming together. The agent was carrying party invitations, presumably to give to us. Whomever is behind the Mazerynth is certain to be there. Frothnozzle might even crawl out from wherever he’s hiding in order to attend.” He patted Durham’s knee. “I’ll take Durham with me. We’ll go undercover.”

“Why me?” asked Durham by way of defensive reflex.

“Ostensibly because you’re my sidekick in training. But primarily because you’re someone who could have legitimately received invitations. After all, you’re the King of Tanahael.”

“Yes, but my kingdom is a poisonous lake and an onion farm twenty leagues from anywhere someone might want to go.”

Mungo shrugged. “Still counts. You’re in the official registry. I will go in my merchant disguise.” He grinned and rubbed his hands together.

“That sounds like an evening filled with panic and desperation,” Durham said, voice warbling with panic and desperation.

“Easy lad,” Dadger said. “Just hang out by the food table with a drink in your hand and listen. If someone actually talks to you, act startled and spill your drink on yourself. Then just excuse yourself to go clean up and find a different food table to stand by.”

 “A social event? Ah, Mungo.” There was a scratchy rustle as Thud rubbed his hand across his face. “What have ye gotten us into?”

Chapter Five

 

Ruby stood in the shade of an awning, watching the bustling street and trying to get a feel for the new city. They hadn’t had any luck finding an inn with available rooms. The city was bursting to the seams with travelers. Warehouse space was readily available, however, and as the wagons were designed to function as living accommodations the team was now headquartered in a warehouse parking lot. Apparently adventurers didn’t tend to travel with wagon trains. Ruby found the process a bit tedious—finding space for the wagons, hiring teams of pack animals to move them about, setting them up into their camp configurations. All of her own possessions fit into a single battered leather satchel, freeing her from the ordeal. She tended to sleep on the wagon that carried the sacks of grains and beans but she wasn’t officially responsible for the wagon or its contents. She could just as easily claim one of the hammocks strung beneath the wagons or even find an inn nearby with space for one small and elderly scribe. Having no part in the arranging of the wagons freed her up to do something far more interesting: spend time poking around in the city.

Nibbly and Leery had come with her. Nibbly was head of the acquisitions team and was always looking for things to acquire. Leery was also on the acquisitions team but more in the role of acquiring things that others didn’t want to be taken. She was present on this venture in case they ran into trouble. Ordinarily they’d have brought Gong, the head of the vanguard team, but he was busy directing the unloading of the team’s armaments and less inclined to shopping and sightseeing than Leery was.

They were several blocks into the city from the wharf and the street traffic here was more varied. There were still plenty of adventurers wandering about but now as merely one ingredient in the mix. There were carts of grain and of vegetables, mounted soldiers on patrol, porters bearing jugs, jars and baskets. Rag-clad wretches clustered along the sides of the street in places, hands outstretched for whatever one might care to place there. Locals were easy to spot. They were the ones dressed for the heat in light colored linens. The adventurers tended toward the red and sweaty end of the spectrum, their armor and fur-lined cloaks oppressive in the sun.

Ruby had been in hot places before but the heat there had been wet, making her feel like she’d just stepped into a bathhouse. Here it was more like an oven. Sweat evaporated in an instant, leaving one feeling dry and cool but in imminent danger of keeling over from dehydration. Doc, the aptly nicknamed dwarf in charge of the team’s medical needs had mandated that anyone setting foot outside the warehouse needed to take a skin of water with them.

 Nibbly stepped out of the warehouse doorway and joined Ruby in the shade. His turban, pointed beard and polished teak complexion made him look almost like one of the locals in dwarf form. Being head of acquisitions team allowed him to skip the camp set-up duties but left an obligation in obtaining dinner ingredients and camp accoutrements. Officially this was a shopping trip. 

Leery was already out in the street, peering around at the tops of nearby buildings and generally getting in the way of traffic. It would be just like her to get run over by a cart as they were leaving. Leery had what could only be described as a supernatural healing speed but the same could be said for her ability to injure herself.

Nibbly called her over. Leery immediately stepped in front of a camel and was knocked under a cart. She came rolling out the other side in one piece, turning Nibbly’s wince into a rueful headshake as he started up the street.

“We got one main objective to my mind,” he said as Ruby and Leery fell in to either side of him. “Apart from the errands, leastways. We want to get a closer look at that pyramid and try to get a notion of what’s going on. It’s going to take all three of us looking at it to be able to answer the stream of questions Thud is meaning to lay on us when we get back. His interest in all of this begins and ends with that dungeon.”

There was no question of which way to head. The pyramid loomed over the city and the road to it was wide. Their warehouse was a street or two away from the thoroughfare but they could hear the noise. Rumbling cart wheels, shouting voices, snatches of music, laughter. Ruby almost expected to see clouds of confetti as they drew near.

Clouds of dust was what they got. This was where all of the adventurers were ending up as well and the street was as crowded as a festival. The walkways were lined with merchant stalls selling wares, taverns open to the street with tables and benches loaded with drinkers and feasters. Each group seemed to have their own musician playing for them with their hat out in hope.

Just next to them was a stall selling pyramid shaped cheese on a stick and meltsugar candy that looked like scarab beetles. Next to it were tunics and scarves with an image of the pyramid painted onto them. Beyond was an inn with a gaudily painted sign proclaiming ‘Mummy’s Home Cooking: Try Our Wraps!’ 

“Something is very wrong here,” Leery said.

“D’ye see anything that looks like a produce stand?” Nibbly asked, turning in place and frowning at the tunic stalls.

“Amazingly enough, yes.” Leery pointed. “Where the crowd is.”

It was an interesting observation, Ruby thought, whether Leery had meant to make it or not. There were scores of people and the inns and taverns were overflowing but very few people seemed to be paying any attention to the souvenir stalls. What was the fascination with the produce market? They pushed their way through the crowd, attempting to get closer. The market was lined on three sides with a counter at which adventurers stood shoulder to shoulder, chopping onions and carrots, peeling potatoes and cracking eggs.

A brutish looking man in black plate armor with spikes all over stepped out as they approached, bearing a crate loaded with food.

“Buying provisions, friend?” Nibbly asked amiably.

“I make the provisions,” the man said in a thick Mondolian accent. “I’ve got fifty salads here for sale if you’re looking to buy.”

“Fifty?” Nibbly’s eyebrows raised. “You wanna find yerself an elf picnic or something. I’m more in the market for cheese, bread and sausages.”

“How about roast chicken legs, yes? Have sixty of them, give or take a few. Yours for a silver talon.”

“One talon for sixty chicken legs?” Nibbly’s tone was carefully neutral but Ruby was sure he was feeling the same surprise she was. She could see the stall in the market selling raw chicken legs at ten a talon.

“Yes,” the warrior said. “Half a talon more and I’ll throw in the salads too.”

“Got any pickles perchance? Buying rations for twenty.”

The man shook his head. “Not yet. If I make another thirty salads then I’ll be qualified to make pickles, so if you wish to wait a little…”

“I’ve got pickles!” another voice interjected. It was a woman in gold-trimmed green robes bearing a staff with a swirling light around the end. “Twenty copper thumbs for a barrel!”

“Puccatali!” the man barked at her. “This is my sale!”

Ruby glanced about until she saw the stall with the cucumbers, selling for a thumb each. How many pickles were in a barrel? A hundred or so? Two hundred?

“Why are you selling below market value?” she asked.

Nibbly kicked her in the ankle, his eyes widened in shock. “Don’t ask questions like that until after the sale,” he hissed.

The woman waved her hand toward the market behind her. “It’s not about the profit,” she said. “It’s cooking lessons. I’ve made enough pickles to be able to learn grilled cheese sandwiches but I need to sell my pickles to raise the money for the recipe and some ingredients.”

“Well,” Leery said. “I ain’t really a cook but I reckon I can tell you how to make a grilled cheese sandwich. The ingredients and technique is all pretty much implied in the name.”

“Are you an authorized recipe seller?”

Leery considered this. “I need a license to tell you how to make a toasty?”

“They’re very strict here,” the woman said.

The warrior nodded. “I will not be risking banishment over a grilled cheese recipe,” he said. He turned back to Nibbly. “Do you want these chicken legs? No? One talon and that includes the salads.”

Ruby let her attention wander from the haggling. She watched as a mousy looking adventurer arrived pushing a cart loaded with weapons and leather armor. He sold it to the lettuce merchant for a small pouch of coins and then immediately spent the coins on a dozen heads of lettuce. The merchant snapped his fingers and a boy came running to wheel the arsenal-laden cart through an opening into the building that ran along the back of the market. She could see others doing the same, all with carts piled high with weaponry. She made her way over to the mousy adventurer who was now at the workbench, cheerfully chopping the lettuce up for salads.

“Where did you get all of those weapons you sold?” she asked him.

He looked up as if ready with a smart retort, catching himself when he saw her scribe scapular. “Erm, blessings, mum. Did a run this morning, nothing major.” He waved his hand up the street in a manner that indicated the pyramid, the one thing notable enough to qualify as the subject of a vague gesture on a crowded street.

“You went into the dungeon? This morning?”

“Aye, once so far. Might try to squeeze in another go before lunch.”

“I thought it didn’t open until tonight?”

He waggled his eyebrows. “They’ve been letting us do test runs to make sure it’s ready.”

She nodded and smiled. “Well, good luck to you.” She turned and made her way back to where Leery was watching Nibbly arrange for carts to carry all of the food he was buying. “Something is very wrong here,” she told Leery.

Nibbly had a tear streaming down his cheek.

“It’s so beautiful,” he said. “This place funnels money out of pockets and into coffers with a brilliance that borders on art. I’ve ne’er seen the like before.”

 

***

 

They passed brass markets and linen shops, stalls selling dried beetles and bundles of sticks, pickled flowers and strange vinegars. There were dice-houses and alcoves from which curled wisps of colored smoke, fortune tellers and magicians with spinning silver rings. The air was thick with incense, dust and dung and the bells on the reins of the camels chimed as they brayed and snorted their way through the crowds. The buildings lining the street were larger the closer they got to the pyramid. Two and three stories now, the roofs and balconies filled with hawkers yelling to be heard over each other. Colored awnings were stretched overhead to shade the street and the fountains misted a cool spray.

“Watch yer pockets,” Nibbly said.

The street ended in a plaza bordered on the far side by a six-meter stone wall, painted with giant figures and rows of glyphs. A large gate split the middle, uniformed city guards controlling the access. Above the gate was a large stone plaque with a stylized pyramid design and the words ‘THE MAZERYNTH’ in red on a golden background. 

There was a tent next to the gate, a row of adventurers leading away from it in a roped-off line that snaked back and forth. They clustered in small groups, chatting as they waited. Every few minutes a new group entered the tent as the prior group emerged from the other side, passing through the gate with a nod from the guards. At the tail end of the line stood a large placard lined with text, both in Karthorian and gnostiglyphics, the odd little squiggles and pictures that passed for writing in Karsin. Merchant stalls occupied the rest of the plaza but here they all matched, their colors complimenting the red and gold used on the signs. The displays were filled with swords, armor, ropes and bows. There was a shop selling potions and scrolls, another with ornate wooden staffs and carved wands.

“It’s a Dungeoneer market,” Leery said with a note of wonder in her voice.

Nibbly nodded. “The adventurer version of one, at least. Still looks a fun place to blow some pocket change, though. Even Gong likes buying a shiny new way to kill things now and again to show it off to the lads.”

They passed the sword shop first. It was a bit of a disappointment but impressive all the same. There were only four swords on offer. But what swords they were! A short blade, a long one, a curved one and a massive one that looked like it would take two hands and possibly an oxbear team to assist with swinging it. They were all done in the same style; a jewel studded gold hilt stylized to look like a bird with spread wings. Blades that gleamed silver, a line of gnostiglyphs etched down the center that glowed with a soft blue light. Nibbly whistled. “Now those are a sight, eh?” He called out to the shopkeeper, an apple-shaped man in red and gold robes. “What are ye looking to get for those?”

“Twenty maze coins for the small one, forty for each of the ones in the middle and sixty for the large one. Flat rate, no haggling.”

Nibbly’s face had frozen at the mention of ‘maze coins’ but then shattered at the words ‘no haggling’. He leaned one elbow on the counter which was awkward due to it being at shoulder height for him.

“What are these ‘maze coins’ you mentioned?”

“You get one for each successful trip through The Mazerynth,” he said. His voice dropped to a low and rapid patter. “Non-transferable, not exchangeable for other goods or services, void where prohibited.”

Nibbly’s eyebrows rose enough to make his turban tilt. “One? Each time? So you’d have to go through that thing twenty times just for that dagger there?”

The merchant’s smile was slow and practiced. “We have more modest rewards available at some of our other stalls. These weapons require dedication and perseverance. A warrior carrying one of these, well, you know they earned it.”

“Sold many, have you?”

“The Mazerynth didn’t open for testing until a few months ago and the Maze Coins were only introduced a fortnight past. Participants are limited to two visits per day. I don’t expect my first sale until later this week.”

“What can a fella get for a single of those maze coins?”

“We have some novelty keychains available. There are some quite amusing hats that you can get for as few as five.”

“Interesting. Well, good luck to ya,” Nibbly said, pushing off of the counter. They followed him deeper into the market. They stopped at an armor stall. There were multiple types of armor, again all stylized in a similar manner, each piece sold separately.

“Full set of armor and a weapon looks like it will set you back around a hundred and fifty of them coins,” Leery said. “And you’d have to go into that dungeon twice a day for near three months to earn it.”

Ruby nodded and pointed. They’d reach the placard at the end of the line. It bore a list of rules and regulations but the most important was at the top, painted twice the size of all the others. ‘ENTRY FEE.’ Beneath the rules was a display case with a rather fearsome looking guard next to it. Inside was a glittering array of necklaces, rings and crowns. The sign on the case read ‘Amazing Treasure Recovered From The MAZERYNTH! What Will YOU Find?’

“Something tells me they manage to cover their costs,” Ruby said. Leery nodded but Nibbly wasn’t paying attention. He’d become transfixed by another of the nearby merchant stalls. There were a dozen adventurers in line, waiting to make purchases. The entire inventory of the stall was a rack behind the counter filled with small bottles of bright red liquid.

“Are those…?” Nibbly’s voice trailed off, his eyes wide. “Are those actual health potions?”

“Well, that can’t be right,” Leery said. “Health potions ain’t a thing anymore. Heartroot has been extinct for decades. The Mondolanian army ate the last of ‘em when they invaded Lemalia.”

They watched as a man clad in leathers and chainmail with a large bow slung on his back bought a dozen of the vials and began distributing them into every pocket and pouch that he had.

“Something is very wrong here,” Nibbly said.

 

***

 

The temples and monuments of the city were dark against the last ribbons of sunset when they arrived in camp. The dwarves had taken over the staging yard behind the wharf warehouses and had posted guards and circled the wagons to make camp as if they were deep in the wild. The wagons kept the noise and bustle of Karsin out, leaving a small pocket of dwarfdom. Ruby claimed her preferred spot on a small bench near the fire and began sorting through memories of the day to decide what was worth recording in her journal. It was her preferred spot because it was close enough to Thud’s preferred spot that she got to overhear anything that was said to him while being far enough to avoid the cigar smoke. Thud had a fold-out bench on the side of his wagon and was sitting, mug of ale in one hand, cigar in the other.

Nibbly sat on a stool next to him, ticking items off on his fingers as he reported. “Limit of six people to a group, can only take in what you can carry so no supply wagons. Estimated to take an hour to complete and they manage to send a new group in once every five minutes or so.”

Thud’s mouth was hanging open. “And then they got carnival ticket prizes for it?”

“More or less,” Nibbly said. “Looked like decent enough blades but I know gilt and paste when I see it. This isn’t a dungeon designed to protect anything or to keep something locked up or hidden away. This is a dungeon constructed with the sole purpose of draining money out of the pockets of anyone that goes near it. The adventurers come out loaded with looted gear but it gets sold for pennies and then they turn around and spend that on tanning, smithing and cooking classes. Their best case scenario is a zero-sum game.”

“House has the odds and the bets are at a fixed rate,” Thud muttered. “Gotta hand it to ‘em. We ran stalls like this at the circus but no one ever tried going large scale with it.”

“One gold eagle gets you ten non-transferable entry tokens.”

“Let me guess,” Thud said. “It costs three tokens to get in.”

“Six! They’re flagrant, Thud. Flagrant!”

Thud frowned. “How’s that work, then? How do they not have groups tripping over each other in there? Is it just a bunch of traps and practice dummies pretending to be a dungeon?”

Nibbly extended a rolled scroll. “Got a map.”

“Of the dungeon?”

He nodded. “Adventurers have been tromping through it for months to test everything before the grand opening. Still chargin’em to do it, naturally, which is a pretty clever way to get your quality assurance staff to pay you rather than the other way ‘round. Mapped out with monsters and traps all noted, including strategies for defeating them.”

“How does that work?” Thud asked. He jabbed his finger at a spot on the map. “Adventurers kill off these goblins here and then, what, another group comes along five minutes later and there’s more goblins? Where are they getting all of these goblins?” He poked another spot. “They got a mummy in there too, naturally. Are they just replacing it each time?”

Nibbly shrugged. “Haven’t worked that out but having a map seems like it will make things easier.”

Thud nodded and stroked his beard. “True, though I’m seeing less and less reason to go in apart from figuring that bit out.” He puffed on his cigar a bit. “Mungo!” 

“Yes?” came the immediate answer. Mungo had taken to lurking close to Thud as well, ready to seize on any opportunity to earn back some of the trust he’d lost.

“You’re the one financin’ this venture. It’s seeming clear that if there’s a djinn lamp anywhere in the city then the Mazerynth is the last place anyone would put it. There are a few hundred adventurers an hour crawling through that place.”

“Frothnozzle is behind it and that’s what makes it of interest,” Mungo said. “Regardless of trappings. If he made this dungeon solely to generate money then I need to figure out what he’s intending to do with that money. So, yes. I still think we should investigate the Mazerynth.”

“Fair enough,” said Thud. “Guess we’re getting in line tomorrow. Groups of six and no wagons, eh? I’ll get Gong and Keezix to start sorting that out. Not enough numbers and gear for our standard supply-line tactic.”

Ruby was pleased with herself for getting his meaning, mostly due to her having seen Thud’s preferred way of approaching a dungeon. The dwarves favored a room by room approach, neutralizing all hazards in the room then setting up barricades and making it their own. They didn’t so much explore dungeons as take them over and pack up the furniture while working to evict the squatters.

“One more thing,” Nibbly said. “I saved the best for last.” He handed Thud one of the red bottles.

“Is this…?”

“Sure looks like it, doesn’t it?”

“You ain’t tried it yet?”

“Stones, no. If it ain’t what it looks like then I don’t want to be drinking whatever it actually is. And if it IS what it looks like then I’m not sure I want to waste it.”

Thud popped the cork on the bottle and sniffed it. “Smells right. That ain’t a smell you forget easy. Give it to Giblets and tell Gammi to give him a hand. Them two are the closest we got to alchemists.”

“You’re going to trust Giblets with that?” Ruby asked. “And the cook?” Giblets did seem to know his science, she had to admit, but he was in possession of about as much sanity as a rabid munkweasel. And Gammi would be the one to try and make that munkweasel into a pasta dish.

“Aye,” Thud said. “Alchemy’s what boiled his brains in the first place. That or some daring mixology. Not sure to this day if he was trying to create a potion or a cocktail but he’s been giggling at his toes ever since. And regardless of what you think about his cooking there’s no one like Gammi to taste or sniff something and suss out what went into it.” Thud arched an eyebrow at the gnome. “In the meantime I believe we’ve got a grand opening party to get to.”

Chapter Six

 

Durham’s stomach was twisting with anxiety at the prospect of the party. Conversations were not something he was good at. Once opinions on the weather and the food were established he ran out of topics and ended up lurking in corners with a plate of crackers and sausages. But now night had fallen to the sound of temple bells and it was time.

 The street leading to the grand-opening celebration was lined with hanging lanterns creating a path of gold for attendees to follow. It was not to be a small event. The stream of people following the route was steady, some in pairs, some in trios. Mostly local, by their look. The women wore brilliantly white robes, crisp and creased, wide sashes of colored silk around their waists and jewels glittering in their hair. The men wore colorful linen suits and turbans, golden rings and bracelets, mustaches and beards stiff and gleaming. Mixed in between the groups were servants bearing teak and brass palanquins to mark the extra wealthy, or at least those willing to pay to appear that way. Guards lined the sides of the road, separating the party-goers from the gawkers. The wealth of Kohmen-Te was on parade and the uninvited were out to see the show.

There were a few adventurers mixed in with the party-goers, ones that had the look of success about them. Their shining armor, sumptuous robes and capes made them stand out. Curiously, many of them were wearing identical sets of blue shoes. Durham wondered if the shoes were one of the more affordable pieces of Mazerynth souvenir gear.

He stepped out into the flow of traffic, Mungo and Thud following just behind him. Durham wore an ornate black robe salvaged from a previous dungeon job. Mungo was wearing a borrowed turban from Nibbly. Thud had swapped out his top hat and long-tailed coat for a derby and a vest.

“So,” Durham said. “What’s the situation with the blue shoes?”

“If I were to hazard a guess,” Thud said, “It has to do with them getting an invitation. Traditional with events like these to give adventurers a bit of a runaround before letting ‘em in. Gets ‘em invested in the idea that it’s an event of importance and that they should behave themselves. They usually have to run a few errands for a noble or two and as a reward they get an invitation and a gift. My guess is that one noble handled the whole affair and he was giving out blue festival shoes. Maybe had ‘em clean things up a bit, repair a bench or two, kill some rats, that sort o’ thing. Festival shoes ain’t something you normally pack in your kit so here they all are with their blue shoes. The noble probably got ‘em from a local cobbler for free so they can get them out and visible. Everyone standing along this street watching is thinking to themselves, ‘Wow, them blue shoes are popular with heroic adventurers. If I want to feel like a heroic adventurer I should buy some!’”

Durham poked Thud’s shoulder. “Stop ranting, we’re almost there.”

“Aye.” The dwarf puffed at his mustaches and strode to get a pace or two in front of them. The street ended at the wharf just ahead, a guard separating the two and checking invitations before allowing anyone past him. Moored in the dock beyond was…well, calling it a ship didn’t quite seem to cover the scope of the thing. Two great barge hulls side by side with what looked to be an entire palace built atop them. Four stories of ornate architecture and greenery, bright with lights and laughter and music. They were at the stern-end, the stream of people before them following the wharf around the ship’s starboard side to a wide gangplank midway. There was a port-side pier as well where jars of wine were being loaded.

Thud stepped up to the guard and presented the pair of invitations.

The guard looked down at them but made no move to take them.

“I see two invitations,” he said.

“Aye.” Thud gestured behind him. “One for the King of Tanahael and one for Tanahael’s greatest merchant-prince.”

“There’s three of you.”

“You don’t think a king travels on his own, do ye? I’m the dwarfservant. We’re like a manservant but we cost more and tell better jokes. Now if you’ll point me to the servant’s entrance on that thing I’ll happily be out of the way of me betters.”

“Far stern gangplank, portside,” the guard said pointing at a location a vast distance away. “Behave yourself.” He directed a smile and a bow at the king and the merchant-prince, gesturing them in. “Straight ahead, your majesty. Your servant will be well cared for.”

Durham gave the slightest of nods with his head, enough to be a visible acknowledgment but not enough to convey any sign of respect beyond that. The nod of a superior. Durham had been on the receiving end of the nod enough times that mimicking it was effortless. It served its purpose. The guard’s attention immediately shifted to the next group in line. Thud was already striding off toward the pier, whistling, rings of cigar smoke lingering in his wake.

Durham began along the wharf toward the entry ramp at a pace he felt suitably regal. It doubled its benefit by being a speed Mungo could keep up with. The gnome spy strode alongside, hands clasped behind his back and chin jutting out. Mungo’s idea of how a merchant-prince would walk. Durham had limited experience with merchant-princes but it seemed accurate enough.

“Our goal here,” Mungo said, “is to determine why my intelligence contact brought tickets for it.”

“And got assassinated,” Durham added, feeling that was important.

“They might even be connected.”

“So we’re just looking around for anything…spyish?” Durham asked, not sure if that was the word he wanted. Espionagey?

“I anticipate Frothnozzle will be in attendance at the opening of his masterpiece. Additionally, an enormous amount of money was involved in constructing that dungeon. We want to find out why. My expectation is that the source of that funding will be here as well.”

“There was an enormous amount of money spent in constructing this party-barge as well,” Durham said. “Money doesn’t seem a thing in short supply for the Knearaoh.”

“A privilege of being the deity of luxury one suspects.”

“You are not sounding like a merchant-prince. Give it some practice.”

“Ah,” Mungo said in a deep voice. “Excellent idea.”

“No,” Durham said. “Regular voice. You’re still a gnome.”

“Fine. We’ll split up once we’re onboard. Meet in one hour by the entrance.”

The gangplank was wide and led up to a starboard deck that glittered with colored sprays of light from hanging strings of crystal beads. The onboard palace rose gracefully above a portico with pillars painted with bright animals. They passed through to a central plaza-deck that spanned the spot where the two ship hulls met. An ornately painted statue of Knearaoh Khomen stood over the aft end of the plaza, rabbit-head overlooking the room. Scores of laughing and talking guests circled a large ornamental pool in the center, lily-pad lanterns scattering the water amid floating pink blossoms. Musicians played from each corner and servants danced through with trays of food and drinks. Mungo strode off into the crowd, turban bobbing its way into a world of knees. Durham turned and started walking the other way. He wasn’t at all sure what he was supposed to be doing. What would a spy do? Find someone suspicious to follow? Lurk behind a curtain and watch the room? He defaulted to seeking the nearest refreshment table. He didn’t have to go far to find one. The entire perimeter of the plaza was lined with food.

He wandered past the table bearing a roast crocodile stuffed with fruit then lingered to gawk at a table laden with flamingo drumsticks, bent at the knee and floating in broth. They were arrayed in a circle, giving the arrangement the look of a gangly spider with webbed feet.

 He settled on the third table, a more approachable array of olives and cheeses with smoked and spiced meats. Eavesdropping was easy enough and seemed a good place to start. This table attracted a steadier stream of visitors than the table with the flamingo spider. Durham took up position near a plate of meatballs and pickled lotus root. It was flanked with pots of mustard and a suspicious looking cheese-log. Two men stood nearby, delicately picking over a plate of tiny sausages impaled on sticks. One was tall with a purple robe and matching turban, the other shorter and rounder in a tunic that shimmered white. Durham strained to overhear their conversation while occupying his hands with taking a sample of the cheese-log.

The success of his listening in on their conversation was somewhat dampened by them speaking in Karsinian. Of course, Durham thought, giving the lump of cheese-ball a chew. It tasted like the inside of a boot with a hint of basil. He choked and sputtered. A servant bearing a tray of wine goblets arrived with a graceful bow, pausing just long enough for him to take one before moving on.

He took a swallow as he turned back to the table, only to find the two men he’d been eavesdropping on now standing directly in front of him. He coughed on his swallow of wine, distributing it over all three of them. He paused in horror then remembered Dadger’s advice. He spilled the remainder of his wine down the front of his tunic. “I’m so sorry! I’d better go get cleaned up.”

“Not at all!” The tall man in purple had a grin that gleamed with authenticity and his Karthorian was crisp and musical. “It is a compliment to the host of the party. It shows that you do not want for drink and is also a tribute to Hedowul, the god of wine. No party is complete without a splash of red on the robes, yes?” He sloshed a little more wine onto his white-robed companion. 

 In Durham’s mind, most conversations had a pattern they followed. A series of predictable phrases and responses. It was when conversations broke from that pattern that he struggled to keep pace. At least until he had learned what he called the ‘question reflection’. At a loss? Repeat what they said as a question.

“You have a god of wine?” he asked.

The man spread his hands expansively, spilling more wine onto his companion who looked progressively less enthused about the amount of tribute he was on the receiving end of. “Don’t all lands have a god of wine? Wine and religion go together like eggs and chickens.” He bowed his head. “My name is Pojah and this is Monkwin. You are a visitor to our city?”

“Durham,” Durham said, bowing back. This was a pattern he knew. “Yes. It’s very nice. Do you have any recommendations?”

“’Nice’ he says!” Pojah said, elbowing Monkwin in his dripping ribs, then “Thank you!” as he took the wine goblet out of Monkwin’s hand and took a swallow.

“I’m sorry,” Durham said. “’Amazing’ would be the better word. I’ve never seen anything quite like it before.”

“By the grace of Knearaoh Khomen,” Pojah said with a smile, waving toward the statue at the other end of the plaza and giving another splash of wine in tribute. Monkwin was beginning to look like he’d been stabbed several times.

Durham looked at the statue thoughtfully. He had a lot of questions about Knearaoh Khomen but asking the devout about their deity could be tricky ground as far as conversation patterns went.

“So, Knearaoh Khomen is your leader?”

“Well of course he’s the leader. He’s a god. They get to be in charge of things.”

“How do you know he’s a god?” Durham asked.

“Well, he puts his toga on one arm at a time like anyone else but he can do the usual god-things. Control the local weather, make the river flood, the occasional plague. And, of course, he has got a rabbit-head.”

“Why does he have a rabbit-head?”

“Because he’s a god.” Pojah frowned at him quizzically. “Just think if it was the other way around. All the people with animal-heads and the Knearaoh the one with the human-head.”

“A human with a human-head as god?” Monkwin asked, finally joining in on the conversation. Now that all of the wine goblets were empty he had less to worry about. “That wouldn’t work. Some guy named Walter would wander into town and take over the whole place.” He held his belly and chortled as if this was the funniest thing he’d heard all week.

“He’ll be here soon,” Pojah added.

“Who? The Knearaoh? He comes to parties?”

“This is his party. You need a god’s budget for a ship like this one. Come out with us and you can watch him arrive.”

“I’ll be along just after you,” Durham said. He gestured at the table. “Just want to grab a few things first.”

The pair nodded and drifted away. Durham let out a slow breath. He told himself that staying behind while everyone went out to watch the Knearaoh seemed like the sort of clandestine thing he was supposed to be doing, not that he was sure what it would accomplish. The real reason was that he wasn’t sure he wanted to chance meeting a god. He’d met one of The Hermits once, in the Northern Realms. And while The Hermits weren’t gods they were purported to have a piece of their god’s power contained within them. Even remembering the meeting made Durham felt dizzy and slightly nauseous. He wasn’t sure he was eager to repeat the experience.

And for the immediate moment he finally had a chance to investigate the meatballs.

 

***

 

The pier leading to the servant’s entrance was lined with empty litters and palanquins, a bored looking footman by each one to make sure that no one wandered off with any of the trappings. Thud gave them each a smile and a nod as he went by then ascended the narrow gangplank at a trot. It entered at one end of a wide passage that ran the width of the ship. People bearing trays of food or returning with empties jostled by each other from an opening on the right side of the hall. The smell of roasting meat, the clatter of cookware and someone yelling in Farsish suggested it was the kitchen. The waitstaff all wore white with matching orange turbans to stand out in a crowd. 

The sign in front of him, however, had an arrow pointing to the left. He followed it through an arch into the Karsinian palace-boat equivalent of a servant’s hall. Thick carpets covered the deck and the hull was lined with low couches mounded with silk pillows. There were several dozen servants already there, playing cards or dice, waiting on their patrons above. Undoubtedly a treasure-trove for gossip but gossip wasn’t what he was here for. Thud took his hat off and gave it a tap to pop it out into its top-hat shape. He pulled a pair of foot-long green feathers out of his vest and affixed one on each side of his hat-band. One feather just made you look like a bard. Two made you look invited. He took his vest off and flipped it inside out to show the shimmering green side then unbuttoned the tails to turn it into a formal coat.

Thud stepped back into the hall and around the sign to join the servers heading for the stairs midway down the hall. There was at least one curious glance in his direction but Thud pretended not to see it. He knew kitchen staff. Heading out of the kitchen area made him a problem that would solve itself if ignored and they had better things to do with their time. The stairs ran perpendicular to the hall. Thud turned the corner to begin the ascent then slowed. There was an annoyed grunt from behind him and a waiter tossed a glare his way as he dodged around. Thud didn’t pay him any mind. Any fool knew better than to follow a dwarf up a flight of stairs. He’d slowed for a different reason though. There was a man at the top of the stairs talking to one of the staff. The staff member looked like someone in charge of something. He wasn’t carrying a tray and had an orange sash to go with his orange turban. The man talking to him was dressed in over-designed black leather with more straps and snaps than could possibly be useful. His right hand was missing, replaced by a hook. Or not missing, rather. It was a pile of sand on a tray in Giblet’s wagon a league away in a warehouse parking lot. Either this was the assassin the team had chased earlier or he’d loaned someone his outfit. The hand turning to sand was an event Thud hadn’t figured the meaning of yet and it made him wary. 

The discussion at the top of the stairs finished and the servant went one way, the possible-assassin the other. By the time Thud reached the top of the stairs neither were still in sight. Nor were they likely to be again. He was waist-high in a crowd and it made for poor sight lines. The leather-fellow had been heading toward the bow of the ship as he’d walked away and that seemed as good of an idea as any. Even if he wasn’t the assassin, he’d looked like someone worth following around for a bit. Thud began elbowing his way through, looking for a glimpse of black as he went.

 

****

 

The incense bearers came first, two by two up the gangplank, carrying brass burners the size of watermelons, clouds of perfumed smoke leaking from their lids like tendrils. Agent Mungo watched from his perch along the rail. There weren’t any other options at the moment. The entire party had stepped aside to leave an open route for the arriving Knearaoh.

Mungo studied the party-goers around him, collecting and analyzing important intel. Foreign dignitaries, famous adventurers, powerful merchants and the butteriest of the social butterflies were packed shoulder to shoulder along the Knearaoh’s route. He focused on the shadows between them, searching for anyone suspicious, anyone furtive, anyone that looked to be carrying hidden daggers. He was ready for anything. The ambient intrigue was thick  and danger lurked.

It was times like this that he could hear the music playing in his head.

Behind the incense bearers came handmaidens scattering flowers on the ground, followed by servants with giant fans made of fronds, waving them back and forth to create a soft breeze for the palanquin that followed. It was the largest that Mungo had seen, nearly the size of a garden shed. Polished wood was trimmed with gold and turquoise, painted and carved, baskets of leafy greens and flowers piled on the litter that carried it. The sides were woven screens and Mungo glimpsed movement within as it passed. Knearaoh Khomen, the hare-headed god.

Dozens of retainers followed. Priests, guards, attendants and scribes. The procession made for the front of the ship and Mungo hopped down into the swirl of people in its wake.

There was a dais on the foredeck with a throne facing the bow. The palanquin stopped in front of it and when it moved away the Knearaoh was on his throne. After the pomp of his arrival the actual Knearaoh was anticlimactic. He had a slender build and was short if you didn’t include the two foot long ears. He sat there, nose twitching and ears folded back, munching on a piece of lettuce.

Of more interest to Mungo was the gnome next to him. She was in a formal blue outfit with the look of a uniform. While she obviously wasn’t Frothnozzle she WAS a gnome turning up in an unexpected place and that made her a gnome of interest.

“Your eminence, lords, ladies and gentlemen!” a voice rang out from the prow. Mungo looked over to see a tall man in white gleaming in the light of a dozen pixie-lanterns. “Allow me to welcome you to the grand opening celebration!” There was a fanfare of horns from the pier. Behind the presenter he could see deckhands coiling rope. The barge had cast off. The floating palace began a slow drift into the current of the river.

Mungo diverted his attention back to the gnome on the dais. He’d filed the presenter away as largely irrelevant but one corner of his mind continued listening on the chance that there was important safety information. Mungo liked safety information. More concerning at the moment was that when he returned his attention to the gnome he found that she was also paying attention to him, staring straight at him with the hint of a frown at one corner of her wide mouth. The hint of an expression on a gnome was the equivalent of someone else’s face screaming out loud.

He watched as she leaned over slightly to whisper something to the Knearaoh; an easy task as his ears were enormous. He gave the faintest of nods and made a slight gesture with one hand. The gnome stepped behind the throne and disappeared from view.

Mungo began noodling his way through the crowd in that direction. He didn't expect her to still be there when he arrived but she was the first thing he'd seen worthy of investigation.

 

***

 

It occurred to Durham that this was a golden opportunity to supplement his daily diet. Gammi’s culinary creations for the team meals rarely took human tastes into account and Durham lived on a tight supply of whatever he managed to pick up along the way in the places they passed through. Ruby was in the same situation but she seemed able to subsist for weeks on a pouch of tea, a wheel of cheese and a loaf of bread.

The buffet spread had its share of regional specialties that Durham was avoiding but it also contained plenty of recognizable foods. Durham slid a wedge of cheese into one of his pouches. Always a good start. A handful of boiled quail eggs were easy enough to toss into a pocket. A couple of sausages that fit perfectly into his vest lining were next and there was a basket of fresh fruit on the next table that Durham felt could stand to be missing a few pieces. He sidled over and appropriated a fig. His hand froze midway.

It was the assassin, mere meters away, making his way through spinning circles of dancers.

Durham dropped down into a crouch behind the table which, due to the fact that tablecloths were not a thing oft used in Karsin, made him more conspicuous than if he’d just remained still. No one paid mind to a man holding a fig but a man crouching under a table and holding a fig? That added interest. It also came with a lowered perspective on things and Durham found himself looking directly at Thud, following behind the assassin but now arching an eyebrow at Durham under the table. Durham stood back up, slightly red in the face.

The assassin either hadn’t noticed or had and was pretending not to. He was walking past the pool in the center, making for the front of the ship. Thud strolled after him, easy to track now due to a ridiculous pair of feathers he’d added to his hat that bobbed about in the crowd like antennae.

The assassin stopped midway along the pool to talk to a gnome going the other way.

Durham didn’t think it was Frothnozzle, the gnome they were supposed to be watching for. He didn’t know what Frothnozzle looked like but this gnome seemed to be female which eliminated her from the profile. He spotted Mungo not far behind her, standing at the far corner of the pool pretending to intently study the lily pads.

The conversation between the two was brief. The assassin continued on toward the front, the gnome toward the back. Which meant that the gnome was going to walk directly past Thud. This was unlikely to be a problem. It also meant that the assassin was going to walk directly past Mungo and that could be much more of a problem. They hadn’t seen many gnomes in Karthor and the assassin was sure to remember the one that had arrived just as he’d finished killing one of the other ones. There needed to be a distraction, fast, or the night was going to be in danger of an ugly turn.

Durham threw the fig.

It had been plump and ripe when he’d first picked it up but he’d been nervously pressing and squeezing it in his hand for a minute and now it was soft and lumpy. The aerodynamic properties of a fig are resilient, however, and it sailed happily into the air.

The throwing motion he’d made had caught the eye of the gnome heading in his direction and she was frowning at him now, maybe trying to identify if he was a problem guest. She never saw Thud go past, mere feet away, feathers bobbing.

The fig and the assassin had a more direct encounter. Durham had been trying to land the fig in the water, figuring a splash was about as good of a distraction as he could hope for. The throw and the fig’s flight capabilities were better than he’d expected and the fig descended in a perfect arc to the side of the assassin’s head.

Almost.

At the last moment the assassin’s hand snapped up into the air and caught it.

Almost.

The fig impaled itself on his hook with a gooey squish. He blinked at the oozing fruit several times then turned slowly to see where it had come from.

Durham ducked back beneath the table and busied himself pretending to look for something. He could only hope that the distraction had been enough for Mungo to have noticed and gotten out of sight.

A shadow fell across him. It was attached to a pair of legs, thick in both girth and hair. Durham looked up. He had to crane his neck out from under the table to get his gaze all the way to the top end of the legs where the head was. There was a lot of armor and muscle along the route. The face frowning down at him was the sort you might see on a poster in an alley. Durham had seen ogres often enough in Karthor. They were great for carrying things around. The guards tended to follow them everywhere, however, and the city laws said they had to be outside the walls by sundown. He’d never been this close to one. The ogre reached down with one meaty hand and grabbed Durham by the back of his robe, lifting him out from under the table and dangling him front of its face.

“No throwing figs.” Its voice was like a brick dropped on your foot.

“My apologies,” Durham said in his politest voice. It had the full impact of sincerity behind it. “I assure you that it will not happen again. Sir.”

“Good.” The ogre opened its hand and Durham dropped to the floor, back behind the table. There was a piece of cheese there he’d dropped on one of his prior visits. “And quit crawling around on the floor.”

Durham struggled to his feet ready to apologize some more but the ogre had already turned away to make for a couple that were splashing about in the pool.

“Ah, I see you got to meet Yorgi.” Pojah was smiling down at him, the wine-stained Monkwin frowning alongside. “Easy to get along with as long as you remember that the rules are exactly what Yorgi thinks the rules are. Have you tried the figs?”

“I just saw someone I need to talk to,” Durham said. “If you’ll excuse me.” He took the proffered fig and popped it in his mouth then hurried in the direction he’d seen Mungo going. If anyone was going to need further help it was likely going to be Mungo. It seemed the sort of thing a good sidekick would do.

Chapter Seven

 

The party floated down the river past palm trees and temples that gleamed in the moonlight. Thud wondered how they got the palace-barge back upstream. Did they tow it? Was there a sub-deck for rowers? He was impressed that it floated at all. The river it was drifting down ended at the sea and he doubted that the ship would hold together well if it encountered open ocean. The two hulls would go their separate ways and the palace perched on top would have to choose from a menu of bad options.

The leather-clad man he was following wasn’t in a hurry. He seemed to be following a route, checking in with various members of the ship’s staff as if he were someone in a position of authority. Was he an assassin moonlighting as a floor-manager or was it the other way around? Apart from one odd moment involving a flying fig the man had proved to be extremely dull to tail. Thud was beginning to wonder if he’d been right earlier and the assassin had loaned his coat to someone.

Espionage was not Thud’s style. He wasn’t the sort to play cat and mouse. He was the sort to set up mouse traps and then drop kick the mouse into the middle of them. He debated walking up to the man and asking if he’d happened to lose his knife in a gnome on the wharves yesterday. Thud could push him over the railing if he said yes. He’d chosen a career in dungeoneering for a number of reasons, none of which included following people around at parties to see if they did anything shifty.

They’d reached the front of the ship now. And lo and behold there was actually a guy with a rabbit-head sitting on a big glittery chair. He was less imposing in person than the statue in the harbor had been but was still a guy with a rabbit-head which made him the most interesting person on the foredeck. Thud spent a moment speculating on what sort of god powers someone with a rabbit-head might have. Really good hearing, probably. Maybe the ability to run fast? Dig holes quickly? Ruby had said he was the god of opulence and wealth. Maybe he had no rabbit skills at all. Thud made a mental note to scratch the god between the ears only if requested. The man he’d been following stepped up next to the throne from the back of the dais and whispered something to the rabbit, a pretty clear indicator that he and the Knearaoh were on close terms. One might even say he was the Knearaoh’s right-hand man. Thud gave the sigh of a dwarf with a bad joke and no one to tell it to. He’d still tell Keezix later, she’d think it was funny.

His grin froze and tilted sideways a degree or two when the right-hand man straightened, turned and looked directly at him. He gestured him onto the dais. With the hook, as if flaunting it.

Thud moved forward to the bottom of the stairs and the assassin moved aside, leaving the spot next to the throne empty. Two steps up and Thud would be standing next to Knearaoh Rabbit-Head. He felt that maybe he hadn’t managed the espionage part of things very well. On the plus side, he felt on much firmer footing now. He stepped up onto the dais, next to the throne, and turned to look out over the crowd and the river beyond. God-King to one side, sand-monster assassin to the other. He wasn’t sure which direction to face. Etiquette demanded one way, common sense the other. He took two steps back the way he’d come then turned to face them both.

The assassin’s eyes looked suspicious. The Knearoah’s eyes looked like cranberries. Thud made what he hoped was an appropriately polite bow.

“Are you so cavalier with your dwarven gods as well?” the Knearaoh asked. The rabbit-god had a voice exactly like any of a hundred haughty nobles Thud had encountered in his life. 

“Dwarves figure we wouldn’t want to worship anyone we couldn’t sit and have a mug with, eh? I mean no offense with me decorum.”

“None taken,” Khomen said with a dismissive wave. “Groveling grows tiresome on occasion.”

A servant appeared, knelt and offered up a tray with a pair of freshly poured mugs of ale. Khomen took one and nodded Thud toward the other.

“That’s some fearsome quick service,” Thud said. He took a sip and puffed the foam off of his mustache. The beer was dark and thick as porridge.

 “You are an adventurer here for the Mazerynth?” the Knearaoh asked.

“I prefer the term ‘Dungeoneer’, with all due respect,” Thud said. “But aye, I’m here for the Mazerynth. Planning on a visit tomorrow morning, in fact.”

“Excellent,” Khomen said. “I recommend getting there early. I believe we expect a lengthy line.”

The assassin turned and stepped back down into the flow of people behind the dais, leaving Thud pinned in conversation with a god. Effective as far as ways of losing a tail went. Thud wondered if he’d been spotted earlier and if the move was deliberate.

“You’re involved with it, eh?” Thud asked.

“It was built at my behest, naturally. It will be one of the greatest wonders of Karsin.”

Well, that was easy, Thud thought. The money behind the Mazerynth turned out be the god with all of the money.

“I imagine so,” Thud said. “I’m looking forward to having a peek inside.”

“This title you use. Is there a difference between a ‘dungeoneer’ and an ‘adventurer’?”

“I like to think of myself as a professional,” Thud said. “Not in it for adventure, riches and glory. I’ll take reliability and competence on my team over someone looking to have an adventure.”

“I would not be so dismissive,” Knearaoh Khomen said. “I remember a day when adventurers of legend strode the sands of Karsin. They would throw out waves of fire and storms of lightning and slay their foes by the hundreds. A single blow from an adventurer’s weapon could send a dozen men soaring through the air.”

“Them days are gone, though. Not enough magic left for that sort of thing.”

“Perhaps,” the god said. “Or perhaps we could bring some of that back. A bit of training, a bit of magic from a god. An appropriate concentration of magic could be distributed among a few. Imagine what one of the ancient heroes could do against an army of today. Now imagine five of them, trained to work together as a squad. Or many such squads, working together. They could bring down kingdoms.”

Thud shook his head. “Like trying to herd roaches. Amazed they can even get small groups to function.”

“This too have I seen. Groups acting together in dance-like precision to bring down titans. It was a golden age.” Khomen leaned forward on his throne, eyes glittering garnets. “I built the Mazerynth to help bring the age of heroes back.” He raised his hand to point forward toward the bow of the ship. “And there it is. A sight to behold!”

Thud turned to look. The ship was slowly moving around a bend in the river and the Mazerynth was coming into view from behind a copse of trees as perfectly as if it had received a stage cue. Someone somewhere HAD received a cue. Light blossomed along the pyramid’s edges as a series of ascending braziers burst into flame with balls of orange fire rising into the darkness. There was applause and cheering from the deck crowd.

“It sure is somethin’,” Thud said. “But sounds a bit more carnival than dungeon to me. Meaning no offense.”

The rabbit’s eyes went back to cold cranberries. “Perhaps you will change your mind in time,” he said. “I hope you enjoy your experience in the dungeon tomorrow.”

Thud caught the cue for dismissal in the sentence and gave another polite bow but couldn’t resist a parting comment.

“’Enjoy’ ain’t a word you usually hear with dungeons,” he said. “Carnivals, circuses, mummer shows, aye. Not dungeons.”

 

***

 

Following the gnome had paid off quickly, much to Mungo’s surprise. Too quickly, actually, and the surprise had been unpleasant. She’d led him straight to the assassin from the day before and Mungo would have been spotted had it not been for a fortuitous flying fig. He’d ducked down behind the lip of the pool which, for him, did not require a lot of ducking. It was easy enough to skirt around the far side, peeking up now and again to track where the gnome and assassin had gotten to. The presence of the assassin was unexpected but not surprising and Mungo was tempted to switch who he was following until he saw Thud’s bobbing feathers on the assassin’s trail. That was for the better. The gnome was an unknown and possibly important participant and Mungo was more interested in following her.

He also spotted Durham talking to an ogre. Mungo made a mental note to discuss priorities with him later. Ogres weren’t worth questioning about anything that had happened more than a few minutes prior and Durham was wasting time while two actual targets criss-crossed in front of him. Now was not the time though. The gnome was exiting through the rear of the plaza into a chamber beyond. She turned back to look frequently, as if worried she would be followed. Mungo did his best to stay just out of sight behind someone’s legs each time he saw her turn. He reached the rear chamber fifteen seconds after she did and took up position behind a potted plant to give the room a once-over.

It was the casino room. Dice and cards and coins were changing hands everywhere he looked. It was as crowded as anywhere else in the party and it took him some time to spot the gnome again. She was sitting at one of the dicing tables in the back corner. She was also staring directly at him, the opposite outcome of what one wanted when tailing someone. She nodded toward the empty stool next to her. She hadn’t been worried she’d been followed; she’d been checking to make sure he was keeping up. The table she sat at was one of a dozen in an area raised higher than the rest of the room and the attendees around her had extra glitter. The tables for the elite.

In that case it was time to be one of the elite. He straightened his robe and squared his shoulders. He WAS a merchant-prince, after all. He strode forward with his best approximation of the swagger and confidence he imagined a merchant-prince would have. The effect was largely lost as soon as he entered the crowd and became impossible to see. It was a few minutes of dodging and weaving before he cleared the gamblers and smoothly dropped back into a merchant strut. After only two struts he reached the stairs and had to stop again. Stairs were beyond his strutting capabilities. The music in his head paused while he struggled up them, then resumed as he managed to squeeze in one more strut between the top step and the table.

There were two others with her, the table-host and a jowly older man with eyebrows thick like sideburns. Mungo wondered why they weren’t called earbrows. He’d have to ask Ruby later. That was the sort of thing she tended to know. The table-host was a wispy looking fellow with a lot of hair oil.

Mungo slid onto the stool next to the gnome. She smelled like cantaloupe. This was not how female gnomes usually smelled in Mungo’s limited experience so he deduced that there was a perfume involved.

“Madame,” he said with a nod. “Gentlemen,” with another.

Jowls gave a grunt of acknowledgment but didn’t look up from the dice. He smelled like onions which may or may not have been a cologne.

“What’s the game?” Mungo asked the gnome.

“It’s all a game, is it not?” Her voice was smoky, like a recently dropped cigar-butt. “But are you the player or the pawn?”

“I’m the dealer,” Mungo said. He wasn’t sure what meaning that was supposed to carry but it seemed a suave response.

“No,” said the man with the oiled-hair. “I’m the dealer. Are you in or not?”

“I still don’t know what the game is.” This didn’t sound nearly as suave. 

“Past Ten,” the woman said. “The red fox likes singing oysters.”

“Ermmm, does he?” Mungo knew the game ‘Past Ten’ but wasn’t quite sure about the rest of it. Some local rule variant? The gnome rolled her eyes at him and turned to her drink.

“The name is Malcolm Hampickles,” Mungo said. “I am a merchant prince of Tanahael. If you’ll tell me your name then I’ll know who I’m buying a drink for.”

“I already have a drink, the drinks here are free, and my name is Givup Notachance.”

“That’s…erm, that’s quite a name.”

“Is it? It’s not my real name, just one I’ve adopted for the near future.”

There was a clink as Jowls dropped a coin pouch on the table for the next round. The wispy table-host arched an eyebrow at the gnomes. His eyebrows were oiled too. “Are you playing or not?” he asked. 

Givup placed a small purse on the table. Mungo dropped his own coin-pouch next to it, hoping the man rolled well. He hadn’t expected to be gambling and had only brought two pouches.

“What was that about a fox?” he asked. Givup shook her head.

Jowls put the dice in a cup and rattled them around before releasing them to bounce and clatter across the table. Two threes and a one. Mungo watched sadly as the table-host made all of the money pouches disappear.

Jowls growled. “I’m out,” he said then stood and left.

The table-host turned and looked at the gnomes expectantly. Mungo plunked down his other coin pouch.

“Two players or no play,” the host said.

Givup shrugged a shoulder at him. “Not many pockets for coins in my dress.”

The host nodded and held up a green placard to show the table was open.

“And the oyster bit?” Mungo asked, still trying to figure out if there was a rule variant in play that he didn’t know about.

She gave an exasperated sigh. “I said ‘The red fox likes singing oysters.” Her tone was hushed but the words slow and deliberate.

“Are there singing oysters?” Mungo asked.

Any answer she was going to give was interrupted by the clink of a coin-pouch hitting the table. A new player had arrived. Mungo looked up just as Cornelius Frothnozzle slid onto the stool across from him. His bald head was papery and speckled, his face scrunched with its little pucker-mouth like he he’d just kissed a lemon. He had a pair of red-lensed spectacles wedged atop his crooked nose.

“An excellent question,” Frothnozzle said. His voice was like a razor wrapped in silk. “What was that about singing oysters, my dear?”

Givup looked down at the table. “Just something I heard about.”

“Interesting,” Frothnozzle said, then directed his attention back to Mungo. “Mordecai Gintaters. It has been a few years, hasn’t it?”

“Frothnozzle,” Mungo said. “It’s only been that long because one of us was hiding.”

“You know each other?” Givup asked with a note of alarm.

“Why, yes,” Frothnozzle said. “Mordecai here used to work in the mailroom at my former employer. He seems to have come up in the world since then.” He nodded at the dice then looked at Mungo. “Are you going to roll those?”

“The mailroom?” came a voice from behind Mungo. He turned on his stool to see Durham.

“Not now,” Mungo whispered.

“Oh,” Frothnozzle said. “Is this a friend of yours? I hope you haven’t been telling him stories, Mordecai. Stories about being a merchant-prince, perhaps, or some sort of exotic superspy.” He smiled beatifically at Durham. “Mordecai always had a very active imagination.”

Mungo glared at him and rolled the dice. A nine. He watched as his last coin-pouch was whisked away. Frothnozzle dropped another pouch on the table. Mungo turned for a quick aside with Durham.

“Borrowing this,” he said, making a quick sleight-of-hand pickpocketing move to grab Durham’s coin-pouch. “I’ll pay you back.” He turned back to the table and dropped the pouch. It landed with a moist thump as a few meatballs rolled out.

There was a round of silence.

“I’m out,” Mungo said. “It was nice seeing you again.” He spun on his stool and dropped to the floor, grabbing Durham’s robe to pull him along. “Meatballs?” he hissed.

“Ermm…”

“I suspect it is time for us to leave, and quickly. Our cover is blown and Frothnozzle is dangerous. Let’s find Thud. I saw him headed toward the bow earlier.”

The door they were making for was abruptly filled by three-quarters of an ogre, the doorway not quite big enough for the other quarter.

“Not that way,” Durham said. They pivoted and headed toward the opposing door. The leather-clad assassin stood there, arms crossed, smirking.

“And not that way,” said Mungo.

“Down,” Durham said and gave Mungo’s arm a tug toward the servant stairs.

“What about Thud?”

“We’ll try and find a way to warn him but he’s pretty good at taking care of himself.”

Durham ran down the stairs, Mungo hopping to keep up. At the bottom a servant with a tray of stuffed olives glared at them as they dodged around her.

“Through the kitchens,” Mungo said. “There’s bound to be stairs back up at the other end.”

“And then?” Durham asked, hurrying after. They were moving between two long counters lined with people chopping things. Pots bubbled over trays of hot coals and the air was thick with clouds of steam.

“Find Thud.”

“That’s not an escape plan.”

“We’re on a boat. We can jump off and swim.”

Durham didn’t respond to that but Mungo knew him well enough to suspect that he was now thinking about crocodiles and hippopotamuses, both things that the river was known for possessing in large numbers. They reached the other end of the kitchen and Mungo was relieved to find his stair hypothesis proven true. What he didn’t expect was to see Thud descending them.

“Ah, there ya are,” Thud said. “The ship’s about to dock so I was just coming down to make my servant exit.” He pulled the feathers out of his hat.

“We must get off the ship!” Mungo said. “The assassin is after us!”

Thud growled low in his throat. “Why’d I even bring you two? Who’s she?” he added, looking over Mungo’s shoulder.

Mungo turned around. Givup Notachance stood in the kitchen doorway.

“In there!” She pointed toward a storage cabinet. “He’s right behind me.”

“Why are…?” Mungo began but then thought better of it and ran to the cabinet. He ducked in, Durham and Thud squeezing in around him. Mungo ended up against the back wall, Durham standing over him with one leg on either side. Thud was in front, holding the door closed.

“Here’s me,” Thud muttered, “just walking onto the ship, asking the guy in charge for the information we wanted and just walking back off. But then you two come along and now I’m in a closet…” he cut off as the sound of a pair of boots became audible.

“Any sign of them?” a man’s voice said.

“No,” he heard Givup answer. “They must have headed topside. I assume you sent Yorgi that way to cut them off?”

“Too slow,” the man answered. There was the sound of his boots headed up the stairs. “Yorgi’s covering the aft…” his voice trailed off as he moved out of earshot.

"...hiding from assassins," Thud picked back up. "Escaping by swimming through beast infested waters..." he opened the door for a peek, “...and empty hallways.” He stepped out. “C'mon. We can get that cargo hatch open before we dock. Then we can just hop out. Should be a short enough swim."

They ran to the other end of the hall and slid the bar on the forehatch, letting the door swing in. Beyond a stretch of dark water the Mazerynth rose, gleaming. The night air was cool and smelled of jasmine.

The assassin dropped down from the deck above and landed in the open hatchway. He slowly slid a long dagger free of its sheath, drawing out the rasp. His other hand was a menacing barbed hook. A smile carved its way across his face.

“It’s dangerous to swim at night,” he said then slumped to the floor with a gurgle due to Thud having poked him very hard in the solar plexus just as he finished speaking.

“New plan,” Thud said. “This guy swims…” he shoved hard with his foot. There was a yelp and a splash. “…and we take the gangplank like decent folk. That’s why you shouldn’t rely on adventurers.”

“What makes you think he was an adventurer?”

“Only adventurer assassins do the whole black leather, straps, studs and daggers look. That and delivering one liners when they should be stabbin’ things.”

“You do that all the time,” Durham said.

“No lad. I’m a Dungeoneer. Stab first, THEN deliver the one-liner. Rule Twelve.”

 

***

 

“So,” Durham said. “The Knearaoh paid Frothnozzle to build a training facility disguised as a dungeon in order to create an adventurer army to take over the rest of Karsin?”

The path from the wharf was wide and paved with white stone. It ran along one side of the pyramid looming over them, lit by flickering torches as it wound its way through broken walls and pillars draped in greenery studded with flowers. A park-style ruin built as part of the attraction’s decor. They moved with the dispersing party-goers,  among drifting knots of people, chattered conversations and laughter. A crouching rabbit statue marked an intersection and the knots began breaking into pairs and trios.

“That doesn’t explain how the djinn lamp fits in,” Mungo said.

“Maybe it doesn’t,” Durham said. “We don’t even know that it’s here. It might not have anything to do with this.”

“Or,” Thud said. “It might have almost everything to do with this. Healing potions? A dungeon that somehow repopulates itself every few minutes? Not so sure about the rest of your theory though. Training an army of adventurers ain’t the same as actually having an army of adventurers. They’re not going to just form up and march for you because you asked nice and gave ‘em a good time. Rabbit-head flaunts a lot of gold but if he had enough to pay an adventurer army he’d have enough to buy the kingdom outright.”

“Nor does it explain Frothnozzle,” Mungo said. “He works for an outcome, not for money. Nor does he scheme to put someone other than himself in power.”

“What about the gnome?”

“Givup Notachance?” Mungo asked. “That might not be her real name. Nothing she said to me made any sense and then she helped us escape which also doesn’t make any sense.”

“It does if she has an agenda that’s different,” Durham said. “One where we’re more useful alive. Oof.” 

This last was said due to his having run into the back of Thud, who had stopped and was staring up at the pyramid.

“Something look off about that pyramid to you?” the dwarf asked.

Mungo and Durham squinted up at it. It gleamed in the darkness, sides smooth and white, cap glittering gold.

“What am I looking for?” the human asked.

“That ain’t stone or I ain’t a dwarf,” Thud said. “And I’m thinking I’m still a dwarf based on what you just ran into me with. That pyramid is made o’ painted wood.”

“That probably made it easier and cheaper to build. Stage-dressing inside and out.” Durham was silent for a few seconds. He cast a sidelong glance at Mungo. “I have some other questions, though.”

There was a note of caution in his voice and Mungo felt a wash of nerves. Here it came.

“Frothnozzle mentioned something about you working in the mailroom.”

“Undercover,” Mungo said. “You wouldn’t believe how much intelligence flows through the Gnome Intelligence Agency mailroom. I was…”

“Unbelievable is right,” Durham said. “You’re saying the Agency had you spying on itself?”

Thud and Durham both had their arms crossed. Thud had the frown of a dwarf prepared to be disappointed. Mungo had to look away.

“I learned a lot,” he said. “Being around spies all day, delivering their mail. Field self-education, you could say.”

“Not quite the phrase I’d choose.” Thud’s words came out ringed by cigar smoke.

“You’re not delivering anyone’s mail that I’ve ever noticed,” Durham said. “Do you even work for the G.I.A. anymore?”

“I’m what you would call an independent opportunistic freelance operative…”

“…which is about a dozen syllables longer than ‘no’ needed to be,” Thud said. “I’m still puffin’ whiskers over you being a spy in the first place and now turns out that was just doublin’ down on the lie.”

“They didn’t want me,” Mungo said. His gaze was focused on an orange ant making its way along the cobblestone cracks. “They said I wasn’t good enough. They put me in the mailroom as a joke.” The memory flared the old spark of anger. It gave him enough nerve to look up again. “I was angry and hurt. I determined I’d show them my spying skills by learning all of their secrets. They’d either be amazed and accept me or I’d find something on them that would leverage me in. What I found was the layered onion of Frothnozzle’s treason and corruption. He thought himself safe. He had his hooks throughout the G.I.A.”

One of Thud’s eyebrows was still furrowed in a glare but the other had started to curl with a hint of intrigue.

“So I went outside the agency with my evidence. I went straight to the top and presented my evidence in the court of the gnome parliament. There was a huge scandal. The agency was disbanded and Frothnozzle fled. They were going to banish him anyway as punishment so as far as the parliament was concerned everything had worked out just fine. I knew out of sight is not the equivalent of out of action. So I declared myself the new G.I.A. and vowed to pursue Frothnozzle and put a stop to whatever he was up to once I found him.”

“Who was your gnomatic tube message from?” Durham asked.

“Wallace,” Mungo answered. “He was the other clerk in the mailroom. Now he’s my handler and the intelligence analyst. Well, he’s the entire rest of the current Agency, really, apart from the field agents so deep undercover that they haven’t found out about the personnel changes yet. That was the reason I was trying to recruit you. I was hoping to expand.” He looked back to Thud, opened his mouth to try and apologize some more but enough of his thought processes thought better of it to snap his mouth back shut.

“I get it,” Thud said. “You wanted to be something and there was an obstacle. So you found a way around it and achieved your goal. You set yourself a new goal and joined up with us as a means to that end. And now here we are, standing at the foot of your archnemesis’ masterpiece.” He waved his hand at the pyramid above. “I get the whole progression of things that led you here and it don’t matter that we’re just a chapter. I understand you were joining us as a spy so you kept your secrets. I get all of that. Don’t mean I like it.” He flicked his cigar butt in the direction of the pyramid. “We’re going into that thing tomorrow and we’re going to try to sort out what it’s up to. You’re going to be part of that because I need my engineer. After that we can have a talk about your future with the team. Assuming we come out in one piece. Or in pieces where one of ‘em is large enough to still be talking.”

Chapter Eight

 

Dawn in the lands of Karsin was marked by the priesthood ascending to the tops of their towers and banging very large gongs. It was the ritual to greet Messahn, god of the sun, a bird-headed Knearaoh that was three kingdoms over from Khomen-Te. He wasn’t considered a serious contender for power in Karsin due to the time required of him by his day-job. 

The towers were scattered across the cities of each kingdom, each tuned differently and each seeing the rim of the sun edge over the desert at different moments. Together they rang out the song of Messahn. Or at least the song that Messahn had desired to be his morning alarm.

Durham appreciated none of this as he jerked upright in his hammock and banged his forehead on the bottom of the wagon. He lay back, rubbed his head and made a mental note to string his hammock lower or to start wearing his helmet to bed. Then he wondered why there were gong noises ringing in his ears.

Gammi already had breakfast hot in the pot and Durham was soon situated on a stool with a trencher of mashed beans and sausage alongside a mug of coffee. Voices were hushed. There was a dungeon in the immediate future and a mood of seriousness lay over the morning. Thud emerged from his wagon midway through breakfast. He was wearing what Durham thought of as his work clothes. Leather and metal-rings had replaced his vest and coat and there was a chainmail-coif beneath his top hat. He had a mace slung on his belt and a pack on his back.

He stepped up next to the cook pot. It was the traditional location to address the team from. Everyone habitually arrayed themselves around it at mealtime on the chance that someone would turn them into an audience.

“Showtime is in half an hour,” he said. “Keezix and Gong have been up half the night with the map, planning out some tactics.”

Keezix stepped up to one side of Thud. Her mustache ends were tied back. Gong stepped up and filled in all the other sides of Thud.  

“This ‘dungeon’ has a set of rules that comes with it,” Thud continued. “Most notable is that we’re allowed personal kit only. We can’t take the ballista. Or the barrels. Or the chickens. Unless you want to stuff one in your pack. Chosen not to, meself. We’re limited to a team of six, at least on the inside. In addition to the three of us, Mungo will be on traps on account of being the patron on this job. Leery will represent acquisitions as our fifth member. Number six is Durham.”

Durham swallowed a bean wrong and coughed.

“Mungo says you’re his sidekick on this job,” Thud said. “Everyone going needs to check in with Keezix for special load-outs for your packs. Now, we had Grott watching and timing runs yesterday and it looks like most groups move through the entire place in an hour. We’ll have a secondary team positioned outside the pyramid. If we don’t come out within two hours they’re going to blow a hole in the side and go in hot. If you have any questions find Keezix instead of me. I’ll be busy having breakfast and she’s the one running point for this job.”

The special load-out for Durham’s pack turned out to be several pieces of lumber that he had to squeeze in around the iron spikes, rope, chalk, mirrors, lanterns and towels that the pack came pre-loaded with. At least they weren’t distance-hiking, he thought, as if that might be somehow be a less desirable future than crawling through a dungeon. Thud, Keezix and Gong were sitting with their coffee and beans as if it were any other morning. Mungo was tinkering with the pile of spare parts he had squirreled away in his own pack and Leery was doing stretches. She was the only one that seemed to be taking any preparation that wasn’t part of her usual morning routine. Durham passed on a second plate of bean-mash out of concern that he’d just throw it up later. The stress of impending dungeon exploration always gave him tummy troubles.

Thirty minutes later and they were in the line, the morning sun now high enough to get a start on burning the day. Metal armor and weapons began to heat and leather to warm. They were in line behind a group of pale elves in silvery armor. Durham could almost see the sunburn occurring before his eyes. Behind them was a group that included a fur-clad half-giant from The Reach and both he and his fur started exuding odors that grew with the heat. Next to the giant was a man with half of a sword welded to either side of his helmet, making it look like he’d been impaled through the cranium. Sweat trickled from under his helmet and spattered the dirt as it dripped off his beard. 

The face of the pyramid ahead reflected the sun and Durham had to squint to look at it. The pyramid didn’t seem very big until you were standing at the foot of it, at which point the scale of the thing registered as enormous. It replaced the horizon and the sky and made the fountains before it ripple with light.

At the head of the line stood a woman dressed up in traditional Karsinian garb, all flowing white robes with dangling jewels and heavy eye-liner. She had a papyrus umbrella to protect her from the sun and stood next to a stone chest with a slot in the top to collect entry-tickets. Behind her was a gated wall covered in gnostiglyphics and murals.

The elves were ushered through the tall gate. It clanged shut behind them.

Thud stepped forward and tipped his top-hat. “The Dungeoneers, ma’am.”

“You’ve read the rules?” she asked. She frowned at the lumber sticking out of everyone’s backpack.

“Aye,” Thud said. “The lumber is crafting materials. They’re allowed.”

She shrugged. “Six tickets each, go through this gate and wait for the next gate to open.”

Thud dropped a wad of tickets in her hand and went through, leaving her to count them and put them in the slot. Durham followed him through the gate into a waiting area. It was fenced on three sides, the fourth side being a heavy-bricked stone wall with a wooden gate set in it. The gate was colored with bright designs over which ‘THE MAZERYNTH’ had been painted in fancy letters.

They had a five minute wait before the gate was due to open. Thud leaned against the fence and focused on making progress on his cigar. Gong and Keezix extended the supports on their tower shields and sat in their shade, sharpening axes and passing a waterskin back and forth. Leery was nearby doing stretches, her joints sounding like popcorn. She had a grappling hook on her waist and a crossbow slung on her back.

Durham had a mace on one hip and an ax on the other, both of which he’d grabbed from the box on the smithy wagon. He had no pretension of using the pair simultaneously but felt that the selection offered some versatility. Some things needed bashed more than hacked. 

The gate swung open.

 

***

 

The plaza beyond lay before a pair of thirty foot rabbit-headed statues that flanked a rectangular building set into the side of the pyramid. They stepped through and the gate swung shut behind them. Durham imagined Swordhead was depositing his tickets now and stepping into the waiting area.

“Your show, Keezix,” Thud said. Gong gave her an encouraging nod.

“First room should be straightforward,” she said. “Let’s head in.”

The interior of the antechamber was sandstone, glowing gold in the torchlight. The air was stuffy with heat. Thick red pillars supported a vaulted ceiling. The center of the room was occupied by a massive statue of a lion with a human head. It wore a Karsinian headdress as if that was a normal thing to do when it was the only place human clothing would fit. Beyond it was a stone slab of a door that blocked entry to the pyramid. The statue was far bigger than either of the doors. Durham wondered if they’d built the room around it.

“The Sphincts,” Keezix whispered.

“What an odd name,” Durham whispered back.

“Seems it has a very complicated digestive process.”

“It’s alive? Do we have to fight it?” Durham asked. The human head seemed an upside in that regard. The teeth weren’t nearly as pokey. The thing’s claws, however, looked to be as long as baguettes.

“Only if you want to,” the Sphincts said. Its voice was low and husky. It raised one paw and licked it, which was not quite the same when done by a human head as when done by a cat head.

“It’s going to ask us a riddle,” Keezix said, as if the Sphincts hadn’t said anything.

“Oh?” asked the Sphincts. It looked pointedly at the map clutched in her hand. “However would you guess something like that would happen?”

Keezix took a step forward and met its glare. “Got all your riddles and their answers right here.”

“Not all,” the Sphincts said. “There’s a list there because I come up with a new one every time they add an old one.”

“You ain’t running short on riddles yet?”

“No, I am a master of labyrinthine wit and…”

“What’s invisible and smells like a garden?”

“Sorry?”

“Elf farts. There’s a new one for you.”

“That’s not quite…”

“What’s purple and smells like an orc?”

“I don’t…”

“A purple orc.”

“That’s…”

“How many elephants can you fit in a spike trap?”

“Enough!” the Sphincts roared. Well, a roar if it had a lion head. The human voice just made it sound grumpy. “I’m supposed to ask you a riddle, not the other way around.”

“Fine,” Keezix said. “Let’s hear it.”

The Sphincts glared for a few seconds longer to see if anyone else had anything they wanted to say then made a great show of clearing its throat. “What walks on four legs in the morning, two by day and three in the evening?”

“A person getting old,” Keezix said. “That one’s on the list.” She pointed.

“Ah, is it?” The Sphincts frowned. “A box without hinges, key or lid…”

“Egg,” Keezix said. “That one’s on here too.”

There was a growl deep in the Sphinct’s throat. “What have I got in my pockets? Bet that’s not on your list.”

“Nothing,” Keezix said. “You don’t have any pockets. Look, we’ve answered three of your riddles now and the map says we only have to do one so are you going to let us through or not?”

“Why is a raven like a writing desk?” it asked.

“They’re both physical objects,” Mungo replied.

“Ha!” the Sphincts crowed. “That’s not the answer.”

“Maybe not the one you’re looking for but it is indisputably a correct answer to the question.”

“It’s stalling,” Thud said. He was scratching his beard around the chin vicinity and was frowning at the ceiling. “This whole room descended while we was talking. It’s an elevator.”

“Ah!” Mungo exclaimed. “That’s how they move so many groups through. The dungeon isn’t in the pyramid, it’s under it. Likely multiple versions of it. This room drops each party off on a different level.”

“How did you know that?” the Sphincts asked.

“Is that another riddle?” Thud asked. “You’re asking a dwarf how he knows how far underground he is? It’s like asking how I heard you ask that stupid question.”

“Fine,” the Sphincts spat. “You may pass.” The stone slab behind it rose into the ceiling with a grating noise. “I have a bit I’m supposed to say first.”

“Already got that written down too,” Keezix said.

The Sphincts recited the poem through clenched teeth as if daring her to interrupt.

 

“The mummy sleeps within its tomb

Descend within to meet your doom.

Monsters sly and traps perverse

Beware, lest you feel the curse.

You must find the key that fits the plinth

In order to escape the Mazerynth.”

 

Its voice trailed off and it paused as if waiting for a reaction. Everyone stared silently.

“Look,” it said. “I didn’t write it. They just pay me to say it.”

“Much obliged,” Keezix said. “Consider it to have been said.” She waved everyone toward the door.

“So…” the Sphincts said. It fidgeted a bit and tapped one of its claws on the floor a few times. “How many elephants CAN you fit in a spike trap? Please tell me.”

“Just one,” Keezix said. “Elephants is pretty big.”

 

****

 

The passage beyond the door was narrow and dark. Drifts of sand lay along the walls, studded with shards of broken pottery and fragments of bone. As soon as the last of them was through the slab dropped behind them with a crash. A mocking laugh echoed faintly through the darkness.

“Increases perceived danger and thus tension,” Mungo said. “While actually just serving to allow the elevator to go back up.”

“Anything we need to worry about in this hallway?” Thud asked.

“Just a transition area,” Keezix said. “The next challenge is in the room at the end of the hall. Says there’s sometimes a few coins in the pottery here, though.”

“Oh, don’t say that,” Leery said. She sighed. “Now Nibbly’s going to expect me to have looked through all of them just in case.”

“I will personally assure him that you did,” Thud said.

“Weapons out,” Keezix said. “There’s a dozen goblin tomb-robbers to deal with once we reach the room plus their hobgoblin boss. Plan A is to not have to fight them but having a head start on Plan B is always a good idea.”

“Aren’t we here as tomb-robbers?” Durham asked.

“I think the idea is that we’re fighting to see who gets to leave with the treasure rather than us trying to enforce tomb-robbing laws. They ain’t even real tomb-robbers though. Even if they win they get to stay here for the next group to come through.”

“That’s what ain’t adding up about this place,” Thud said. “Their job is to hang out here to get killed? How do they get the goblins to go for that deal? There’s groups going through here every few minutes. Where are they gettin’ all these goblins?”

Keezix shrugged a shoulder, apparently unsure if the question was rhetorical. “You’re about to get the opportunity to ask them.”

“Don’t know how far I’ll get with that. Goblins is only a two on the sapience scale.”

It may have seemed a joke but Durham knew that in this case it wasn’t. There was actually a chart in the team handbook. It was largely based on the simple rule that one could determine a species’ intelligence by how many ingredients they put in their food. Dolphins, for example, clever as they may be, only rated a one. They could bounce a ball on their nose and do flips but it would never occur to them to wrap a fish in seaweed before eating it. Goblins rated a two because they were smart enough to skewer a piece of meat or an onion and hold it over a fire before eating it. They’d hit three on the chart if they’d thought to add salt. The first goblin to put both meat and an onion on the same stick had been heralded as a culinary genius and goblins flocked from miles around to try the novel cuisine.

“Don’t touch anything once we’re in there,” Keezix said. “There’s going to be a statue with a gem in the middle of the room. Soon as anyone touches that gem the goblins show up and attack. If they’re going to give us the courtesy of time to prepare then it’s only polite we should oblige.”

 

***

 

The room was shaped like a large beehive, made of fitted stone painted with the ever-present murals. Long rows of glyphs bordered figures whose heads reached the flickering limits of the light from the pixie lamps. The statue in the center was of one of the Karsinian gods, presumably. The rule, as Pojah had explained it, was that an animal head automatically qualified someone. The towering muscular figure had the head of a lizard. Not the cute sort that hung out on bedroom walls at night but more the big spiky mottled looking things that crawled from under baking desert rocks and hissed at you. The statue stood, legs astride, elbows out and high with both hands clasping a large blue jewel in front of its chest. A ray of sunlight from a circular hole at the room’s apex held the gem in a column of light that scattered blue gleams across the sand-drifted stone floor. The beam didn’t seem to match up with where Durham believed the sun to be outside which made him harbor some suspicions.

They’d come in through a doorway in the southern curve of the wall, incongruously small and supported with wooden beams on the sides and top. It looked more like a door he’d expect to see in a mine. There were three matching doorways on the cardinal points of the room, two of which were to produce goblin tomb robbers and the third blocked by a stone door with a socket in it that looked the precise size and shape of the statue’s gem.

Leery scampered up the statue and sat on its head, swinging her feet while waiting for her signal. Durham took up his position, tucked away with Mungo and Gong by the eastern door. Durham and Mungo’s job at this point was mostly to try and keep things from breaking. Gong was there in case they failed and something broke. Gong was often at the center of Plan B. He had his massive crossbow leveled at the doorway, an entire quarrel of bolts loaded and ready to cycle through. Mungo was quiet, seemingly preoccupied with studying the paintings on the walls.

Thud and Keezix were at the western door, putting on the finishing touches. Finally Thud whistled. Plan A was underway.

Leery dropped down from the statue’s head, landing with one foot on each of its wrists. She braced a hand on its chest, swung her leg back then kicked the gem hard. It flew free with a crunching sound that Durham suspected had come from Leery’s foot. It didn’t seem to slow her down, however. Even before the gem hit the sand she was scrambling back up onto the statue’s head.

Durham heard a grinding noise from the doorway next to him, loud and sudden. It was followed by a series of hard thumps as a procession of charging goblins crashed one by one into the barricade they’d built from the lumber they’d lugged in.

A rope dropped down from the ring of light above and a figure began sliding down it, a silhouette of muscle and armor. The hobgoblin. The rope ended about five feet from the floor which was also about five feet below where Leery was crouched on the lizard nose. She jumped out and grabbed onto the rope, making it swing slightly. The hobgoblin above paused in its descent to peer down. Durham suspected this was a situation it had not encountered before. Leery pulled the dangling end up, feet and legs twisted around the rope to leave her hands free.

There was a tentative knock from the board barrier next to Durham. “Hello?” a voice squeaked.

The hobgoblin was descending again, pausing frequently to check on Leery below as if hoping she would get off of its rope. Leery, for her part, had attached herself with a harness and was reclining as if she were hanging on a garden swing.

“Could someone let us out?” the voice behind the barricade asked.

The hobgoblin was just above Leery now . The difference between hobgoblins and goblins was size more than smarts. Hobgoblins were on par with goblins when it came to problem-solving skills. It stretched one leg down and made little kicking motions at her head with its foot. Leery batted it away as if swatting at a fly. The hobgoblin kicked again, reaching a little further this time. Just what Leery was waiting for. She looped the noose she’d tied in the end of the rope around the creature’s foot and tugged. At the same time, Durham heard the loud chonk of Gong’s crossbow firing. It split the rope above the hobgoblin, eliminating the support for both it and Leery. They fell, the hobgoblin’s foot tied to one end and Leery harnessed to the other. The middle of the rope caught over the statue’s arms, swinging the two together like doomed pendulums, Leery upright and the hobgoblin downwrong. Her feet and his head met with another crunch, this time not from Leery’s foot.

The hobgoblin spun away and melted. At least that’s what it looked like to Durham. It dissolved away into grey goo that fell in splattering plops on the floor, its empty armor following after. Now deprived of her counterweight Leery came crashing onto the pile, landing with a splash and squish. 

“Well,” Gong said. “That’s something.”

They edged forward, watching as the goo began draining away between the floor stones. Thud and Keezix were approaching from the opposite side. There were more thumps from the barricaded doors. “I know someone’s out there!” a voice called.

Leery scrambled to her feet and began shaking goo off of her arms. Mungo got down on his hands and knees and peered at the floor through his goggles. They had the thickest lenses in place, the ones he used for counting moth feathers.

“There’s a grate beneath the floor,” he said. “A drain, perhaps.”

“Makes clean-up easy, I guess,” Thud said. “Are they disposing of it or collecting it? What would you do with liquefied goblin?”

“You don’t think that’s the secret ingredient in their health potions do you?”

“Liquefied goblin?” Mungo asked. “Not according to my tests. If they bottled it they might have a popular drink, however.”

“Did…did you just taste the goblin goo?”

“Science is not without sacrifice.” He frowned and spat. It was easy to discern why, apart from the fact that he had a mouthful of ooze. The ooze that hadn’t drained away was drying and shriveling and becoming sand. Soon it was just another drift on the floor. Durham glanced around at all of the other sand drifts on the floor.

“I think the grate might be as much for sweeping as draining,” he said. 

There was more banging from the barricades.

“They going to break through those?” Thud asked.

“Not any time soon,” Keezix said. “They’ve got those curvy little swords. Probably good for swinging at folks but not so great for chopping wood.”

Thud lit a cigar, crossed his arms and rocked back and forth slightly as he studied the pile of armor and the drift of sand.

“First that assassin’s hand,” he said. “And now a hobgoblin. Maybe I missed a trick somewhere but it’s looking a bit like someone has figured out a way to make people and creatures out of sand. That’s crazy sounding though, so I’m hoping one of you has a better hypothesis.”

“We have a lot of goblins available to test it on,” Mungo said.

The thumping at the barricades stopped. “What did he just say?” the voice asked.

Thud walked toward the western door. Gong was just behind him, cycling the winches on his crossbow.

“You in there,” Thud called, standing a few feet back from the boards. “Any of you goo monsters?”

“Don’t answer!” the voice whispered. “We’re not supposed to talk to them.”

“Not supposed to be stuck in a closet either,” another responded. 

“Two different ways for me to get an answer to my question,” Thud said. “This was the easy way. Are you ready for the hard way?”

“Ooh,” the voice said. “Sounds like he’s going to let us out!”

Gong fired, the bolt neatly disappearing into one of the shadowed gaps between the boards. There was a loud squeak from the other side. Thud stepped up and took a quick peek through the gap then jumped back before it occurred to someone to poke a sword through it.

“Aye,” he said. “Melting away like beer foam in a soapy glass.”

 “There some sort of creature that does that?” Durham asked. “Mimics goblins?”

“There’s a few that can mimic other creatures or things but I never heard of any that are made out of sand.” Thud ran his fingers through his beard then blew a smoke ring through the gap in the boards.

“What about the djinn?” Durham asked. It seemed the obvious answer to him.

“Occurred to me,” Thud said, “but why steal a djinn and then use it to run a hopped up carnival dungeon? They got money pouring in, sure, but money don’t seem a thing in short supply around here.”

“Oi! You in there!” Gong called, giving the boards a kick. “What kind of critters are ya?”

There were sounds of whispered discussion from behind the barricade.

A voice called back. “Goblins?”

Gong fired another bolt through the barricade. “Try again,” he said. “Or the next shot will be lower.”

There was more whispering followed by a moment of silence and then a quick fusillade of squeaks. Then silence again.

“They all just stabbed each other,” Thud said, peering between the boards. He stepped back looking perplexed. “Just a bunch of piles of sand in there now.”

Durham hadn’t really felt aghast before but, now that he was feeling it, thought that was a pretty good word for it. “They killed each other rather than answer the question?”

“Maybe,” Thud said. “Or maybe they were just dropping their goblin form. What about the ones o’er there?” He nodded toward the other barricade.

Leery trotted over. “Gone. Piles of sand and swords.”

“That works out,” Keezix said. “I want some of those boards back.” She said the last part while she happened to be making intense eye contact with Durham. He took the hint and pulled the pry-bar out of his pack.

“We’d better push on,” Keezix said after he and Leery had pried a few boards free. “They try to cycle groups through pretty fast and I don’t want to raise notice by being the slow ones.”

“You want to do the honors, lad?” Thud asked Durham. “You did the board-prying part. Least we can do is give you the fun part as well.”

“Just put the gem in the socket on the door?” Durham asked. He got a nod from Keezix and went over to where the gem was laying on the floor. It was lighter than he expected but then he hadn’t picked up many large gemstones in his life so he wasn’t sure what he was basing his expectation on.

The door at the far end of the room was only identifiable as such because it was in a doorway. It looked like a slab of stone, painted with gnostiglyphs and with the socket for the gem at the center. The gemstone clicked neatly into place and glowed green, presumably to let him know that he’d done it right. There followed the noise of grinding stone but from behind him, not from the door.

Four stone obelisks had ascended from the sand, twelve feet tall, each side carved with an image of one of the Karsinian gods.

“Ah,” Thud said. He rolled his eyes. “The ol’ rotating object combination lock.”

“We have to rotate the stones in the correct order,” Keezix said.

“Is the order on your guide?”

“Aye. It’s also painted on the wall up there.” She pointed. The wall mural clearly depicted the same Karsinian gods but in a different order.

“Who makes a puzzle lock and then writes the answer down next to it?” Durham asked.

“Pretty normal for goblins, actually,” Thud said as he began pushing on the obelisks. “You’d be surprised how often they lock themselves out of their own dungeons.”

The last obelisk clicked into place and the door began slowly rising. Leery was there with the pry-bar, standing ready on Gong’s shoulders. The gem rose with the door. It reached Leery’s level and she popped it back out of the socket with a smooth twist of the bar. The door immediately dropped only to stop abruptly as it landed on the ends of the boards that Thud and Keezix had just slid underneath it.

“Door propped, gem obtained,” Leery said. “It looks like it might even be real. The dungeon wasn’t designed with the idea that anyone would be leaving with it.”

Chapter Nine

 

Ruby’s hat provided an arc of shade across her face and neck. The rest of her felt about to burst into flame. The sun baked down and the stone of the city radiated it back. And everything seemed to be stone, at least in the vicinity of the wide boulevard she was walking along. The edges of the street were lined with white marble that gleamed with a ferocity that made her wonder how the entire city hadn’t gone blind years ago. There weren’t many others on the street. Perhaps everyone wiser was indoors. Ginny trotted along beside her. In lieu of a hat she was carrying a paper umbrella, the light passing through it giving her a cheerful pink glow. Ginny was head of the traps team but Mungo’s inclusion on the dungeon expedition had left her with a free day. The heat now rising from the street made the buildings lining it waver as if a mirage. Mercifully, the building they were seeking was just ahead. The House of Books.

The entrance lay between two shimmering pools of water shaded by a row of palms. Inside was dark and, if not cool, at least stuffy rather than searing. She stepped to the side so as to be out of the way while she waited for her eyes to adjust. The building was a long hall with a smaller wing extending from each side, a pillar-supported balcony running the entire circumference beneath the ceiling another twenty feet above. All of it was shelved and all of the shelves were stuffed with books and scroll tubes. There were a dozen or so local-looking scholars at tables piled with scrolls as well as a few adventurers poking around—the sort that wore purple robes, pointy hats and burn scars.

A small man in crisp robes scurried up to them, managing to add in a couple of bows along the way.

“We are most honored by your visit, scribe.” He nodded toward her scribe cassock and followed it up with another bow toward Ginny by way of apology for not knowing who she was. “I am Mayne. I am only assistant librarian but my Karthorian is said to be the most pleasing. I believe this to be your first visit here? May I show you to the shelf?”

“Yes, thank you,” Ruby answered. They followed him on a weaving route through the tables. Ruby worked for the largest library in the Northern Kingdoms and they had a good relationship with libraries the world over. The Athenaeum maintained a shelf at each of those libraries aimed at providing resources for any scribes passing through the area. A few books on the local language, vocabulary, customs and history combined with a scribe’s scriptographic memory could have any scribe new to the area orientated and acclimated within a few hours. It was the means to unlocking the contents of the entire rest of the library. Ruby had learned dozens of languages during her time as a scribe but Karsinian gnostiglyphics hadn’t been one of them.

“In order, please,” she said as she sat down on a bench Mayne gestured them to.

“Certainly,” the librarian said. He began darting back and forth between the shelf and their table, making a line of scroll tubes in front of them.

“I like all them little pictures,” Ginny said as they examined the first scroll. “Seems like it would take a long time to write anything though. Can you imagine learning this in gnostiglyphic grammar school? Probably with some of the boys getting in trouble for drawing wieners on their crocodile-man glyphs.”

“I’m afraid this is going to be rather dull for you,” Ruby said. “Watching me read in a library full of books you can’t read.”

“That’s the rule, though. No one goes out alone. Passing time in a library has lots to recommend it o’er being on one of the dungeon teams. I’ll just ask that Mayne fella where the engineering section is. Those will have pictures I understand without needing the language that goes with.”

“Excellent idea,” Ruby said.

 

Ginny left her to her scrolls and within a minute was following Mayne to another wall of shelves. It did not take her long to find a stack of papyrus relating to pyramid construction. There were two entire rows dedicated to it, just above the rows for ‘Giant Statue Construction’. Oooh, and a shelf for tomb-trap design.

She returned to the table a few minutes later with her arms loaded. Ruby was gone.

“Oh, bugger,” Ginny said.

 

***

 

“What’s up next?” Thud asked.

“Well,” Keezix said, “with a name like ‘The Mazerynth’ you’re going to expect a maze of some kind, eh? This is it.”

“I hate mazes,” Thud said. “A maze on its own ain’t nothing but a time delay. Even adventurers are smart enough to bring chalk or twine to trace their way or, barring that, just follow one wall. Inevitably you’ll get through it.”

“That sounds easy enough,” Durham said.

“Aye, too easy. There’s always something else in a maze, otherwise it ain’t worth the time to build. Traps, monsters, hostile livestock…”

“Mirrors in this one,” Keezix said. “Placed in ways to make it look like there’s halls where there’s walls and walls where there’s halls. And some of the mirrors, once they catch your reflection, create a copy of you that comes out and attacks.”

Thud gave an appreciative nod. “Mondolian dueling mirrors. Nice havin’ that part written down for us instead of havin’ to discover it. Suppose we have the whole route mapped?”

Keezix nodded. “Except the dueling mirrors are in different places each time through.”

“Can we break them?” Durham asked.

“Not easily,” Thud said. “Not if they’re Mondolian mirrors or anything similar. Anything coming at ‘em gets reflected in the mirror. If you fire a crossbow bolt at it then it reaches the mirror and goes nose on with an exact copy crossbow bolt traveling just as fast. Just pings right off onto the ground. Hit it with a hammer and you’re going to meet a reflecting hammer hittin’ just as hard. Now, I ain’t one to worry, but I’m a pain in the ass to fight against.” He nodded at Keezix. “You got a plan so we don’t have to fight copies of ourselves?”

“Of course.”

“Do you think that’s how they make the goblins?” Durham asked. “Reflect a goblin in the mirrors and get a bunch of copies? Mirrors are made of glass, after all, and glass is made from sand. Maybe reflections fall apart into mirror sand.”

“That’s a fine hypothesis,” Mungo said in a way that clearly communicated he was about to refute it. “But reflective constructs dissipate as soon as they lose visual contact with their mirror.”

“Maybe Frothnozzle found a way to improve them.”

“Fortunate that we have some available here for testing,” Mungo said.

“Wait,” Keezix said. “Activating mirrors was not part of the plan I had for going through. Thought that was the part we’d be wanting to avoid.”

“What’s yer plan?” Thud asked. “Might be easy to slide a modification in.”

“Well, Plan A was to just to eliminate the room’s light source if possible. No light means no reflections and we can just work through the route we have on the map.”

“And if we can’t eliminate the light source?”

“There’s a blanket in each of our packs. Hold it up in front of you when approaching the mirror and then block the mirror with it.”

“Would that allow us to break the mirrors?” Durham asked.

Thud shook his head. “You hit the blanket with somethin’ and it’s just like the mirror on the other side is a blanket too.”

“What if you soaked the blanket in oil and burned it?”

“I like where yer head’s at. Been tried, though. Has to be something that burns hot enough to melt the mirror glass and burn the frame or your blanket and its reflection burn away and it’s just a mirror again. A dragon can do it but that’s the only thing I’ve heard of working. They come with a lifetime guarantee when you buy ‘em.” 

“The blankets do allow us a perfect means to test the reproduction’s persistence,” Mungo said. “We can block one of the mirrors until we’re prepared to activate it under controlled circumstances.”

Thud nodded. “Anything created in the mirror has to step out of it to be relevant and that first step can be a doozy.”

“Fine,” Keezix said. “But if we’re going to spawn a copy of anyone it’s going to be the gnome.”

“Me?” Mungo squeaked. “My espionage training and mental faculties make me the most dangerous one here!”

“If you say so,” Keezix said. “But you’re also the one that will fly the farthest when I apply my boot.”

“And the treasure?” Leery asked. “The last room had the gem. What’s there to find here?”

“There’s a treasure room at the center of the maze. The map says they use mirrors to make it look like a bigger hoard than it turns out to be. That and the local rates on dungeon salvage make it barely worth carrying. There’s a scepter in there you’re supposed to get to defeat the big monster at the end of the dungeon but I already got a better plan for that. We’ll be passing through, naturally, so I’ll leave it to you to decide if it’s worth taking. Just be prepared for disappointment.”

“Can we take the mirrors?” Durham asked. “Maybe we could put them on the shields.”

“You keep the enthusiasm rollin’,” Thud said, “but it may be time for you to consider movin’ on from your mirror obsession. They’d make terrible shields. Say someone holds up a blanket in front of you and then stabs a spear through it? Regardless, you can only move ‘em if they’re turned off. Otherwise you’re just grabbin’ the reflections of your fingers. They have a power crystal that activates ‘em. Probably not something they leave laying around but keep an eye out all the same.”

 

The entry to the labyrinth had no light source at all, both fulfilling Keezix’s Plan A while simultaneously making it irrelevant. A skeleton in tattered armor and thick with cobwebs lay against the wall with a pair of lanterns, one tucked under each arm. He was propped on a third lantern, one bony arm stretched out and pointing at a fourth and fifth across the passageway. A sixth lantern was balanced carefully on his head.

“Subtle,” Thud said. “Let us carry around our own means of activatin’ the traps. Salvage ‘em if you want but don’t light ‘em.”

“I am not clanking around the dungeon with lamps all over my belt,” Leery said. “Are we going through this with no light?”

There followed a round of not too subtle glances at Durham.

Dwarves had no problem navigating in the dark as long as they were in an enclosed space. They were hopeless in a forest at night but could make their way down a dark mine tunnel at a jog. It wasn’t so much that they could see as it was just sensing where things were around them, like walking through your own bedroom in the dark. For gnomes it was sound. Gnomes squeak at night in the darkness for the same reason bats do. They can hear their way around, ears waggling in a way that might be funny except for it being too dark to see. The races that could see in the dark were either too polite to mention the ear waggling or the sort that avoided hanging out with gnomes at night due to all of the squeaking. Squeaking wasn't practical for most dungeon work, however. Mungo had adapted his goggles for night-vision, an effect created by green lenses with a pixie crammed behind each one to send out a wan beam of light. It was more helpful for others than it was for Mungo due to the pixies wedged in front of his eyes. Now the goggles presented the same danger the lamps did and Mungo was already squeaking.

Durham had neither night-senses nor squeaking. He was human, a species that navigated its way through the dark via their shins.

“I would like a bit of light,” he said. “If that’s possible. Didn’t you say something about blankets?”

Keezix nodded. “And you’re here because you’re the one tall enough to hold them up.”

“Ah, so not just walking through the dark, but holding a blanket up in front of me and walking through the dark?” Durham asked. “Wait, you only invited me to come because I’m tall?”

“One question at a time,” said Keezix. “Here’s your blanket.”

 

The darkness brought even the tiniest of sounds into sharp focus and the tight confines of the stone hallway ensured flawless acoustics. The air was still and stuffy. Every rustle of clothing, every throat cleared, every stomach gurgle was like a shout in a temple.

Durham shuffled forward, feet leaving furrows in the sandy floor. He wondered if it were ordinary sand or the accumulated remains of mirror reflections. He had one hand stretched out in front of him and the other clutching the blanket to his chest, ready to raise when given the signal. There was a loud squeak from next to his knee. Mungo was there, keeping pace at his side and muttering under his breath.

“Right in 3…2…1…,” the gnome said. “Now!” he finished predictably and with far too much urgency. Durham turned right, not knowing if he was avoiding running into a wall ahead or turning into a passage to the side along the way. The hand he held out was at face level. He’d learned quickly that being tall and in front meant you cleared the cobwebs for everyone following whether you intended to or not. Better his hand than his mouth. 

Durham didn’t know if his one step per second estimation was accurate but, if it was, they’d been navigating the maze for around fifteen minutes. There had been at least seven turns so far, enough that Durham had lost track of the order they’d been in. Leery was behind him and Thud behind Mungo, each with one hand trailing along the wall to call out when they felt mirror glass instead of stone. There were more mirrors than Durham had expected. Enough that the dwarves stopped calling them out due to it interfering with conversation.

Another dozen steps forward and the sound changed. Durham could tell that they’d left the confined hallway and entered a larger chamber. A fraction of insight into how the gnome was able to squeak his way through the darkness.

“This is a likely place for one of the dueling mirrors,” Mungo said. “Assuming that an open space for combat is desirable. If you wish to conduct any experiments with the reflections this would be the time.”

“I’m guessing there will be other mirrors too,” Thud said. “Any ideas on telling which from which?”

“We’ll start from the hall,” Keezix said. “Blanket up. That will let us get a light-source out and get a look at where the mirrors are. Should tell us something.”

Durham allowed himself to be led backward a few paces, back to where the echoes were smaller. He raised the blanket up, holding his arms high and wide. It brushed against his nose and smelled like oxbear.

“You ain’t lined up.” Keezix tugged on his waist to get him to turn slightly to the left. “There ya go. Thud? You wanna make with the cake?”

There was an affirmative noise from Thud and he swapped places with Mungo to put him next to the blanket. A few seconds later a gyro-globed pixie lamp flared into red light, the pixie within sitting cross-legged, face buried in the wad of fresh fairy cake she held between her hands. The hue of the light made Thud look flat, red features traced out in stark black shadow. The gnostiglyphics painted on the wall next to him had a bizarre cast as some parts disappeared under the red light while others changed to dark blues and greens. 

“Got little peep-holes cut there in the blanket for ya,” Keezix said. “And some others cut low for us. I put a set of ‘em on each edge so it wouldn’t matter which way you held the blanket up. Long as you look through those the worst that’ll happen is you’ll spawn a pair of hostile eyeballs.”

Thud pulled the edge of the blanket aside slightly and rolled the lamp out into the room, the pixie inside floating unconcerned and still feasting on the cake as the globe rolled around her.

The room in front of them was beautiful madness. A thousand red-globed pixie lamps, bouncing and rolling identically at a thousand different angles. They all came to rest at once, the room looking like an infinite frozen sea of red stars.

“Oooh, pretty!” Leery said.

“Get back behind the blanket,” Thud said. “Last thing we need is you getting duplicated. We’d be here all week.”

Leery was a dwarven stonebones, which meant that she’d survive anything short of having her head vaporized. Durham had seen her snap both of her legs in half backwards at lunchtime and be up and jogging by dinner. He wondered if a mirror image would have the same properties. How would the reflection mimic a quality that wasn’t visible?

“There’s a lot more mirrors in there than I was expectin’” Thud had stepped back from the eye-holes in the blanket. He was barely visible in the soft red glow that seeped around the blanket’s edges. “Even if we figure out which o’ them mirrors is dueling mirrors I’m not sure there’s a way to approach it without it catching your reflection from one of the others before you got anywhere close to it.”

“Perhaps we could…” Mungo began before Keezix cut him off.

“No,” Keezix said. “I get that you want to do your experiment but tactics-wise this ain‘t the place to do it. Pull your lamp back and we’ll try again somewhere other than in here.”

Mungo whistled. Lamp-pixies weren’t the sort of thing that most people bothered to try and train to do anything other than eat cake and produce light. Ginny had figured out some sort of training angle, however, and several of the pixies had learned a few basic tricks. At the sound of Mungo’s whistle the pixie in the lamp began strolling back toward them, rolling the lamp back in its gyroscopic frame as she walked the inner circumference of the globe. She munched on her cake as she walked. She’d eaten the frosting first, of course, and now that she was on to the cake her light was starting to shift in hue from the red brought on by the frosting to the usual sparkling white light. The infinite reflections around her changed also making the room glitter and shine.

Except for one. A lone globe to their right, still glowing red.

“Ah, there you are,” said Mungo. “One dueling mirror, ten paces forward and twenty to our right. Two meters tall, one wide and flush with the floor.”

“Why didn’t it change with the others?” Durham asked.

“Once the mirror creates a reflection it becomes independent. Otherwise you could defeat it by stabbing yourself to death. It also can’t be reflected in other mirrors. As soon as the reflection stepped out it would just create another one behind it.”

“So it’s not going to stop shining red?” Keezix asked.

“Not until it’s destroyed!” Mungo answered.

“It’s just going to sit there, giving off light for all of the mirrors in the room?”

“Yes and…ah, I see the issue.”

There was a grinding and clicking noise from Gong’s crossbow as he made a few adjustments. “Ruby keeps telling me I can’t solve every problem with a crossbow.” He spun a small crank on the side then took a swig from the mug in the cupholder. “But that has not yet been the case.”

He raised the crossbow to his shoulder, aiming through the gap between blanket and wall.

“No!” Mungo grabbed his arm. “We need to get it out of sight of its mirror for the experiment to work.”

“Give me some credit, gnome.” Gong pronounced the word ‘gnome’ like it was an unexpected mouthful of papaya. He shook Mungo’s tiny hand off of his arm, aimed and fired. The bolt hit the ceiling a few feet in front of the dueling mirror then dropped to the floor with a thump.

“You missed!” Mungo said. Gong didn’t answer. He’d turned away and was humming to himself as he drained his mug and began refilling it from the spigot on the bow’s left stock.

The bolt on the room’s floor made a little puff sound, like a seven year old blowing out the candles on a cake. Louder than the puff necessary for six candles but without the additional volume and spluttering that came along with eight. Smoke billowed into the air around it. Impact smoke-bolts were one of the toys that came along with having a demolitionist on the team, though Gryngo had recently announced that he preferred the term ‘explodolitionist’. He had long ago branched out from making things that were there not there any longer. The cloud of smoke reflected in the mirror behind it as it thickened and spread, and within moments the mirror was obscured from view along with the entire half of the room containing it.

The red pixie lamp faded like morning haze on the water when the sun comes out, the pixie inside looking annoyed that it hadn’t gotten to finish its cake first. Once more the room was in complete darkness.

“There you go,” Gong’s voice boomed. “Experiment conducted, light problem solved. Now let’s get out of this maze.”

“Can I stop holding the blanket up?” Durham asked.

Chapter Ten

 

Ruby found herself falling, largely due to the unexpected absence of the bench she’d been sitting on. Fortunately the floor was covered with silk pillows. The House of Books had disappeared from around her and now she was lying on the floor in the middle of what appeared to be a palace. Thick rugs lay beneath the pillows, rich tapestries and draped veils adorned the walls. Graceful pottery with tasteful flowers and palm fronds were scattered between marble pillars. Intricately carved screens allowed sunlight to dapple the room adding a rich glow to the platters of fruits and delicacies on low tables next to scattered reclining couches. The air smelled of incense and there seemed to be a sitar and tambourine duet somewhere nearby.

A bare-chested muscular man stood in front of her, bald save for a jet-black top-knot. His baggy blue pants set off his orange skin which was a hue bright enough to almost distract from the four arms. All four of his hands were on his hips and he studied her with four eyes, the pair above blinking out of sync with the pair below. When he spoke his voice sounded like two people speaking together.

“My apologies, wise one. Your being brought here was a choice neither of us had a say in.”

“Where is here?” Ruby asked. “And you’ll have to be more convincing about having no choice in kidnapping me. Not kidnapping someone is a choice so easy I’ve made it every day without having to consider it.”

The orange man bowed his head, two of his hands folded in front of him, the other two in a placating spread. “My name is Zabawa-ji. I am one of the djinn. My actions are another’s to command.”

“I’m Ruby and I think you have the wrong person. What reason would someone have to use a wish bringing me here?”

He chuckled and smiled, his lower eyes crinkling, his upper eyes rolling in exasperation. “A misconception, I’m afraid. The djinn do not ordinarily grant wishes but we are bound to follow our master’s commands. It is maybe not so unexpected that these commands are often for us to fulfill our master’s wishes.”

“I’m not sure I see the difference.”

“Perhaps my master requires a palace.” The djinn spread his hands apart and a shimmering palace appeared between them. “A wish would conjure the palace from thin air. This would take great power.” The image of the palace winked out with four snaps of his fingers. “Instead of this, my master would command me to build a palace and I would have an army of ifreet construct it for him overnight. The end result is the same, the means different.”

“What about the three wish limit?” 

“An old story that was told to fool a Master into releasing his djinn. I will remain under my master’s command until ownership of the lamp and my service passes to another.” His voices were sad. 

“Who is this master of yours and why did they command you to bring me here? And you still haven’t told me where I am.”

“Forgive me. You are in my home. I do not have guests often. My etiquette is a foggy memory. Please, allow me to assist you.” He extended his lower hands to help her up. His skin was hot, as if he’d just pulled his hands out of the sunlight.

”This is your palace? Not the one you built overnight for your master?” She rescued her straw hat from the floor and perched it back on her head.

“The palace I referred to was merely an example,” Zabawa said. “My master resides in a palace already. He has no need for me to build more for him. Would you like something to drink or eat? Anything you desire.”

“You’re going to genie up anything that I want?” She was finding his pairs of eyes hard to look at. Her own eyes were unsure which pair to interact with and kept flicking up and down between the two.

“I was commanded to provide for all of your desires during your stay here.”

“What if I desire to leave?”

Zabawa looked crestfallen at having to disappoint her. “That is beyond my power. Even I can not leave unless commanded.”

“What if I ask for a raspberry flavored tea from the Maricoxi in the Iskae jungle?”

“That would fall under the command that I have been given and I would be able to leave in order to obtain it for you.”

“So I’m in your palace.”

“Yes.”

”Which is where?”

“Inside my djinn lamp.”

Ruby took another look around. She could only see parts of the exterior wall due to the hanging silks and the lacquered screens. The upper walls gleamed with sunlight, however. The light had an orange hue and came from rows of vertical slits high up on the curve of the wall. A single strong beam of light at the other end of the room illuminated a glittering fountain.

 “It’s…roomier than I expected. You have windows? In a lamp?”

“Think of the lamp more as a doorway between your realm and mine. The palace is shaped as the lamp but is not constrained within it. The windows are the lamp’s heat vents.”

“Why did your master order you to imprison me in your lamp palace?”

“Not you, specifically. My command was to bring a scribe. You were the first to appear in the House of Books. My master intends to begin their rise to power over all the lands of Karsin. They wish a scribe present to chronicle their ascent.”

“You’ve kidnapped me to be a godwar journalist?” Ruby had to admit the idea was intriguing. Her job was to find and record events that were worth becoming history. The Dungeoneers had shown a tendency to wind up in the middle of suitable history material but she wasn’t sure they were ready to handle a godwar. “What if I refuse?”

Zabawa’s lower eyebrows rose, his upper ones narrowing as if annoyed. “Forgive me if I am mistaken but, as a scribe are you not compelled by your own magics to write of the events you witness?” He bowed his head, all eyes downcast. “There is one thing that I have learned in my life as a djinn and it is this: Everyone has a master.”

“Fine,” Ruby said. She might be stuck for the moment but she also was in a palace and had a djinn at her disposal. Things could be worse. “I’ll take that tea. Maybe some strong wine to wash it down.”

Zabawa smiled. “As is commanded.”

With a flicker of motion he was gone. A flicker that traversed the length of the palace chamber, toward where the sunlight was shining on the water fountain. Had he flown out the window? Ruby made her way between pillows and couches to where she could see past the screens and silks. She found herself tiptoeing, feeling like an intruder in the empty room.

The beam of sunlight came from a round opening high up on the graceful curve of the far wall. It led upward through a narrowing tube to a ring of bright blue sky. Ruby realized she was looking up the spout of the djinni lamp. Her stomach flopped as her brain experimented with reassessing the scale of things in order to fit them in a lamp. She felt like an ant in a dollhouse.

She had only a second to ponder this before a great blast of sand obscured the view. She flinched back, ducking to cover her face with her hat as it blew into the room.

Once again she found herself flopped awkwardly across a pile of pillows on the floor. Only the expected rain of sand on her hat was missing. She looked up. The sand was whirling in front of her, a spinning mini-tornado, growing by the second, its rush of sound bellowing into thunder. With a final crack the tornado twisted into itself and dissipated into a column of sand that billowed like smoke. The particles all slowed then came to a stop, hanging briefly before rushing together to form into Zabawa-ji the djinn.

He was holding a tea tray. He quickly set it on a table to the side, pushing aside a platter of fruit to make room. He extended a hand to her.

“My apologies, Ruby-se,” he said in his buzzy double-voice. “My arrivals are a bit more dramatic than my departures.”

“Well, I’m sure it gave the Maricoxi something to talk about for a few months.”

The djinn picked the tea tray back up and presented it to her with his lower hands while his upper hands lifted lids to display jars of cream and honey. The stone teapot was steaming, and matching cups waited on saucers alongside a silver plate of lemon-wedges and a basket of diamond-shaped pastries studded with cloves. The tray was decorated with a brilliant and fresh jungle flower, oranges fading into reds, drops of dew still glittering on its petals. Zabawa set the lids back down and gestured her toward a low table along the fountain’s edge with cushions piled around it. There was a bottle of wine and a wine glass waiting on the table that she’d swear hadn’t been there earlier.

“The water is hot,” he said, “But the tea has only just begun to steep. Some things should not be rushed, no? The aroma of the steam during the wait builds the anticipation.” Two of his hands made a presenting motion at the flower. “A gift from the tea-mistress.”

Ruby sat on the pillows, the descent only slightly more controlled than her prior two. The djinn sat across from her. His movements were fluid and graceful. He poured a glass of wine and placed it to her side.

“None for you?” she asked.

“Gives me heartsburn,” he said sadly. “Which is something to be avoided when you have two hearts.”

She looked at the label on the bottle. It was an Elvish Prétentieux Blanc.

Elvish wines were highly prized by the sort of people who could afford to pay the price of a house for a dinner drink. The exotic and shifting myriad of flavors contained within were legendary. She sniffed it, believing that was the sort of thing one was supposed to do. It bore the aroma of elderly grapes. She took a mouthful, swished it around and swallowed.

It tasted of morning dew beaded on fat grapes in the gleam of dawn. It tasted of leaves, green with spring, beetles crawling across their faces and chomping on their edges. It tasted of gentle summer rains, of bark and flowers. It tasted of peacocks and parrots, glittering like jewels.

Ruby spat out a piece of peacock feather fluff. She wanted another swig to get the beetle taste out of her mouth but was wary now. “How’s that tea coming?”

“Soon, soon.”

She nodded her head toward the spout of the djinn-lamp. She tried to make her tone casual, as if asking about the weather. “That’s the door to my world?”

“Oh, yes. Quite a nice world in places. You should be proud.”

“Aren’t you worried that I might leave when you’re not looking?”

The djinn shrugged and began pouring the tea. “If you were to pass through without my assistance you would be an inch tall. Then I would be commanded to fetch you back and we’d be here having tea again in no time. Do you take cream or honey?”

“Just a touch of lemon to bring out the tartness.” She folded her hands in her lap and watched as the djinn served the tea. She took a sip. It was perfect. “I notice that the light from the vents is a different color than the light from the spout.”

“Yes!” the djinn said. “The vents look out upon my world.” He gestured and the couch they were sitting on lifted slowly into the air and drifted to the vents, the silk hangings moving themselves out of the way as they went. Zabawa’s mouths smiled. “Behold the City of Brass.”

Outside, a burnt orange sky hung over a gleaming city. It stretched as far as she could see, domes and minarets, spires and towers. The orange light reflected from the brass-clad roofs, adding glow to the shimmering air and making the whole thing look like a mirage.

“May we visit it?” Ruby asked.

Zabawa shook his head. “I may not set foot there and you it would turn to ashes,” he said. “The heat is very great.”

Ruby was surprised. “You can’t go home?”

“Both slavers and slaves are forbidden in the City of Brass. I can only return once I no longer have a master. I have not been home in many centuries but at least I may look upon it whenever I wish.”

Their couch descended into a small nook surrounded by leafy green plants. The tea table skittered to join them and the djinn served fresh cups of tea.

Ruby had too many thoughts in her head, careening around and crashing into each other like junior scribes during an earthquake. But one learned a thing or two traveling with a dungeoneering team and her thoughts kept circling back to something Thud had told her once. It was the first rule in the team handbook. It was the only rule whose number never changed.

Rule 1: Be the problem

It was a rule she’d thought about often as she’d traveled with the team and it had taken her a while to come to an understanding of it. Once she did she realized that most of the other rules in the book tied into it. You could either be the person solving a problem or you could be the problem that someone else had to try and solve. The problem-poser is the one that takes the lead. The problem-solver is stuck with reacting. If that wasn’t possible and you were stuck as the solver you went to the next rule:

Rule 2: Adjust the problem

When a dungeon hall branched to the left and right they pulled out the pickaxes to see if they could go forward, up or down. She needed to create different options.

“You’re to provide me anything I require for my work, yes?”

“Yes, wise one.” The djinn nodded over the brim of his teacup. She’d noticed that he favored drinking with his lower mouth to leave his upper one free to speak.

“I need the scrolls and books I was reading when you abducted me. They’ll allow me to learn the language and culture of…”

Zabawa cut her off with a wave of his hand. “I do not need the specifics. It seems a reasonable request.” He set his tea down and was gone with a whisper of wind.

“Be the problem,” Ruby whispered. She sipped her tea, considering and waiting.

 

***

 

They’d passed the hall of scarabs with a jar of flaming lamp oil, navigated the chamber of crushing columns by using the skeletons in the room as support braces and redirected the acid jet traps, much to the surprise of the giant scorpion that found itself on the receiving end of things. The spear pits were easily skirted, with Gong even grabbing a half-dozen souvenir spears to take with them. Now they stood at the entry to the heart of the dungeon. A stone slab of a door barred entry. The images adorning it were traced out in gold and glittered in the pixie-light. There was a large lever set in the wall next to the door.

“There’s a mummy lord on the other side of that door,” Keezix said.

Thud’s eyebrows raised. “A mummy lord? Seriously?”

“Probably not,” Keezix answered. “Otherwise there wouldn’t be any adventurer parties coming out the other side. I’m assuming it’s one of the every day sort of mummies just dressed up a bit. Let adventurers feel like they’re having an epic battle without making it impossible.”

“What’s so dangerous about mummy lords?” Durham asked.

“Bit like a lich with a different stylist,” Thud said. “They keep their organs in jars and you have to find ‘em or the mummy lord just keeps coming back. Regular mummies ain’t exactly a day at the circus but at least they stay destroyed once you put ‘em down. So I’m told at least.”

“You haven’t fought one before?”

“Haven’t traveled in these parts before,” Thud said. “Lotta nasty things out there in the world. Haven’t fought ‘em all yet and there’s a first time for everything.”

“Mummies are slow,” Keezix said. “But very strong. They punch hard enough to knock an oxbear out. If the plan caves in just try to not get punched. Also very flammable. Something about wrapping yourself in oil soaked cloth and then baking in a desert for a thousand years makes them extra sparky. Don’t worry too much. Got a good plan. This is another of those spots where nothing happens until we mess with the sarcophagus so it gives us time to set up in advance.”

Gong pulled the lever and the stone slab lowered itself into the floor with the usual grinding and what seemed a tedious pace. It settled in level to the floor with a final crash and they stepped into the tomb.

 

 

The tomb chamber was large, edges and ceiling lost in shadow. A pair of great black statues of a dog-headed figure stood on either side, each holding a platter of smoldering coals that offered more smoke and flickering than useful light. The sarcophagus stood on a central plinth, glittering in the dim. It bore the countenance of a scowling man with a braided beard, arms crossed, eyes glaring at anyone that approached.

Currently it was glaring at Thud.

He was standing in front of it, puffing on his cigar, waiting for the signal. Durham was with Mungo, the two of them crouched behind the corner of the base of one of the great statues. The crouching made his knees hurt but he didn’t want to kneel or sit in case he needed to leap out of the way of something.

There was a whistle from above them. The signal.

Durham watched as Thud stepped forward with the shiny key they’d gotten from the chest in the poisonous smoke room. He knelt and inserted it into the base and gave it a twist. The lid of the sarcophagus clicked, jerked forward and then paused a moment, teetering, waiting for gravity to take over. Thud was backing away as quickly as walking backward allowed, while holding Gong’s shield in front of him, which wasn’t quickly at all. The lid toppled, falling to the side with a crash and a puff of dust.

The mummy lord stood within, arms crossed the same way they had been on the lid. He was wrapped in brown linens, the ones over his face separated just enough to reveal his glowing blue eyes, the ones on his chin split apart to allow his beard to stick out. It looked a bit silly but Durham supposed it would look even sillier had they wrapped it as well.

The mummy’s arms slowly uncrossed as its shining eyes focused on Thud. Even without the rest of its face the rage was clear. It reached out with its arms, a low and deep moan emanating from its chest as it took a lurching step forward, then another.

That was as far as it got.

It had taken ten minutes and the assistance of both Durham and Leery to get Gong up onto one of the statues.

It took much less time for Gong to arrive at the floor once he stepped off.

There was a rope around his waist that was looped around the statue’s neck, the end a snare buried in the sand just where the mummy had stepped out.

Durham’s brain automatically supplied a ‘yoink’ sound effect as the mummy lord snapped up into the air like a yo-yo.

It dangled briefly upside-down, arms flailing as Gong regained his feet and started running, pulling the rope along with him. The mummy’s ascent continued, the rope dragging it through the smoldering coals. It ignited like a match, adding cheerfully flickering fire-light to the room’s ambiance as it swung free again to dangle from the statue’s arms. The most revolting chandelier Durham had ever seen.

A mummy-lord was not a foe to underestimate, however, and the snare did not hold it for long. Durham didn’t know if it was the fire that had burned through the rope or if the mummy was strong enough to snap the rope with the strength in its ankles but it took only another second before the mummy dropped free of the trap, falling to the ground like a camphor-scented comet.

It landed directly on the spears Gong had collected from the traps. They’d arrayed them in two neat little rows, braced between the pieces of lumber they’d brought. It wasn’t a strong brace but it was enough to keep the spears pointed upright to catch a mummy.

The mummy’s momentum was enough to slide it halfway down the shafts before it stopped, held a few feet off the ground with four spears sticking through it. It was wiggling a lot but was pinned like a beetle in a scrapbook. Sparks spilled as it sizzled and snapped.

Thud and Keezix had been waiting next to the spears, axes drawn. They set about systematically chopping bits off of the mummy and tossing the smoldering chunks around the room, keeping them well spread apart. They finished with Thud taking one of the spears the mummy had missed and skewering the thing’s head after Keezix severed it.

He carried the head on a spear back to the sarcophagus, placed it inside and shut the lid. “Should take some time for it to piece itself together after that. Think that’s enough to count as a win as far as this place is concerned.”

“Seems so,” Durham said. He pointed at the dais at the back of the room. A large chest glittered there, trimmed in shining copper. It hadn’t been there a few seconds earlier. Some sort of lift in the floor? Leery seemed to be having similar thoughts. She was nudging at the seams on the dais with her foot as Mungo scrutinized the chest to see if it was going to try to kill whomever opened it. Even after pronouncing it safe they opened it by levering the top up with one of the spears. The interior glittered with treasure.

They stood and waited as Leery inspected the contents, using the spear to poke through them.

“Junk,” she said, tossing a necklace aside to land on the floor. “Garbage,” she said as a silk vest followed the necklace. A pile began to accumulate as she tossed things aside. Armor pieces, rings, and brooches. She finally cast the spear aside and reached in to lift out a glowing sword with a silver quillon of dragon wings and a pommel studded with gems. “Fakes glitzed up for tourists,” she said. She pointed at the sword’s hilt. “Look, it even still has the Khomen-Te smith mark on it. Someone added some tin dragon wings and some glass jewels to pretty it up.”

Thud rolled his eyes. “And I’ll bet they’ve got merchants just outside the exit, ready and waiting to buy it all from us for dungeon tokens. We might have earned enough here to be able to afford one of the hats.” He turned back to where the rest of them waited. “So, we’ve navigated the Mazerynth. Did we learn anything?”

Gong gave a contemptuous grunt. “Just a game with a theme and a budget.”

“No sign of a djinn lamp,” Leery said.

“And the foes are impostors,” Mungo said, pointing at nothing. The nothing was where the pieces of mummy should have been. They were gone, joining the drifts of sand on the floor.

Durham still had a concern. “I was expecting the exit to open once we finished.”

They all turned to look at the far side of the room. There was an arch there, beyond the sarcophagus and the dais. The arch was blocked by an ornate stone slab that looked like it was intended to slide down into the floor to allow an exit.

“Never been in a tomb that had a back door before,” Thud said. “So can’t claim any expertise on what’s likely to make it open but it does seem like that’s what’s s’posed to happen.”

“No mention of it in the directions.” Keezix had unrolled the bottom end of the scroll and was rereading the instructions. “Just says to fight the mummy, collect the treasure and leave the tomb.”

There was a loud clonk noise. A hole appeared near the top of each of the room’s walls. Scarcely a breath had passed before a torrent of sand began falling through each hole, streaming down the walls with a loud whispering sound. It quickly began making piles on the floor.

“That’s not on the scroll either.” Keezix sounded annoyed. She tossed the scroll aside.

“New feature they added?” Thud asked. “It’s comin’ out awful fast.”

Mungo nodded “Rate of flow factored by room volume gives us ten minutes until the room fills to the point where…well…” his voice trailed off.

Keezix was still glaring at the sand and muttering. “If I live to see that merchant again I’ll…”

“Pull it together, sergeant,” Gong snapped. “You ain’t on Vanguard because I needed someone that could read instructions. Assess the situation and plan accordingly. Quickly. Treat it like a problem in any other dungeon we been in.”

“Any other dungeon and traps-team woulda been on this like grit on a rockbeetle. But traps wasn’t looking because I thought we had it all sussed out.” Keezix glanced at Mungo, the resident representative of traps team.

Mungo wasn’t paying attention to any of them. He had his head craned back and was peering at the ceiling.

“Ah,” he said and smiled one of his absurdly wide gnome smiles. “Just what I was hoping for.”

“How’s that?” Thud asked.

“If this place is simply a game to play, a way to siphon money out of adventurer pockets then it stands to reason that there’s a way to reset it between groups, yes? Someone has to come in here and replace the treasures, close the doors, reset the traps, mop up the blood, that sort of thing. The obvious way to do that is with hidden employee entrances. Such as that one.” He pointed at the ceiling. “That wide stone in the corner. Extra gap around the perimeter and no mortar holding it up. I’d wager that as soon as the dungeon is finished that’s going to lift up and a clean-up crew is going to come sliding down in here on ropes. I suspect there are similar features in some of the other rooms. The hole in the ceiling of the first room with the hobgoblin was the most obvious of them. Probably one or two behind some of the mirrors in the maze. If we’re going to find a way out, it’s going to be there.”

Thud stroked his beard as he contemplated the corner of the ceiling. “Well, no time like the present to have a look.”

Durham could see the suspicious gap around the stone now that Mungo had pointed it out. Its location in the corner made it easily accessible from the wall should they manage to get someone up there. Unfortunately the wall beneath was smooth, a canvas for the ever present murals. “Can we just wait until the sand is deep enough that we can just stay on top and be able to reach it?”

Thud shook his head. “That’s what seems the common sense solution until the first time you try to stay on top of a growing pile of sand. Sand may seem solid to walk on once it’s had time to settle and pack itself in but falling loose like this? It’d be like trying to stay on top of a pile of dried beans.”

“As per usual,” Leery said, pulling on a pair of gloves. “Once Vanguard and Traps teams both fail it’s up to Acquisitions to sort everything out.” She snapped the wrists on each glove then began to climb back up the statue.

Chapter Eleven

 

Durham was torn between watching Leery and watching the piles of sand accumulating against the walls. There was a constant tide of sand streaming down the sides of the piles, pushing softly against his ankles and tugging at his feet when he took a step. Above him Leery jumped from the statue to a pillar, shimmied around it, then crawled across a ceiling beam through one of the sand torrents. She emerged on the other side spitting and puffing then dropped to dangle and move hand over hand across the moulding.

“Must be an easy climb for her,” Thud commented. “Usually she falls and breaks something partway through the first attempt.” He looked down at the sand accumulating around his knees. “For the best, eh? Don’t think I’d want to wait through a second attempt.”

Leery reached the corner where they’d spotted the panel and hung there a moment examining it. She reached out with one hand and gave it a shove.

Nothing.

Mungo had climbed on top of Gong’s shoulders to keep clear of the sand. Keezix had been trying to step her way on top of it but sunk back just as fast. Now it was to the level of her waist and she switched tactics to trying to roll onto it.

There was a hammering noise from above as Leery drove a climbing ring into the seam of the door. She looped her beard-braid through it and hung from it, feet against the wall, enabling her to have both hands free to fiddle with the latch.

“Gonna be on your shoulders any minute,” Thud said to Durham. “An’ I just want to apologize in advance for that.” The sand was to the dwarf’s chest, his arms splayed out across the top as if he were in a lake.

There was a clank from above. “Got it!” Leery yelled. She disappeared through a dark rectangle in the ceiling. Durham grabbed Thud under the arms and lifted him toward his shoulders. Dwarves pack a lot of mass into their size and Durham wasn’t able to squat down to lift. He felt something in his back go off like a spring from a clock and his legs went tingly. Thud was awkwardly clambering around on his head, neck and shoulders until he was able to gain a sitting position.

A rope dropped from the hatch above, the end twitching and jerking several feet away. Thud launched himself off of Durham’s shoulders to grab onto it. Gong tossed Mungo up and Thud caught him, hoisting him further. Mungo was a fast climber and scampered up the rope. He’d reached the top and dropped a second rope down before Thud had managed to climb more than halfway. Keezix was on the rope below Thud, not so much climbing as using the rope to help her keep on top of the sand. Gong began climbing the second rope. He paused a few feet up to harness his armor to it. Gong was not a fast climber and a bit of hoisting usually assisted his climbs.

By the time Thud reached the top and Keezix had started up the sand was above where Durham’s head had been, back when there had been a floor to stand on. Durham was climbing after Keezix, feeling a bit seasick as the rope spun and jerked him around from Keezix’s enthusiastic climbing technique. 

Durham’s arms were burning when he reached the top of the rope. Leery helped tug him the rest of the way up and through the hatch. He found himself sitting against the wall of a small room, seemingly in existence only to give space for the hatch. He was on a three-foot-wide strip of floor between the hatch and the walls. There was an opening in the opposite wall to a larger room.

“Through here,” Leery whispered. Durham followed her through the opening, doing his best to creep in the way her whisper had implied. Brooms, mops and buckets occupied one wall along with a pump. Shelves on the other walls held rolls of linens, painting supplies, torches and soaps. A dozen or so crates were stacked in a corner.

The rest of the team was clustered around a door on the far side, all four leaning around the doorjamb to peek out at once, two to a side. It looked choreographed when they all jerked their heads back in and pressed flat against the wall. All four of them made a wait gesture toward Durham and Leery, eight wide eyes added for emphasis. Mungo’s goggles made his eyes the widest.

Durham and Leery froze, mid-creep.

There was noise from the hall outside. Footsteps, getting louder uncomfortably fast. Too fast to creep back into the hatch. Leery dropped flat and rolled underneath the shelves on the left wall. Durham tried the same with the shelves on the right and discovered he didn’t fit. He lay very still and tried to look like a roll of carpet. If the owners of the feet came into the room maybe he would confuse them enough for the dwarves lurking to the sides to get the jump on them.

Seconds later and they came within view. Goblins, tugging at their leather armor, javelins held casually under their arms or over shoulders. Durham counted eight as they went past. The last one was trying to tie a boot-lace one-handed as he hopped along to keep up, the other hand trying not to spill his coffee.

Thud popped his head back out the doorway a few seconds later then made a quick hand motion. They filed out into the hall, everyone still walking in a crouch as if there were anything to hide behind. They were on a balcony of sorts. The far side was a row of towers rising from somewhere below, separated by lengths of railing. Each tower had a door leading onto the balcony. The one to their left had a sign that said ‘STAIRS’. The tower to the right was labeled ‘GREENROOM 7L’. Durham duck-walked forward until he could get a peek at what the balcony looked out over.

It was a large dining hall. Several rows of people sat on benches with boards across their laps, spearing unidentifiable bits of food from their trenchers. They had the look of adventurers and were all wearing matching blue shoes. A large orange humanoid of some sort Durham wasn’t familiar with was ambling along between the rows toting a giant pot and a dripping ladle. Another half dozen of the orange creatures were clustered at one end of the room chopping vegetables and throwing them into a trio of stew-pots hanging in a fireplace the size of a wagon. They were wearing matching red tunics that fit them awkwardly. Durham reversed his duck-walk and spun back around, bringing him face to face with a frowning Thud.

Then the sound of bootsteps from the STAIRS tower, ghostly and hollow as the echoes ricocheted up the stairs. “Quick!” Thud whispered, pointing at GREENROOM 7L. There was a great deal of furtive scampering as the party tried to get through the doorway in the most efficient, quiet and rapid manner, complicated by unspoken and differing viewpoints on how best to achieve any of the three.

Durham ducked through last and Thud pushed the door shut behind him. The dwarf turned to face everyone. His voice was pitched low. “This is where them goblins came out of so I figure maybe it’s gonna be empty for a few minutes. Maybe enough time to figure out what’s next.”

The room they were in had a counter along one wall. There was a mirror above it flanked by bright lanterns. The counter was covered with colored powders and brushes. A long closet was on the other wall, one door slid open to reveal a few goblin-sized leather chest-pieces hanging on pegs.

“My minin’ instincts tell me we’re just below the ground level of the pyramid.” Thud looked at the ceiling as if that might confirm his notion. “This hallway runs along the western side of it. That seem about right?”

The other dwarves nodded which was enough confirmation for Durham. He had no idea where they were in relation to anything that had been before the mirror maze.

“Reconnaissance in pursuit of an exit plan,” Keezix said.

“And whatever else we can suss out while we’re at it,” Thud said. “We’re behind the curtains. When we come back with a mind to breaking things it’s going to be in here instead of down there with the mummies.”

Mungo opened his mouth.

“And no, we ain’t disguising ourselves as goblins.”

Mungo closed his mouth.

 

***

 

“It’s time,” the djinn said. “My master has requested your presence.”

Ruby looked up from her journal. She’d finished her tea and most of a bowl of dates while bringing it up to date. “Try not to drop me this time. Even if he has a pile of pillows like you do it’s a rather undignified way to meet one’s employer.”

Zabawa gave an apologetic bow. “An unfortunate reality of whisking someone away by surprise is their tendency to try and stab you as soon as they get their bearings. Dropping you on a pile of pillows will not be necessary.”

Ruby stood and straightened her cassock. She had an unopened inkpot in her pocket and a freshly whittled quill. “Anything I should know before meeting your master? Who it is, for example?”

“You shall know soon enough.”

“Very well.” She stepped forward and took the djinn’s outstretched hand.

She didn’t notice the rush of speed and explosion of arrival nearly as much when she was in the middle of it. Their surroundings simply blurred for a moment and then unblurred into something completely different.

She’d been expecting the Knearaoh’s throne room. Instead, she found herself in a small round room with two chairs and a gnome.

 

***

 

“We need to find the way out.” Thud had the dressing room door open a crack and was squinting one eye at the hallway beyond. “The employees don’t come in through the dungeons, I’d wager. And the wonderful thing about doors is that they work both ways. We wanna flip a coin to see which way we start lookin’ or does someone have a better idea to offer?”

Mungo did indeed have what he felt was a better idea but he also know that it was going to be difficult to convince anyone to listen. No one else was offering anything yet. They were stroking beards and chins, looking thoughtfully at random spots in the room. Mungo cleared his throat, producing a noise one might expect to hear from a sock puppet. All eyes turned to him, most looking relieved that someone else had something to offer.

“Disguises,” Mungo said.

All eyes rolled up. 

“Look, Mungo,” Thud began in his polite voice.

“Hear me out!”

Thud took a breath and nodded. “All right, lad, ye’ve got the center ring.”

“You observed the dining hall. There was seating for approximately 124 human-sized employees there, indicators of multiple lunch shifts and the possibility that there are one or more dining halls elsewhere. There are at least 300 employees here and possibly as many as a thousand. They are unlikely to all be familiar with each other. The dungeon aesthetic indicates that dungeoneering garb is unlikely to be viewed as out of place.”

“Meanin’ we’re in disguise already and should just go strollin’ down the hall like we belong?”

Mungo nodded. “My exact conclusion.”

“And if we get challenged? This is the sort of spot where bringing Dadger Ben along would have been a good idea. Didn’t know we were going to try and bluff our way out of the dungeon.”

Mungo felt a swell of pride. It was what he respected most about the dwarf. If a plan was laid out with logical support then Thud was willing to consider it, no matter how terrible the plan might have initially sounded. “I am confident that Apprentice Agent Durham will be able to fulfill that role if required. It will be an excellent training exercise.”

Durham looked skeptical. “How is it a training exercise if I’m actually doing it in the field?”

“No better way to improve, provided you survive to learn something from any failures. I have the utmost confidence.”

“We’re actually going to try this plan?” Keezix asked.

Thud shrugged. “It’s the only contender right now. Feel free to offer another one.”

Keezix sighed in a way that made her mustache wiggle. “Feels a bit on the adventurous side compared to the sort of plan we usually try to come up with.”

“Aye,” Gong said. “But directly in line with the sort of plan we usually end up with. I expect we’ll know how well it’s going to work based on the reaction of who we first meet.”

“Everyone in the dining hall had those blue shoes on,” Durham said. “Might be some sort of uniform. A way to identify which adventurers are part of whatever is going on here.”

Thud frowned. “Well, if it goes bad we’ll clean up the mess and duck back in here to figure out a Plan B. I don’t like not having a Plan B.” He turned to Durham. “No time like the present, Plan A. Let’s get a move on. We’ll keep an eye out for blue shoes to upgrade the plan.”

Durham looked a bit pale. Mungo tried giving him a reassuring nod but, as the nod was delivered from the level of Durham’s knees the human was completely unaware of it. Durham squared his shoulders and pulled the door open, the drama of the moment lessened by the hall outside being as empty as it was when they’d left it.

They filed out in a line, Durham pausing only briefly before choosing to go left, away from the direction the goblins had gone. They kept close to the wall, away from the edge of the balcony where they might be seen by anyone below. They passed beyond the dining hall and the segments of balcony railing were replaced by halls branching away as they went, always to the left. Doors still interspersed the halls, all along the left wall. Thud’s earlier idea that they were traveling along the edge of the pyramid seemed to be holding up. It wasn’t long before a distant corner became visible.

“That’s going to take us along the back side from where we entered from,” Thud said. “Sort o’ place logic might suggest putting an employee entrance to be as far as possible from the public eye.”

“This place is massive,” Leery muttered. “Do they really need so many people? How many dungeons are they running?”

“Four by my estimate,” Mungo said. “Based on traversal time and rate of entry at the front gate. I don’t have any data regarding the amount of support staff needed but it does seem excessive.”

“Hush a sec,” Thud said. “Do you hear a noise?”

There was the moment of silence that traditionally follows anyone asking that question. And there was a noise. Something carrying from the end of the hall. It sounded like rhythmic grunting. One second intervals and the sort of shouted grunt one hears from people in the act of lifting heavy objects.

“I’d know that sound anywhere,” Gong said. “That’s calisthenics going on.”

The sound grew louder as they neared the end of the hall, echoing around the corner. It sounded like more than one voice but Mungo knew that once you had more than three voices it became difficult to estimate an exact number due to volume variance, tonal shifting, waveform uncertainties…

He had a couple of promising equations forming in his head that dissipated as he ran into the back of Durham’s leg. The rest of the group had stopped as they’d rounded the corner. The wall to their left was open again, the hall reverting to balcony. Below them was another large open room.

There were at least a hundred people in it, lined up in neat rows, all wearing blue shoes and orange tunics. They were all facing the same direction and performing synchronized air punches. Humans, elves, goblins, dwarves and even a gnome or two. The hundred and first person in the room was what appeared to be a hippopotamus with a human head, walking about on its back legs with its tail swishing behind it as it grunted out time for the punches and corrected stances with a long stick. 

“I guess animal bodies don’t qualify you for godhood,” Thud said. “Does a human head make him a god to the hippos?”

“I believe him to be the instructor,” Mungo said. “Which would make this room a hippo-campus.” 

No one laughed at his joke. He was suspicious that no one had gotten it until Gong replied with, “He’s teaching them to hippo-crit.”

“Now that we’ve gotten the two possible hippopotamus jokes out of the way…” Thud began

“Would his skin be hippo-dermic?” Mungo asked.

“…the three possible jokes…”

Gong snorted. “Oh, I’m sure there’s more than three but we can think ‘em up on the move if you like. You know, hippo-thetically.”

“Those aren’t locals down there,” Keezix said. “And these are permanent facilities so I don’t think that’s a mercenary company. They’re training an army.”

“And they’re recruiting from the adventurers,” Thud said. “The Knearaoh hinted as much when I talked to him. He was waxing on in a way that seemed hypothetical but this looks like he ate that meal already and was just givin’ me the belch.”

“An adventurer army?” Gong frowned at the rows of people. “Thought the whole point to bein’ an adventurer was so you didn’t have to do something like join an army and follow orders. They’re either getting paid a lot or there’s more going on here.”

“Start walking and look casual,” Keezix said in a hushed voice.

There was a group of goblins approaching. Like the ones they’d seen earlier the goblins were dressed in tattered scraps of armor and carrying crude spears. One of them directed a blank look at Mungo as they went by but none of them challenged the group’s right to be there. The goblins rounded the corner and disappeared.

“Excellent,” Mungo said. “The plan is working perfectly.”

Gong groaned. “Don’t say things like that.”

“Superstition is often a result of improper application of correlation to causation…”

“Lots of magic in this region,” Gong said. “Causation is very flexible.”

They moved past the gymnasium. They could see more movement ahead in the hallway as they gained distance from the corner. Figures coming in and out of doorways, moving along the hall in small groups. They began passing people, receiving the occasional nod but no challenges. Many had the adventurer look. They swaggered about, wearing spikey armor, bearing notable facial hair and improbable weaponry. They all wore blue shoes but none of them seemed to be bothered by the party’s lack of similar footwear. The rest were Karsinians. They were the ones that wore the tunics in matching colors. Mungo speculated that it was to designate role. Red for cafeteria staff, for example. 

“None of the adventurers are talking,” Leery whispered. “Why aren’t they talking?” No one had an answer for her.

Mungo supposed it was because none of them had anything to say. He wasn’t familiar enough with the cultures of the other races to know if talking would have been expected or not but he did have to concur with Leery’s assessment. The adventurers in the halls were silent save for the shuffle of feet and the clink of armor on those wearing it. The only conversation was among the Karsinians. 

“If the Mazerynth turns out to be a problem then I’m not sure what we’re going to do about it,” Thud said. His voice was low and he’d waited until they were out of earshot of anyone. “If these were monsters I think a few packages from Gryngo would drop the whole pyramid down on top of everything but massacring an army? That’s vergin’ on geopolitical.”

“It indicates we are in the correct place, however,” Mungo said. “A secret army is step one in a surprise attack. Khomen and Frothnozzle are preparing for a war.”

“I think there’s some hipporbole going on,” Gong said. “A hundred people doing punching drills isn’t much of an army, even if there’s another half-dozen gyms down here. ‘War’ is a pretty big word.”

“They’re adventurers,” Thud said. “Khomen was reminiscing about the old days when adventurers were so saturated with magic they could roll through an area looking like a fireworks show and laying waste to everything around them. Him bein’ a god and possibly in possession of a djinn lamp leads me to think that he may have a plan he thinks will bring that back. A few hundred adventurers like that hitting an army of regulars isn’t something I’d want to place wagers on.”

“Less talking, more walking,” Leery said. “No one dressed like us is speaking and we’re starting to get looks.”

There was also the question of power level, Mungo realized. Magic was not his area of expertise but his understanding was that trying to hold too much magical energy resulted in there being one less magic-user and a lot of wall scrubbing to be done. But legends of that sort of magic existed in the Northern lands and kingdoms as well. The old magic from when the gods still strode the landscape. Perhaps there was a corollary between survivable power levels and deific presence. Trying to apply logic to magic gave him the sort of headache that caused him to steer clear of magic in the first place. The entire point of magic was that it broke the rules. As soon as it started following any of them it turned into science.

He waited for another group to pass before whispering. “The djinn lamp is still the key. If they have it then undoubtedly their plot depends on it. Recover it and it will end the plot. The mission is still the lamp.”

Up ahead there was a flash of sunlight as a door opened and closed from an alcove in the right wall. An exit.

The alcove was a meter deep, two meters wide and four meters high, dimensions that precisely fit the ogre that filled it, blocking the door. 

“Yorgi,” Durham said, a note of alarm in his whisper.

“You’ve met?” Thud asked.

“He was a guard at the party.”

That was the end of the conversation as they reached the point where they either stopped walking or risk being overheard by Yorgi. Yorgi was already watching them approach and stopping was a guarantee of suspicion. The ogre’s expression indicated that he was ready to crush them into paste but this was the default look for ogres so Mungo was trying not to read too much into it. Yorgi held a club in one hand that looked like a tree after a fight with a porcupine. The ogre’s ears twitched. They had ear-holes like stickball hoops and had a thick tangle of brushy hair tufting out. Mungo found himself evaluating it as potential beard-disguise material. That was going to be a difficult habit to kick.

“Fig-man,” Yorgi said, looking at Durham. His voice was like the opening of a stone-tomb in both sound and smell.

“Erm, yes sir,” Durham said in a warbly voice. Mungo didn’t feel it was the right approach to take but this was Durham’s training and he’d give feedback later based on how it turned out.

There was an expectant silence from the ogre. Any inaction from an ogre was expectant. It implied that if you didn’t do precisely what the ogre expected then it would no longer be inactive. Disappointing an ogre made for a life both brief and full of regret.

“We’d like to get by,” Durham said.

“Where’s your token?”

Durham made an exasperated noise. “You don’t need to check our tokens when we’re trying to leave, Yorgi. You check them when we’re trying to come in to make sure we’re authorized. Obviously we have tokens if we’re already inside.”

Excellent ploy, Mungo thought. A great improvement over the opener.

“Token is to leave, Fig-Man. Shoes is to come in. On your feets.”

The ploy had gone awry. Durham couldn’t help but look at his non-blue feet. 

“Aww,” Yorgi said. His voice dripped with sadness and his lower lip stuck out into a tusked pout. “Not authorized.”

“Well then,” Durham said. “If we’re not authorized then obviously you’ll have to ask us to leave.”

The ogre’s pout turned into a confused squiggle. It was replaced moments later with a scowl. The traditional ogre approach to a difficult thought was that of a hiker confronting a rock. Go around it and keep plodding forward. It wasn’t that ogres were stupid. They were just very focused. Yorgi slapped his club against his palm which left several puncture wounds. “Penalty for trespassing is not ‘get asked to leave’.”

“Oh, we’re not trespassers,” Durham said. “Trespassing requires that we be in a field. That’s why the signs are always out on fences. We didn’t pass any ‘No Trespassing’ signs. This is all just part of the Mazerynth isn’t it?” He smacked his forehead. “That’s it! You’re the final puzzle! Go ahead and ask us your riddle.”

Mungo didn’t expect the confusion tactic to work any better the second time but it was buying them a few precious seconds to come up with something else. He hadn’t missed the fact that one of Thud’s hands was casually resting in his vest or that Gong had flipped the lever on his crossbow’s auto-loader so that it would pull from the Gryngo-bolts. Mungo, for his part, had his hands clasped behind his back but his fingers were quite busy.

The squiggle was back on the ogre’s face along with several punctuation marks. This time they were replaced with a snarl. Yorgi bent down so he was staring directly into Durham’s face.

“Riddle is: Show me token or get hit with club. Your move, fig-man.”

Thud timed it perfectly. The ogre inhaled after finishing its sentence and that was the exact moment that Thud threw the handful of pepper from his vest pouch. The ogre sneezed explosively which didn’t do much for Durham’s countenance but did cause the ogre to take a deep breath and get another lungful of pepper just as Mungo tossed his pocket-watch into the ogre’s ear.

Yorgi staggered back, dropping his club to rub at his eyes. He let out a chain of sneezes like the cover band at an orcish wedding.

His hands lowered and balled into fists. His eyes were swollen red orifices and the lower half of his face glistened with sneeze residue. He let loose a roar that vibrated Mungo’s spine. That was when the pocket-watch went off, buzzing and clanging amidst the ear shrubbery like the cover band’s second number. Yorgi spun to find the source of the noise. It spun right along with him causing the ogre to begin spinning in circles.

Mungo was curious to see how long it would take the ogre to resolve the problem but a quick tug on his tunic from Thud made him aware of the fact that the rest of the party was legging it past the ogre and through the door.

Chapter Twelve

 

“Ruby is missing,” Ginny said as soon as they got back. She was sitting on a stool in the middle of their wagon-lot campsite, waiting for them.

“How long?” Thud asked, figuring it might be a more pressing issue than making a plan to deal with the Mazerynth. It at least would allow him to think it over for a few more minutes.

“Just over an hour. We went to the House of Books to learn about djinn like you told us. Ruby got a bunch of scrolls from the scribe-shelf. I went to find some reading, turned back and she was gone. I wasn’t turned away long enough for her to even walk out of the room without me seein’.”

“Maybe she ran?”

“The only time I’ve ever seen Ruby run is when she was being chased by a giant snake. She certainly ain’t the sort to run in a library. She’s the sort that takes it as a personal affront if there’s anything in a library other than books and readers.”

“You’re suggesting what? Someone took her? She was magicked away?”

“There’s more,” Ginny said. “I was wandering around asking everyone else there if they’d seen her and then noticed all her books were gone too. They were still there after she disappeared and then a few minutes later they weren’t. No one grabbed ‘em and they weren’t back on the shelf. Just…gone. No trace. I even looked for trapdoors in the floor and ceiling around her table.”

Thud situated himself on a stool next to Ginny and pulled out a cigar to think over. He had a specific kind of headache coming on: a throbbing just behind his left eye that always showed up when magic was involved. Problems became tricky to unravel when one of the possible causes was a metaphorical POOF and a flash of light. Fortunately they didn’t run across that level of magic too often. The POOF and flash of light was usually the mage self-vaporizing.

“Got both a god and a djinn involved in all this somehow,” Ginny said. “Vanishing a scribe into thin air seems like the sort of thing one of them might be capable of.”

“Why Ruby?” Thud asked, a question directed as much at himself as anyone else. “Ye’ve got the power to snatch up anyone and whisk ‘em away and you choose Ruby and a pile of books?”

“Maybe they were worried that there was somethin’ in those books that she would find?”

“Figure they’d have just taken the books and done it long before now if that was the concern.” He flicked the ash off the tip of his cigar. “Round up some of the support team and get ‘em out there poking around looking for her. Don’t expect they’ll find anything but they might get lucky and it will give them something to do while we get ready to go back into that pyramid.”

“So soon?”

“Aye. We went and played on their terms to see what’s what. Now we’re going back and doing things our way. We’re going to skip the play-dungeon and get inside that pyramid structure and figure out just what in the hells is going on in there. If they have Ruby then we’ll find her. If they have a djinn lamp then we’ll find that too.”

“And if we end up fighting a god?” Durham asked. He’d been lurking at the edge of the conversation looking slightly panicked, as was his way. “Do we know anything about fighting gods? Are there rules in the handbook for it?”

“Gong?” Thud asked, redirecting the question. The massive dwarf was sitting on the tailgate of the armor wagon, scraping the tips of his crossbow bolts across a whetstone. The rhythmic scraping stopped as he paused to consider.

“The gods here have animal-heads,” Gong said. He held up the bolt he was working on and squinted at it. “First thing to try is to remove the animal-head. Might demote them. Even so, my experience is that people don’t function too well without a head. Might hold true for gods as well.”

Durham didn’t look as if this answer had appeased his concerns but he remained silent.

“You’ve made a bunch of declarations on what we’re going to do,” Ginny said to Thud. “But I haven’t heard anything on how we’re going to do it. Is there a plan?”

Thud flicked the butt of his cigar into the fire where it flared into a final puff of stink. He grinned. “Of course there’s a plan.”

 

***

 

Mungo was ready.

His goggles were perched on top of his head, their myriad of lenses polished until they gleamed. His trap pole was strapped to his back, attachments freshly oiled. The pockets and pouches in his vest were stuffed with picks and shims, strings, chalk and mirrors. His tool belt was organized alphabetically.

He was trying to set an example for Durham but wasn’t sure how well he’d succeeded. The human stood nearby, pants sagging slightly and with what appeared to be a splotch of mustard on his leather vest. He didn’t have the ‘ready for anything’ aspect that Mungo strove for. Instead he had his usual aspect of ‘panic, wing it and hope to survive’.

Thud had chosen to go with four groups of five. Mungo’s group was similar to the initial exploration team but they’d lost Thud and Gong to team one and gained Cardamon in their stead. Cardamon excelled at what he did but in no way did he fill the shoes of Thud and Gong. They still had Keezix in the event that they needed to hit things and Leery in case they were on the receiving end of the hits. 

Team one had gone in two hours earlier and team two an hour after. Now Mungo’s team was approaching the front of the line. Team four was somewhere in line behind them but Mungo hoped that it didn’t come to that. Team four was the dwarves that usually stayed behind at the camp. They were there as reserves and reinforcements but if teams one through three failed Mungo wasn’t sure that the doctor/cook/logistics/wrangler/geology team was going to be the one to save the day. For that matter, teams one and two were intended as support. This was Mungo’s mission, after all, and Mungo’s team had the primary role. They were to enter through the dungeon, break through into the “backstage” area and then make for the top of the pyramid. Teams one and two were to hide themselves inside somewhere to be available as support or distractions and team four was supposed to rescue them all if things went badly. Mungo just hoped that none of the pyramid staff would notice that some of the teams going in the front door weren’t coming out of the exit.

They reached the front of the line. The woman there barely looked up as they dropped their tickets into the slot. Moments later the gate swung shut behind them and they were once again in the ready-area, facing the door to the Mazerynth. Mungo stepped up to it and examined the latch for a moment before selecting a tool. A couple seconds of fiddling and the gate popped open.

“No point in following their rules and waiting,” he said. “The less we follow their prescribed route the less likely it is that we’ll be where expected.”

They moved quickly through the plaza beyond, making for the stone arch between the rabbit-headed statues. The chamber beyond, instead of having a sphincts in it, was occupied by large chains.

“The elevator is still down from the last group,” Durham said.

Mungo grinned. “Perfect! On top, quickly, before it comes back up. This will be even better than one of the employee entrances.”

They took up position and waited. Mungo poked more cake into the aperture on his pixie-lamp then focused it into a tight beam for a look into the dark shadows above. The shaft ran higher than the room size would have suggested. It appeared that there was enough space for the elevator room to move up from ground level as well as down. Perhaps for moving freight. As long as you had a room-sized elevator why not put it to full use? His light was only able to provide a bit of gleam to the upper reaches but it was enough to suggest a walkway running along the interior wall just below the chain winches. Next to him Durham prostrated himself and pressed an ear against the floor.

“I can hear the sphincts. It’s reciting that awful poem,” he said. “I can’t make out the words but I recognize the rhythm. We should be moving soon.”

Moments later there was a faint rumble of vibration and the chains began a smoothly oiled clicking as the elevator jerked into motion. Mungo wondered what the sphincts would think about the absence of another group coming through. Ideally nothing. Maybe it received breaks now and then. The elevator moved slowly, part of the attempt to conceal the motion to anyone inside of it. It came to a halt well below the walkway above but now close enough that Mungo’s lantern was able to clearly show the walkway and an opening that followed the direction of the chains on their pulleys.

“I estimate we have at least five minutes before the next group comes through,” Mungo said. “Plenty of time to climb the chains and get onto that balcony.”

Leery made a hmph noise in her throat. “If that was the plan why didn’t we start climbing when we first got on here? Or climb partway and let it lift us the rest?”

The truth was that it hadn't occurred to Mungo until he'd seen that the elevator was going to rise far enough to reach the walkway but this didn't sound like the sort of failure in thought process on which the party leader should spend too much time elaborating. While Mungo excelled at thinking, Thud encouraged the team to think outside the box and Mungo was sometimes unsure where the box actually was. There was also the climbing factor. Mungo’s arms barely reached above his head and had fingers more suited to twirling tiny screwdrivers than to grasping chain links and pulling the rest of him up after. He did fine with rope-climbing but climbing a ten-foot length of chain was not an appealing prospect. The alternative was riding on someone’s back or shoulders which inevitably reduced their climbing speed to be on par with his.

“Strategic delay,” he said. “Our timing must be perfect.”

Leery snorted again but began climbing the chain rather than adding further comment. She was the best climber among the dwarves, even better than the human. Mungo would have thought that climbing would come easy to humans. They had absurdly long arms and legs, like monkeys trying to turn into spiders. Somehow it had all gone wrong along the way and humans climbed like neither spider nor monkey. Even the ones that were good at it paled next any other climbing animal Mungo could think of. Durham was not in the ‘good at it’ category. He was useful, however, in that after some explanation of expectations he was able to lift Mungo halfway up the chain to further reduce the required climbing distance. Durham followed after with a lot of grunting.

Keezix and Cardamon were last up, both being in the ‘average’ category as far as dwarven climbers went. They seemed to move upward by sheer force of will rather than with anything resembling aptitude. They lined up against the wall alongside the door as they reached the top. Mungo used his mirror-on-a-stick to take a peek around the doorjamb. Clear. He waved everyone forward onto a continuation of the walkway that ran the length of a much larger space. The chains ran into the room and wrapped around great spindles set into gears on the floor. The power gear’s spindle had a team of camels attached to it with a driver slumped atop one of them. He was watching an hourglass on a shelf next to him, waiting for it to run down to indicate time for the elevator to move again and had the look of someone who spent their work days watching time trickle by.

 

Durham’s crouching location behind the wall had placed him between Keezix and Leery. They were crouched as well which, given their lower starting height resulted in their whispered strategy discussion taking place around Durham’s knees. He tried to lower his head further down to make himself part of it, a task his neck wasn’t sure it was up to.

“You think sneaking past him is our best option?” Keezix was asking.

“It’ll be quieter than a fight,” Leery said. “If we don’t manage to sneak past then there’ll be a fight anyway.”

Keezix arched an eyebrow at Durham’s looming face. “You have anything to add?”

“Where’s Mungo?” asked Durham.

This prompted the inevitable glancing about the immediate vicinity, as if Durham hadn’t already done so. Then Keezix poked her head around the corner. Her beard wagged back and forth as she surveyed the room. Then she looked up. She pulled back and returned to her crouch next to Durham.

“Damn,” she said.

Durham pushed himself up enough to peer over the wall. He didn’t have to peer far. Mungo was on the ceiling, the lenses of his goggles gleaming green in the shadows.

On the chain, rather. He had his arms and legs wrapped around it, riding it toward the center of the room as it clicked its way around the spool. It was about to carry him directly over the head of the camel driver.

“I can’t watch,” Keezix said.

Durham couldn’t stop watching. Was Mungo seriously…

The gnome dropped, arms out, hands poised dramatically. He landed on the camel-driver’s head with a soft plop. The camel-driver pulled the camels to a halt, a confused expression on his face. He reached up with one hand and extracted Mungo from his head, holding him out at arm’s length to examine him. His confused expression graduated to bewilderment.

“Oh, begging pardon, sir,” Durham said quickly, standing up so he was in view over the low wall. The man’s head swiveled to look at him. The outer ends of his eyebrows moved from looking like a bird with its wings up to a bird with its wings down. “My friend wasn’t wearing his safety harness while he worked. We didn’t know anyone was in here. Thank…uh …Khomen that you were there to catch him.”

The man looked back to Mungo then let him go to finish his descent to the floor. There was a thump from behind the camel indicating a successful completion. “Who’re you?” he asked.

“Maintenance crew,” Durham said. “We’re here to oil the chains and pulleys.”

The man shrugged. “First I’ve heard of it.” He prodded his camel with a stick and started it moving again. “Carry on with it then. I have to keep the winch moving on schedule. Keep your little varmint off of my head if you don’t mind.”

He completed half a trip around the winch then came to a stop again at the sight of the rest of the dwarves now standing around Durham.

“Awful lot of you for a maintenance crew.”

“Need someone to carry the oil,” Durham said. “You don’t think the varmint is going to carry it do you?”

The camel-driver glanced down at where Mungo was brushing himself off and inventorying his multitude of pockets. Mungo looked up and adopted what Durham guessed was his idea of a varmint face.

“What was your varmint doing up there if you don’t even have oil yet?”

“We have to use up the last of the old oil before we can requisition new oil,” Durham said as if this was the most obvious thing. “And if they ask what took so long I’m going to refer them to you. They can wait in line while you explain all the elevator delays to the sphincts.”

The power of the anonymous ‘they’ seemed to work. The driver glanced nervously toward the doorway at the other end of the maintenance walkway. He shrugged and started the camels moving again. Durham waved the dwarves toward the door. They marched through, whistling while Durham helped Mungo climb back up onto the walkway.

“Excellent job,” the gnome said in a low voice. “You were able to determine my plan and play your part perfectly. Your training is coming along well.”

“For junior postal agent?” Durham asked.

Mungo frowned. Not the angry sort of frown but a frown that looked like a wound.

“Sorry,” Durham said. “That was uncalled for. But don’t try and tell me that was your plan.”

Mungo was silent. He lowered his goggles, turned and followed after the dwarves.

Durham hesitated, considering. No, that definitely hadn’t been the plan. He took a last glance at the disinterested camel-driver then hurried after.

 

The maintenance walkway continued into the new room, turning to run along the side of one of the pyramid’s angled walls. The room was vast and open, the hollow at the heart of the Mazerynth. There were people moving everywhere, hurrying their way between smithies and tanneries and armorers. Long workbenches dissected the room, scattered with tools and oddly shaped bits of metal that glinted in the light of scores of pixie-lamps suspended over the workspace. The air was hazy with smoke and the shadows grew thick higher up where open-space gave way to support structure.

The heads of the line of party members rotated one by one as a whispered command was passed back from Keezix at the front of the line. The command stopped at Mungo, still just ahead of Durham. Cardamon whispered it back but the gnome just nodded. He didn’t turn to relay the order to Durham.

“Oh, come on,” Durham hissed. “I said I was sorry.”

The gnome turned. “Don’t do anything weird,” he said. “We’ll fit right in.” He turned back, leaving Durham to wonder if that had been the whispered command or just Mungo’s way of telling him to be silent. He could see what was meant by ‘fitting in.’ The people he could see moving below had the look of adventurers, just like the ones outside. Their group of five fit in as perfectly as if they’d had an invite.

The center of the chamber was occupied by a thick cylinder of stone that ran all the way to the ceiling above. A tower at the pyramid’s core. Windows spiraling up its side indicated stairs within that led to the apex. Mungo nodded toward it superfluously; Keezix was already on the way. The walkway ended ahead at the angle where two of the pyramid’s great walls met. A ladder led up to a wooden hatch at the end of a low and narrow maintenance passage suspended from the ceiling. It ran from the angle all the way to the top of the central tower.

“There’s our entry point,” Mungo said. “Straight to the room at the top. Any sign of the other teams?”

Durham shook his head. The walkway gave them a good vantage point across the spacious interior. Durham had been watching, trying to get an estimate of how many adventurers were working below. He hadn’t seen any groups of dwarves though.

 “Excellent,” Mungo said. “They are supposed to be hidden, after all. We’ll go up first,” he told the team. “Then Leery, Cardamon and Keezix.” He frowned at the ladder and turned to Durham. “Might I get your assistance with the climb or do I need to get out my ladder-climbing hooks?”

Durham was curious to see the ladder-climbing hooks but now didn’t seem to be the time. ‘Assistance’, when it came to helping Mungo climb ladders, meant that Durham did all of the climbing with Mungo hanging from his shoulders. Experience had taught Durham then when you traveled with kilt-wearing dwarves you always wanted to be first up the ladder. This seemed to suit Mungo as well as it gave him first access to the hatch above.

“Give that hatch a close look before you open it,” Cardamon said. “Natural place for a trap or an alarm.”

They started up. Mungo didn’t weigh much more than a backpack which would have been fine if Durham hadn’t also been wearing a backpack. The ladder was a fifteen-foot climb and Durham was puffing halfway through.

“Stop,” Mungo whispered as they neared the top. Durham waited. He felt horribly exposed parked at the top of a ladder over a room with hundreds of potential suspicious gazes.  Mungo climbed up to stand on his shoulders in order to inspect the hatch. Durham listened as the gnome muttered to himself.

“No lock, visible hinges, could be an anterior surface trigger but that would prevent authorized access, hatch is recessed, seam is clear…” then in a whisper directed at Durham- “I’m going to open it. I could take it off by the hinges but I don’t think it necessary. Keep your head low in case I’m wrong.”

There was a creak as the gnome pulled the hatch open. “Hmmm,” he said as he looked in, which was not good but better than a trap or alarm going off. The weight was relieved from Durham’s shoulders as Mungo pulled himself up. Durham followed after, tired of hanging on the ladder and curious to know what the ‘hmmm’ had been about. 

He gave Cardamon a hand up as he let his eyes adjust. The passage beyond was dark. Mungo’s silhouette ahead of them was outlined by dozens of narrow beams of light, criss-crossing the darkness ahead of them. The gnome ducked under the first beam then spun to step over the next. The beams came from holes in the wall of the passage. Each cast a small spotlight on one of the fat orange mushrooms that lined the walkway.

“Moppetshrooms,” Cardamon said from next to him. He knelt to help Keezix. “They’re scared of the dark. Break the beam of light and they scream. If one of them screams it’ll scare all of the others and they’ll all scream too. Grow-it-yourself alarm system.”

Mungo finished a slow slide under another beam of light then arched his way over the next.

“Do you think we should tell him?” Keezix asked. She knelt to help Leery. “Or do you want to wait and see how far he can get?”

“No,” Leery said. “Let’s just do it before he gets to another butt-wiggle part.” 

Cardamon stepped forward, stuffing a piece of fairy cake into his pixie lantern then holding it up as it flared into light. The mushrooms ignored him as he walked past, holding out his lantern in front of each of them as he passed by. He stopped just behind Mungo as the gnome was performing a complicated backbend that looked like an acrobat with a muscle cramp. Mungo stopped, then flopped to the floor with a sigh. Durham crouched next to him as the others filed past, lanterns held high.

“What’s going on?” Durham asked as he helped Mungo up. “You’re number two on the traps team. You should have known how to get past this.”

The gnome was silent for a moment. “A different solution came to mind first,” he said. His voice was quiet and carried a note somewhere in the gray area between apologetic and self-annoyance. He took a deep breath then headed down the passage after the others. Durham added more cake to his lamp to keep the mushrooms happy then hurried to bring up the rear. 

 

The passage ended in another hatch. Mungo moved forward to give it the once-over again, silently this time. He was angry at Durham, mainly because Durham had pointed out something that had made him angry with himself. Mungo didn’t like being angry at himself. It implied that he had acted sub-optimally. He finished his examination then pushed the hatch open a couple of inches and peeked out. He gave a wave with his hand to indicate that the room was safe then hoisted himself through. Durham came after and held the hatch for the others following behind.

The room didn’t look like any secret spy headquarters that he would have imagined. Tables were spread through the room as if arrayed for individual small conferences. A long counter ran part way along the curved wall, lined with platters of vegetables, fruits and cheeses, sliced and ready to eat. It was a selection that looked like it had already been gone over by more than one person. Most of the strawberries and yellow cheeses had been eaten and crumbs and remnants on a couple of empty plates told him they were too late for the cold cuts and pastries. The broccoli and carrot tray was still mostly intact. A ringed railing at the center guarded against anyone falling down the stairs that led to the tower below.

“This isn’t the headquarters,” Keezix said in a flat voice. “This is a lunch room.”

“But…” Mungo began then stopped. His shoulders sagged. Wrong yet again.

There was a low, coarse laugh from the vicinity of the railing and a very large head came into view as its owner made his way up the stairs.

“Yorgi,” Durham said in a hushed voice.

The ogre grinned at his name as he thumped into the room, his thick eyebrow twisting into something that approximated happiness. There was a three-foot iron bar clasped in one of his fists, attached to an arm that looked like it could swing the bar with enough force to shatter a house.

“Little roaches,” Yorgi rumbled. “Right where tiny-man said.”

“Five of us, one of him,” Keezix whispered. “And he’s slow. We can do this…”

“Brought friends,” Yorgi said. Adventurers began filing up after him, weapons out, grins gleaming, shoes of blue. “You come with Yorgi, either walking or dragging behind.” He slapped the bar against his palm as if casting his vote for which of those options he hoped they’d choose.

Mungo’s ears were ringing and his face felt hot. Too many mistakes, all his. You didn’t get to be that sloppy without paying the price eventually. Capture had been inevitable. They fell in line and followed Yorgi down the stairs, the adventurers parting to let them through, interspersing with them so that they were separated out as the line descended. The ogre looked disappointed that he hadn’t gotten to hit anything but still chortled with glee at having captured them. They descended through the tower, circling round and round the spiral of the stairs. The  tower was hollow but dark. Thin beams of light from apertures along the way gave just enough light to see the stairs but no view of whatever else the tower might contain. Mungo was sure it contained something. Why have a big hollow tower in the heart of your pyramid unless you had something to put there? A lunchroom on top wasn’t enough justification on its own. They descended past the work floor with all of its bustle and then deeper, past the support level at the base of the pyramid. Then deeper still. Mungo was certain they were passing the Mazerynth dungeon levels now. Were they being taken to an actual dungeon, deep in the ground? There was a certain amount of irony he could appreciate, putting a real dungeon below the pretend ones. A dungeon that was actually for locking people up. An old-fashioned idea beneath the new and glitzy. He stumbled on one of the steps. They were further apart than were convenient for the length of his legs and there were an awful lot of them.

“Keep up, shorty,” the adventurer following him snarled in a voice husky with gruff. He was wearing a full helmet with spikes glued all over the top and carried a wooden club with a dozen nails sticking through the end. He made a jabbing motion with it that made Mungo scurry to avoid getting punctured.

The end of the stairs was further than he’d expected. Mungo didn’t have the same depth sense that the dwarves did but it was easy enough to count stairs, each of which had a precise depth that was observable. They’d passed beneath where the dungeon levels were into a deeper place. They passed several doors on the last two spirals of the descent and then arrived at the bottom. The door here was made from heavy steel grating. Yorgi idly spun a winch on the wall and the portcullis rose into the ceiling with the metallic click of chains.

“In,” Yorgi said. Mungo felt Spikey’s blue boot nudge him in the back, shoving him forward. He stumbled through the gateway, barely keeping his feet. The rest of the group met with varying levels of success, from Durham sprawling on the gravel floor to Leery’s neatly executed dive roll. There was a loud clang from behind them as Yorgi released the winch and let the grate fall.

They were in an oval room, large enough that it could have easily accommodated dozens more prisoners. The walls rose twenty feet to an open ceiling with a ring of bright lanterns halfway up. The chamber above was large and dimly lit. A rabbit headed statue oversaw one end of the oval, a duck headed statue the other.

Mungo turned to help Durham up but froze at the sound of a mocking chuckle that echoed more than the acoustics should have allowed for. He knew that laugh. He could just make out Frothnozzle’s silhouette midway around the oval, standing up top and looking down at them. He adjusted his goggles to filter some of the light from the lanterns. Frothnozzle was smirking. The one-handed assassin stood sneering to his right and Givup Notachance stood to his left, arms crossed. Yorgi walked up behind the trio, the thump of his feet audible. The ogre’s adventurer squad filed their way around to line the edges above like an audience. 

“Junior Postal Agent Mungo,” Frothnozzle said. “What a completely expected turn of events. Sneak in through the maintenance tunnel. How could anyone foil such a clever plan?”

Chapter Thirteen

 

“You won’t get away with this.” Mungo yelled. It was calculated bravado. He was shouting in the hopes that one of the back-up teams was somehow hiding within earshot. Now would have been a good time for them to arrive.

Frothnozzle’s laugh was irritatingly genuine. “Get away with what, exactly? Tell me Agent Mungo—what nefarious plot have your amazing espionage skills uncovered? Lay it out for me.”

Mungo hadn’t asked this very question of himself yet and was taken aback by it. A thing he was good at, however, was taking a large number of observations and quickly assembling the pieces to reveal the puzzle. Or at least something that might resemble it.

“You’re using the stolen genie to try and start a war between Akhom and its neighbors. The loser will be defeated, the winner will be weakened and then Knearaoh Khomen will arrive with an army of adventurers to conquer them all. A conquest like that would give him the resources and djinnis to declare himself pharaoh.”

“I have to admit I’m a little impressed,” Frothnozzle said. “You managed to figure out Knearaoh Khomen’s secret plan. Small pieces of it at least.”

“How are you getting the adventurers to agree to it?” Durham asked. Mungo was relieved. It was a question he wanted answered as well but hadn’t wanted to ask as it would have shown he hadn’t figured it out.

“Ah,” Frothnozzle said. “That’s quite a question.” His voice dripped with glee. “The answer is that we don’t ask them. You see, there’s a desert daemon known as an ifreet. The remarkable thing about them is that they’re able to mimic anything that they’ve killed and consumed and they are thralls to the djinn. We’re not persuading adventurers, we’re replacing them with obedient copies.” He looked to the group circling the pit. “Adventurers! Kneel!”

Their captors all dropped to one knee with a punctuating clank of armor.

“Rise!”

They snapped back to attention.

Mungo felt his stomach lurch as he thought about how many adventurers he’d seen in the pyramid above.

“Your dungeon ain’t that lethal,” Keezix said. “We’ve seen it. A few deaths here and there, maybe, but hundreds?”

“We don’t need to kill anyone,” Frothnozzle said. “Only wound. See, one of the other things ifreet have no trouble mimicking is a health potion.”

There was silence as this sunk in.

“You’re selling bottled ifreets?” Leery asked. “They drink it…”

“…and Lo! Miraculously healed!” Frothnozzle laughed again.

“Let me guess,” Durham said. “If you defeat one it turns to sand.”

“The form, yes. But the ifreet doesn’t die. It returns to the City of Brass to await its next summons from the djinn. Thousands of them waiting for the next adventurer to want to fix up that cut on their arm.” Frothnozzle was rubbing his hands together. He seemed scarcely able to contain his joy.

“How do you fit into this?” Mungo asked. “You don’t seem necessary for any part of that plan.”

Frothnozzle threw his arms up. “Finally you ask! I’ve been waiting to show off my masterpiece and was starting to worry that you’d never manage to think your way to it.” He cocked his elbows in order to be able to throw his arms up again. “Behold!”

The cavernous hollow center of the tower above flared into light. It revealed a metal giant.

It stood motionless. Ten stories of gleaming brass and glass with joints of gears and pistons, the face far above a frozen mask  dominated by two great luminous eyes. A war machine adorned with spikes and blades, rods and cables, its arms lined with tubes and nozzles.

“I have achieved one of the great works!” Frothnozzle crowed. “A pinnacle for which gnomekind has long striven. Behold the brass giant!” He threw his arms up again in case they hadn’t noticed the thing yet.

Mungo laughed. “An automaton? I can see from down here there’s no way that thing is ever going to manage to take a step. It’s far too big to have enough power.” 

“Is that so?” Frothnozzle asked with a smirk. “Perhaps partnering with a god would be beneficial. Any god worth a prayer can whip up a small lightning storm when needed and I did put a great many lightning rods onto the automaton. I suppose we shall see how great of a work it is or isn’t as it lays waste at the head of an army of ifreet adventurers. And afterward? Well, he who pilots the giant automaton that leads the army is certainly going to have a lot of say in who runs the kingdom of Karsin. And that cockpit is built to my size.” He pulled out a pocket watch and gave it a look. “All to commence in the next hour. Not that you’ll get to witness any of it. I’ve enjoyed how complete your failure has been.” He rubbed his palms together. “And now, Agent Mungo, the time has come for you to die.”

“He’s been waitin’ to say that,” Keezix muttered. 

Frothnozzle waved one hand toward each of the pair of god statues that loomed over the pit. “You will observe our two stone friends here. Khomen is built to dispense knife-asps...”

“Named that because that’s how it feels when they bite you?” Cardamon asked.

Frothnozzle sounded annoyed by the interruption. “No, they’re named that because they have a twelve inch knife-shaped bone on their head that they impale their prey with to hold them still so the snake can feed on them.”

“I liked my idea better,” Cardamon sighed.

The gnome spymaster either didn’t hear him or chose to ignore him. “Hauroin dispenses fire scorpions. The venom in their sting literally ignites their victim’s blood as it spreads. They like their food cooked.”

Mungo deduced Hauroin was the duck-headed statue by process of elimination. 

Cardamon chimed back in, though his chime sounded more like a raspberry. “Why snakes and scorpions instead of ducks and rabbits? Flagrant thematic oversight, that.”

“Functionality over theme!”

“Says the gnome with the metal giant.”

Frothnozzle’s attention shifted to the dwarf. “The fire scorpions are natural enemies of the knife-asps. They enjoy roast snake and the snakes don’t like being roasted. The two species in the pit together? They’re going to fight like mad and you are going to be right in the middle. As more and more are dropped in, the fight will…”

“You left us our weapons and gear,” Keezix called up. “We’re just gonna squish ‘em as soon as they drop.”

Frothnozzle’s smile froze then cracked slightly. “As all of them are dropped in simultaneously…” he began again then paused and turned to Yorgi. “Why didn’t you take their weapons?”

The ogre shrugged. “No threat. Thought the ‘freetis would take them.” He pointed a thick finger at the adventurer audience circling the pit.

Frothnozzle ran his gaze across them. “And why didn’t any of you take their weapons?”

“Well,” Spikey said. “Figured they might need ‘em.”

He pulled off his helmet and replaced it with a top hat. It was Thud. The wizard next to him threw off his robe to reveal Grottimus and the monk on his other side was revealed as Dadger. All around the observation-ring adventurers began casting off their disguises as the entirety of Yorgi’s adventurer crew turned into a pack of grinning dwarves.

 

Many things happened at once as everyone above leapt into motion. There was the sound of weapons being drawn. Mungo caught a glimpse of the assassin leaping into the air and somersaulting backwards onto a ledge. Givup ducked low and vanished from sight. Yorgi roared and swung his hands about as dwarves scurried and rolled to not get hit. Mungo’s concern was Frothnozzle. The gnome darted to the base of the Khomen statue and stood there, hand on the lever at the statue’s base. He shot Mungo a look of pure hatred as he yanked it. The statue’s hands spread apart revealing an opening in its belly. A tide of snakes began pouring from it, writhing and whipping as they fell, the long knife-bones on their heads scraping across the stones as they righted themselves and twisted into hissing coils.

The side of the pit opposite the snakes became very popular as everyone sought to get clear. Keezix and Leery took position in front, ready to swing hammer and sword respectively at any snake that thought to come their way. There weren’t many takers, yet. The snakes didn’t have a compelling reason to charge toward the people visibly carrying snake-bashing equipment. Above them Frothnozzle darted his way through the fighting toward the other statue. The assassin held the center of the battle, spinning and cartwheeling, holding off half the dwarves at once. The rest of the dwarves were occupied with staying clear of Yorgi as he stumbled around the room swinging his great fists and crashing into walls.

There was a grinding noise as Frothnozzle pulled the second lever. The team scrambled toward the middle as scorpions began pouring from duck-head’s belly in an avalanche of legs, claws and stingers. They clicked like dice as they scattered across the floor. There was a chorus of hissing from the other end of the pit as the snakes discussed this turn of events, their heads weaving in sync to see past the party and keep an eye on the new arrivals. Their head-blades gave them the look of a line of spearmen waiting for a cavalry charge. The scorpions spread into a line as they righted themselves. Their claws opened and closed, their stingers arched and quivered. The air was thick with the tension of a battlefield moments before the horns, drums and screams began.

The fighting up top was going strong. Everyone was too occupied to do anything useful such as toss a rope down. A dwarf got tossed down instead. It was Thud, landing with a crunch after being on the wrong end of Yorgi’s backhand.

“Oi,” he said. He sat up, rubbing the side of his head with one hand and replacing his top hat with the other. Durham helped him to his feet.

“What’s supposed to happen at this stage of the plan?” Mungo asked. His face felt hot. He hadn’t known about the disguised dwarves. He could understand the merit. Frothnozzle was as easily duped as Mungo was when it came to disguises. Not telling Mungo had helped keep it convincing. The sticking point was that the team had created and executed a plan without telling him. He was the liability. The plan’s results didn’t look great at the moment but that was often how Thud’s plans looked in the middle and for all Mungo knew things were going according to schedule. Not this time, however. 

Thud shrugged. “The plan here was to pull off our disguises, yell ‘SURPRISE!’ and rescue you. Made for a good entrance but I broke my own ‘stab first’ rule.” His head swiveled back and forth as he assessed the looming snake and scorpion war. “Lot of factors we didn’t know to account for so we’re havin’ to improvise a little.” There was a thump and a loud gurgle from above as Gong landed a heavy blow to Yorgi that would have disqualified him from a professional competition. “See?” He cupped his hands and yelled up at Gong. “Good improv!”

“So all we got to do is break that giant?” Keezix asked.

“Still leaves us with a missing lamp,” Thud said. “I’d imagined they was using the djinn to make the storms. If rabbit-head can already do that then I ain’t sure what they’re doing with the djinn.”

“Destroy them all!” Frothnozzle screamed from above. The gnome spymaster turned and ran out of the room, ducking under an airborne dwarf.

The residents of the pit backed slowly until they were against the door they’d entered through, backs pressed against the thick grate. A barrier at their back and weapons at the front. Perhaps the snakes and scorpions would avoid them entirely. Not likely. There were a lot of snakes and scorpions. The math predicted they would spread into all available space.

The scorpions skittered forward, claws clicking. The snake response was immediate, heads lowering into position for tactical slithering. Mungo couldn’t decide which side made his skin crawl more. There was less than a second before the two sides met and Mungo spent it debating whether or not to climb Durham.

There was a ring and a clunk as Leery’s sword parried the first snake jab, followed quickly by another. It looked like fencing an octopus. The snakes’ heads wove back and forth, darting in both low and high. Leery’s sword blurred as she tried to meet the strikes. A loud crunch from the other side heralded the first meeting of scorpion and Keezix’s hammer. Beyond them the pit had become a writhing horror show. Leery grunted as one of the knife-asps made it through her guard, the bone blade skewering through her leg, the point coming through the back narrowly missing Mungo. She staggered back and Durham caught her. Leery gave a swipe with her sword to remove the part of the snake that was not sticking through her leg.

“Give that a tug, would you?” she asked Durham. The human reached down and grabbed the wriggling snake-head, using it to yank the scaled bone blade back out of Leery. Leery pushed off from him and back into the fight. Her fencing stance had a limp now but a wound like that wouldn’t slow her for more than a few minutes. And now Durham had a knife. Sort of. When he tried to hold it by the head it either wriggled or flopped. If he tried to hold it by the blade it was not only sharp but left a lively fanged snake head next to his wrist. Mungo didn’t know how long a knife-asp’s front quarter could remain alive without the rest of the snake. He surmised the snake didn’t know either. It looked very angry and determined to make best use of its remaining time.

The gate behind them opened.

No one worried about checking why. There was a tangle of shoulders and arms as everyone attempted to exit at the same time. They collapsed in a pile and the gate clanged shut behind them. The pit beyond was a hissing nightmare.

Givup Notachance was standing at the winch, giving them a look that was anything but impressed.

“Stay here and out of my way,” she snarled. “And since I know that you’re going to ignore that, at least try to be a distraction to them rather than me.” She disappeared up the ladder to the chamber above. It seemed a fair request. Mungo sat up and leaned his back against the wall. There was a grinding noise from far above and then a hiss as huge gouts of steam sprayed and billowed from the joint vents on the brass monstrosity.

“Damn,” Thud said as he stood. “That thing is getting ready to leave.” He looked down at Mungo. “What’re you doin’ lad? On your feet!”

Mungo shook his head. “She’s right. I need to just stay here, out of the way. I’m so bad at being a spy that you didn’t even tell me the real plan. Your disguises fooled me completely. All I was in that fight was something to trip over.”

“Ha!” Thud said, which wasn’t the reaction Mungo had expected. “For all the merits of your collective brain you can be a right gob sometimes. I don’t give a troll fart for how your spyin’ skills are. That ain’t what I hired you for. I hired you for bein’ the best engineer I ever seen.”

“I’m not even good at that.” He pointed at the giant robot overhead. “You don’t build something like that as a bluff. That thing works and I’ve no idea how Frothnozzle managed it.”

“You heard him,” Thud said. “He’s got Knearaoh Khomen helping him by powering it with lightning. And you’re the one that might be able to break it. Stop bein’ a mailroom spy. Get up there and be a Dungeoneer.”

 

Mungo arrived at the top of the ladder in the middle of chaos. Several of Frothnozzle’s ifreet-adventurers had arrived and the dwarves were clumped around the room trying to fend them off. Yorgi was still crashing around. He wasn’t hitting much with his wild swings but they worked as a distraction. Anyone in Yorgi’s path had to focus on getting elsewhere or get launched across the room. The ogre’s idea of who he was fighting seemed to be ‘anyone who wasn’t Yorgi’. Steel clanged, voices grunted and weapons and bodies flew through the air.

Mungo took a deep breath and closed his eyes to refocus his mind. When what you were doing wasn’t working it was madness to not try something else and Thud’s suggestion was as good as any.

He let Mungo the spy melt away and reopened his eyes as Mungo the Dungeoneer. He looked around the room and chuckled. It had seemed chaos before but now the entangled groups resolved in his head until they made sense. He could see how the dwarves had maneuvered so that their opponents were separated out and unable to reinforce each other. How three of the fights ringed the door so that any new entrants could be immediately engaged and isolated. He could spot how the mechanisms on the statues worked and even sussed out where the snake and scorpion storage areas had to be. He tugged on Durham’s sleeve to get him to follow then strolled across the room as if through a park, easily weaving amongst the fighters, anticipating the shift and flow of the battle. It was all just math being played out in real time. 

Yorgi lumbered in their direction and he heard Durham make a yelping noise behind him. It wasn’t relevant. Mungo could see at a glance where a creature with Yorgi’s mass had to have its center of balance. Yorgi’s clumsy movement was due to the fact that he was on the verge of falling over every time he took a step. Gong stepped in front of him, ready to meet the charge and protect them. His armor was dented, a few pieces missing and he had a trickle of blood down one side of his face that was parting around an egg-sized lump on his brow. His arms were trembling and they struggled to raise his ax again but there he was all the same, doing his job. Meeting his duty. He poised to swing.

Mungo stepped forward quickly and lay one tiny hand on the dwarf’s thick arm. “Wait,” Mungo said. Gong paused, ax cocked. His breath was ragged and his cheeks streaked with sweat and blood. Mungo watched Yorgi’s advance, waiting, calculating. The perfect moment, right as Yorgi was shifting his weight forward on his advance foot, right as he was bringing up his meaty fist to swing and bash Gong’s skull in.

“Knee! Now!” the gnome barked and Gong swung low. He didn’t have to go too low as Yorgi’s knees were at his chest level. Dwarven combat styles tended to err on the side of going high on the presumption that their opponent is probably taller. How Gong thought of it in his own head Mungo didn’t know, but Gong knew his job well. When he swung an ax it hit where he wanted it to.

Yorgi howled as he shifted his weight onto his knee and it buckled under him. His left bent awkwardly to the side, giving him the choice of dislocating his knee or letting his body go to the side with it. He chose the latter which Mungo had known he would. Simple survival instinct.

Yorgi tumbled sideways, falling into the pit even as he clutched at his knee with both hands. He landed below with a crunchy crash and a bellow. Mungo decided to stop looking. He didn’t know how well ogres, snakes and scorpions got along but, if they didn’t, Yorgi wouldn’t be a problem anymore. If they did get along then Mungo wanted to be far away before they came back out of the pit.

Yorgi going down seemed to have revitalized the dwarves. All across the room they began pressing their opponents back. There was a sinister laugh from behind one of the statues. The assassin appeared at the top, somehow managing to look like he was posing for a painting, his hook around the statue’s neck.

“Play time is over, fools,” he snarled. “I’ve brought a reinforcement. Enjoy!” He leapt from the statue and rolled dramatically through the doorway after Frothnozzle.

A figure stepped through the doorway in his wake. It towered in height, shoulders broad, with ancient and yellowed wrappings criss-crossing their way around its body, parted only across the face to reveal its gleaming blue eyes. They matched his blue shoes. The mummy lord from the dungeon. Mungo guessed that whatever restrictions the mummy was under when playing its dungeon role no longer applied. The thing had been unleashed.

It threw its head back in a wordless howl as it raised its arms. A blast of wind went through the room, full of sand and beetles.

Now it was Thud’s turn to step in front of Mungo. “Go on, lad. Do your thing. We’ll handle this.” He grinned and winked. “That’s our part of the job, eh?” He jerked his thumb. “Take your protege with you. Take Gryngo too. Ain’t seen many engineering problems where explosives wasn’t one of the possible solutions.”

Chapter Fourteen

 

Mungo and Durham sprinted along the gangway that led toward the automaton. Well, Durham sprinted with Mungo tucked under his arm calling out encouragement. Mungo had tried several times to invent something that would allow him to move faster but so far the results had all either been explosive or resulted in excessive propulsion that ended in unanticipated momentum failure upon high-velocity interaction with the nearest wall.

Gears were beginning to whir and great gouts of steam hissed and roared from the giant’s joints. There were a dozen adventurers scattered around the floor below them, moving equipment away from the tree-sized brass legs and unhooking chains and clamps. Ahead of them on the gangway a pair were raising the laddered ramp that had allowed access to an entry hatch on the side of the statue’s waist. Beyond them a small knot of adventurers were watching, puzzled expressions on their faces. The notable thing about the second group was that they were all very short.

“Is that…?” Mungo began.

“Our support team,” Durham answered. “Still in disguise.”

Mungo pointed at the pair raising the plank. “Stop them!” he squeaked at the highest volume he could manage. The support team jumped into action quickly but the two techs had heard him yell as well. They glanced in Mungo and Durham’s direction first, looking perplexed at seeing a human running toward them with a gnome under his arm and a dwarf sprinting to keep up. Then they looked the other way at the group of short adventurers running toward them throwing off pieces of adventurer disguises. The two techs turned to look at each other then dropped the plank, letting it fall to the floor twenty feet below with a musical clonk. They immediately followed after it, evidently favoring a twenty foot drop over being flanked by four times their number in opponents.

“Intruders!” Mungo heard one yell. Mungo wasn’t sure how long it would take for the adventurers below to get up to them but he knew that it was going to be less time than he wanted it to be. An arrow sizzled past as if to emphasize.

The two Dungeoneer teams met up where the entry plank had been, Durham gasping for breath. The open hatch above taunted them. Ten feet of empty space between them and ten feet up.

“I need to be on that!” Mungo said.

A blinding vertical seam of light appeared in the wall in front of the robot as the tower began to open like a very long and sideways clam. The doors were big and slow. Mungo imagined there were a dozen grumpy camel teams pulling winches to move them.

The support team all had blank looks.

“That’s the sort of thing you usually figure out how to do,” one said. He had dropped the banjo he’d been carrying and was now removing his feathered trilby letting Mungo recognize him as Doc. Doc pointed. “Some sort of maintenance hatch there in the knee straight across from us. Might be easier to get to.”

“Rope!” Mungo said.

Doc shrugged. “No rope in my medical bag.”

“No time,” Mungo heard Durham say and suddenly he was airborne. Flying through the air was something Mungo tried to avoid on general principle. Now that he was midway through the experience he was pleased to find that his thoughts remained calm and orderly rather than panicked and screaming. He had time to consider several dozen ways to manage landing without having to rely on grabbing onto something with his tiny fingers before a separate train of thought concluded that it was not going to be necessary. His trajectory took him through the maintenance hatch and straight into unanticipated momentum failure upon high velocity interaction with a wall.

“Oof,” he said then rolled over and sat up just in time to serve as a landing pad for a dwwarf Durham had tossed after him. The dwarf scrambled off of him and favored him with a gold studded smile from a wiry black beard. Gryngo. There was a lurch in his stomach as the view through the hatchway behind Gryngo swung away. The leg had taken a step. The automaton was in motion. One side of the pyramid had opened along with the tower and the shimmering desert lay beyond. There was a rumble of thunder and eddies of sand began swirling across the desert floor as a storm began to form.

“Durham figured I might be of use,” Gryngo said. “Weather’s taking a turn, eh?”

“Do you have your supplies with you?” Mungo asked.

Gryngo’s grin got bigger as he gave a slow, predatory nod.

“Then Durham was right,” Mungo said. He took a look around the chamber they were in. They were in a space just above the knee joint, the room tilting back and forth with the rhythm of the machine’s gait. The air was full of the sound of clanking metal, clicking chains and hissing steam. The sweet smell of oils and lubricants was thick enough that Mungo was worried he’d get lightheaded. Maybe a daredevil climb up the exterior? An action packed internal ascent full of close-quarters fighting with the crew? He took a deep breath. They weren’t a pair of spies. His thoughts reordered in his head. Thud had been right. Who better to stop this thing than an engineer? Durham had been right as well. What better assistant than a demolitionist?

He lowered his goggles and rotated the dials to bring down the dark lenses. “Here’s the plan,” he said. He could hear the music begin to play in his head.

 

***

 

Ruby was almost getting used to the explosion of sound when the djinn arrived. The preceding whistle of wind gave her just enough time to cover her ears and close her eyes. She opened them a second later and set about straightening the scrolls that had gotten blown around.

“My apologies once again for interrupting, wise one.”

“Not at all,” Ruby said. “I was just writing out some of my initial observations after meeting your master.”

The djinn gave a polite bow of acknowledgment. “I am here to inform you that the lamp will be moving soon. You should feel no disruption in here but the noise and changing light from outside may disturb your concentration.”

“I’m sure I’ll manage. You wouldn’t believe some of the conditions I’ve worked under.”

“It is my impression that your services will be called upon once we arrive at our destination. I anticipate the journey will take an hour. Is there anything I may provide for you while you wait?”

“There is, actually,” Ruby said. She set her quill down and looked up as if this were an idea that had just occurred to her rather than one that she’d spent an hour concocting. “I would like a nice seafood dinner. Steamed clams, some shrimp, a nice fish, fresh octopus—make it a grand feast. I’ve not had good seafood in so long.”

“It shall be my pleasure,” Zabawa said. “Perhaps I will even be able to join you later.”

 

***

 

Thud had elected to start with a rapid tactical advance in the opposite direction from the enemy. He had a clear notion that any hallway without a mummy lord was automatically better than one with. The dozen dwarves gave them the numbers advantage but he didn’t feel that the walkway around a pit full of snakes and scorpions was going to be the best place to tangle with a mummy lord. They followed the hall up a flight of stairs. Back to the dungeon level, by Thud’s internal reckoning. 

The gnome appeared at the top of the stairs as they reached the halfway point. Givup Notachance. Thud’s inclination was to stop and assess but she was gesturing rapidly for them to get a move on and there was the matter of the mummy lord somewhere just behind them. Thud kept his legs moving.

“This way,” Givup said. “Through there!” She pointed at a door just past where she waited. It was hanging open, only darkness beyond it. Thud stopped next to her. He had to make sure his whole team made it up the stairs and it gave him time to both ask questions and catch his breath, possibly not in that order.

“Out with it lass,” he said. “What’s yer role in this? You’re on a different side every time I see ya.”

“Undercover Gnome Intelligence. I was SUPPOSED to be your inside contact. Still doing my best given the circumstances. Now get through that door!”

Thud took another glance behind. The stairs were empty of dwarves but full when it came to mummy lords. It was stomping its way up, step by step, the stones cracking beneath its feet.

Thud made for the door.

 

***

 

Mungo’s magnet-gloves made climbing up the back of the automaton’s leg an easy task. He’d made the gloves long ago but never found a use for them in climbing for lack of metal walls. Mostly he’d used them to find screws he’d dropped on the floor. The giant’s brass leg wasn’t much for magnets but the iron rivets holding it together were. His gloves hooked onto each one with a satisfying clink. If anything the magnets were too powerful. Mungo’s arms were growing tired from the combined effort of pulling himself up as well as the strength necessary to yank the magnet free each time he wanted to move a hand. He’d left Gryngo behind in the knee-joint and hoped that he was having an easier time moving around the giant’s interior.

The sandstorm whirled around him as he climbed, wind whipping at his clothes and trying to tug him loose. Below him he caught glimpses through the swirling eddies of dozens of figures traveling with the machine as it walked. Adventurers, riding and sprinting, moving in loose formation. Lightning flickered through the storm, the rumble of thunder almost lost in the sound of the wind. Another bolt, crashing into one of the lightning rods on the automaton, electrical sparks merrily hopping down the giant’s length from rivet to rivet. The insulation of Mungo’s gloves protected him though he was worried that the next bolt might find the metal of his goggles. 

Mungo’s objective was close, however, just above the top of the leg. The rear exhaust port. Because of course that’s where Frothnozzle had put the rear exhaust port. He hung beneath it with one hand clamped to a bolt, the other wielding his clockwork spindriver. Long experience had taught him to always wind it in advance. He wasn’t sure how he would have managed the crank one-handed. The spindriver hummed happily as it made short work of the screws. The automaton was taking a long swinging step forward and Mungo’s legs dangled free as he worked. He was glad to not have to worry about dropped screws.

Two automaton strides later and he was in. He bypassed a mesh screen with his wirecutters then used pliers to spin open an air intake vent from the inside. He pulled himself through and dropped to the floor silently, more due to lack of weight than skill at landing.

Not that anyone could have heard anyway. The core mechanisms were just above and it was loud enough that the two crew-members in front of him were wearing muffs over their ears. The interior of the posterior looked to be the practical end of the engine room. The base of the boiler was just in front. One of the crew was shoveling coal into the fire, the other looking up at the machinery above and making adjustments to knobbed levers on the wall. Rows of rods crackled overhead as electricity popped and snapped along their lengths. There was a ladder leading up past the works but no way to climb it without being seen.

He fished around in his pack, his collective minds already calculating trajectories. He kept the slingshot in a holster inside the back of his pack to give it extra stability. He found a ball-bearing to go with it, took careful aim, made a few more calculations based on the current angle and motion of the giant’s swinging leg and let loose.

The pings of the ball-bearing ricocheting around the walls was just audible over the machinery above. Mungo had added a few extra ricochets in to make the math more interesting. He followed it immediately with a second missile as its flight required at least one impact off of the other ball-bearing in order to find its mark. The pings switched to a clank and then a clunk as the bearings met each other and ricocheted their way into the back of each of the crew member’s heads. The one shoveling took a surprised step forward before dropping. The one at the levers dropped straightaway but readjusted several levers on his way down. There were angry hisses of steam from above and machinery sounding like it was now doing its work faster than it had ever been intended to. 

Mungo was certain that a few more lever yanks could cause the thing to fall apart but none of the levers were labeled and he might just as easily fix it. He didn’t want to take whatever minute or two it would require to sort out their function. If there were other crew around they would be arriving shortly to see what was wrong. If there weren’t, then perhaps whatever was happening now would lead to a lucky mechanical failure in the future or a place to fall back to and wreak havoc if other avenues failed. Mungo liked expanding his possible win scenarios.

He hurried up the ladder. The hurrying part of the climb lasted for two rungs before his arms insisted he take it slow. He left the gloves off so he wouldn’t be stuck to the ladder. Now that he was above the waist the rolling motion of the giant’s movement was much more bearable. Any more time on the swinging leg and he’d have been sick.

He paused partway up the ladder, his brain making the excuse to itself that he was examining the machinery rather than resting his arms. He followed the gears around with his eyes, frowned at the boiler placement, hmmmed at the pistons and the electrical conduits. He spent a moment considering it all, tested his arms and then decided to spend another moment considering before continuing up the ladder.

The ladder ended at another hatch. He had no choice but to open it blindly and hope that he wasn’t climbing straight into a trap. He pushed it up enough to clamber over the rim and out onto the carpeted floor above.

Carpet? It was thick and luxurious beneath his fingers. He wanted to lay down on it and press his arms into it to make them feel better. He glanced around. A sitting room in the chest cavity. Apparently Frothnozzle wanted to be able to traverse in style if he wasn’t at the helm. There was a small couch and footstool and a little table with inset rings to keep mugs from sliding. The walls were paneled in wood and decorated with a few framed watercolors of rivers and rustic mills.

Also in the room was the assassin. He was sitting on the couch, feet on the stool, mug on the table, eyes on the watercolors. He also had two hands which was one more than he’d had the last time Mungo had seen him. 

“Alive and two-handed?” Mungo asked. He was suspicious that he was being fooled by a disguise. He’d learned he had a weakness in that regard.

The assassin’s gaze shifted to him for a moment then back to the watercolors. “Yes,” he said. “The hook-hand was an interesting look for a day or two but two hands really is more convenient.”

“You’re one of the ifreet,” Mungo said, remembering the hand dissolving away into sand. “A desert sand-demon.”

“Plenty of sand around for making new hands,” the demon said, waving his new hand toward the window. The storm outside was a swirling brown wall, the roar of its howl muted by the window but not silenced. “Or new bodies. Destroy our form and we can make it anew. There’s no winning. Ifreet don’t die.” He stood and slipped a foot and a half long dagger out from his waistband. “Gnomes, on the other hand…” He flexed his new hand again.

“You can still be cut to pieces,” Mungo said. It wasn’t much of a retort and made even less so by the fact that only one of the two of them was carrying an obvious cutting-to-pieces tool.

The ifreet’s face formed a grin. “Let’s see who can cut the most pieces.”

Mungo’s thoughts popped up a memory of what Thud had said as he’d kicked this same ifreet off the side of a ship. Delivering one-liners when it should have been stabbing things. Demons always had a weakness. It was part of their nature. Usually they’d chewed your face off before you got around to finding out what it was.

Mungo pulled the degnominator from his belt. “Don’t take another step,” he said. He didn’t know how threatening the grapple-gun looked but his current list of options both began and ended with it.

“Or you’re going to climb me?”

His hypothesis was holding true. The demon needed to have the last word. It had a compulsion for it.

The ifreet took another step forward.

Mungo fired the grapple. The shot passed under the demon’s arm and hit the window with a shatter. Broken shards of glass spun and whipped away in the storm. Mungo hoped an ifreet adventurer or two got to be on the receiving end of one of those when they landed.

The assassin looked at the taut grapple-wire leading out the window and snickered. “One shot at close range and you managed to miss. You really are as bad as Frothnozzle said.” It took another step forward and raised the blade.

Mungo did the math.

He raised his hand to a precise position and released the grapple gun at a precise moment. It snapped out of his hand, the reel pulling it. The handle caught neatly around the tip of the assassin’s blade. And stopped with a click.

The assassin laughed. “Did you think your toy would disarm me? Did you think disarming me would make me less danger…”

That was as far as he got.

Light flared through the room, searing in intensity. A direct hit on the lightning rod that Mungo had fired the grapple at. The bolt sizzled along the wire, arcing and popping its way through the blade. The ifreet twisted and spasmed, blue sparks flickering over its surface, crackling and jolting across the spikes and studs on his leather.

The lightning dissipated quickly. Mungo picked himself up from the floor and brushed ashes off of his goggle lenses. His eyes had been protected by the goggles but his ears were ringing loudly enough to almost drown out the thunder rumbling through the sky around them and the wind howling through the broken chest-window. Outside the storm eddied and snarled, allowing only glimpses of the vast desert landscape stretching before them.

What was left of the assassin still stood in the center of the room, hand extended. The knife blade was twisted and black. The rest of him had been seared into a giant lump of glass. Mungo stepped forward and gave him a tap. There was a clink noise. Something swirled deep within the statue’s murky depths.

“Still in there, are you?” Mungo asked. “Good luck with reforming.”

He looked up at the hatch in the top of the room. It could only lead into the automaton’s neck and, subsequently, the head. It was time to face Frothnozzle.

 

***

 

Thud stepped through the doorway into a dimly lit chamber with thousands of dwarves. The mirror maze. Givup didn’t follow him through. Instead she stopped and closed the door behind him, the mirrored back becoming another reflection. The light in the room came from a pixie lamp that Ginny had lit and was holding over her head. It was bright enough to bring out a cascading series of reflections of the dwarves clumped together in the middle of the room.

It was also bright enough to show one of the mirrors still had a blanket draped across the front. Not the blanket they’d left, however. They weren’t the only dungeon team to have used that trick.

“I’m hoping at least some of you have the same type of idea in your head for a plan as I do,” Thud yelled. “Because we don’t have time to go over it. Get to cover!”

There was a brief swirl of motion as the dwarves broke into groups heading different directions, adjusting as necessary when discovering they were following a reflection. Once they formed up Ginny extinguished the lamp and the maze returned to darkness.

 

***

 

Cornelius Frothnozzle sat in The Chair. That was how he thought of it at least. ‘The Chair.’ A title for a position of power. Because, honestly, he who sat in The Chair controlled the automaton and, as he was about to demonstrate to the Knearaohs, he who controlled the automaton controlled the kingdom. The control panel in front of him was a work of beauty. Polished wood and gleaming brass, studded with buttons and levers and neat little rows of dials and gages.

The two big levers in the middle were pushed forward all the way. The brass giant was striding forward at full speed. Visibility was low due to the sandstorm but that was fine. He’d let Knearaoh Khomen believe that the lightning powered the machine which wasn’t precisely true but as long as the Knearaoh felt like he controlled the ‘off’ button he’d let Frothnozzle do whatever he wanted when it came to the giant’s actual design. In the meantime, the storm made for excellent camouflage. When an approaching sandstorm was spotted people took cover rather than marshaling the troops and firing on it. By the time they realized an attack was occurring it would be far too late.

And after this attack? He’d be the only one in the land with three djinn under his control. Three djinn and a brass giant were more than enough to become the dominant force in the kingdom. He didn’t have any illusions that ruling Karsin would make him a god-king but he figured that didn’t matter. Who needed to be a god when the gods took orders from you?

He heard the hatch behind him open and gave a quick glance back to see the ifreet assassin pop his head up through the floor. Frothnozzle turned back to frown out the cockpit window, pushing a few irrelevant buttons and adjusting a knob that didn’t need adjusting to make his importance clear to the demon. Frothnozzle wasn’t a fan of working with demons and was looking forward to having the thing off of his robot.

“I told you to wait below,” he said in his frostiest voice.

“There’s a problem,” the assassin said, climbing the rest of the way through the hatch.

“Your purpose for remaining below was to be a solution to problems. Out with it.”

“The gnome.”

“Notachance?”

“No, the other one.”

Frothnozzle searched his memory. “You can’t mean Mungo, can you? We left him far behind. He was irrelevant then and even more so now.”

“He’s broken the window in the front of the chest.”

“He’s here? Impossible! You got rid of him, of course, or you wouldn’t be here, correct?”

The assassin stood next to him, arms crossed, looking out the pilot eye. He seemed short next to Frothnozzle’s command chair. The Chair made all others less significant. “I knocked him through the window but there’s always the chance that he’s clinging on outside somewhere. Seems the sort of thing that bunch likes to do.”

“No matter,” Frothnozzle said but there was a hitch in his voice. “The storm will clear him off soon enough. More likely is that he’s laying face-down in the sand somewhere behind us.”

Lightning crackled outside, illuminating the cockpit in flashes of blue as it was filtered through the eye-windows.

The assassin reached up and whipped off his shroud.

“Ha!” he said. “It is I, Mungo!”

“Of course it is,” Frothnozzle said. “Only you would be stupid enough to pull off your disguise before taking advantage of it.”

“No,” Mungo said. “I’ve already taken advantage of it. I just wanted to make sure you knew it was me.” He pointed an accusatory finger. “You’re a fraud.”

Frothnozzle puffed up a little, eyebrows coming together like head-butting caterpillars. “How dare you?”

“I’ve seen the inside of your so-called automaton.” Mungo’s voice dripped with contempt and his mouth twisted into a sneer. The width of gnome mouths made a full sneer an event that could only be missed if you were standing directly behind them. “It’s almost entirely for show. Your lightning rods just conduct the energy around and discharge it. The only purpose your boiler tanks have is to send gouts of steam out to make it look like it’s working. You’re using the djinn to power this thing. You didn’t make an automaton, you made a suit of djinn armor. You’ve broken the oldest gnome law. You mixed magic and science.”

“Yes!” Frothnozzle said. “I did exactly that and look at the power it’s given me. You are looking upon the world’s first technomage! Call it a djinnimaton if it suits you. The djinn lies at its heart and wields its power. A djinn under my command!”

“More like a djinnimatonic,” Mungo sneered. “You cheated! You didn’t achieve any great work. Magic powered trinkets are nothing new. The word you’re looking for is enchanter.” The last word flopped out of his mouth like a dying fish. “Add a cup of water to a barrel of goblin sweat and you get a barrel of goblin sweat. Add a cup of goblin sweat to a barrel of water and you’re also left with a barrel of goblin sweat. Once you add magic to anything you’re left with magic. Untestable. Unpredictable. Unreliable.”

“And currently conquering a kingdom. Your adherence to scientific laws is quaint and obsolete.”

“Unpredictability should come from usage rather than origin,” Mungo said.

With that he pulled the lever alongside the base of Frothnozzle’s chair.

If there was any one thing that was a given when it came to gnomish engineering it was that there was always, ALWAYS, an ejector seat. Frothnozzle had just enough time to squeak as the top of the giant’s head released and was torn away by the wind and then, with a loud SPROING, the Chair made a rapid exit into the sky carrying Frothnozzle with it.

“Pull the lever,” Mungo said. “And up goes the chair. Predictable. Reliable.”

 

***

 

The mummy lord stepped through the door and into the darkness. It gave a low, evil chuckle then choked out something mocking in a guttural language that sounded as dusty and ancient as the mummy’s voice. It stomped its way forward and the door swung shut behind it.

A light flared in the room and a thousand mummies appeared surrounding him. The mummy lord’s head jerked back in a gawk of surprise while the rest of it continued a step forward before stopping so as to not leave the head behind. One of the reflections stepped forward, moving from phantasm into a form that cast reflections of its own.

Mummy lord versus itself. Thud was positive he didn’t want to be anywhere near whatever was going to happen next. He ducked back behind his wall and made for the exit. He didn’t figure the dueling mirror would keep the mummy lord occupied for long but it might bank them just enough time to matter down the line.

 

***

 

 Mungo examined the control panel. Was it just for show as well? He reached up and pulled back on the two levers in the console’s center. The automaton slowed and came to a stop. He pushed forward on the left lever and the brass giant turned to the right, shuffling its clanking feet. So, a controllable djinn giant. He could understand the appeal. A djinn-powered automaton was great right up until it wasn’t. He’d heard stories of the squirrely ways that djinns would employ to twist their orders. Ask for a sandwich and the djinn might make a sandwich for you or it might go murder someone with a sandwich and bring you theirs. He hadn’t seen a djinn lamp anywhere on his climb to the cockpit but it had to be within the giant somewhere. Maybe hidden in a foot? Maybe Gryngo would find it but that wasn’t an event he could rely on.

The dials along the left side of the panel looked they were were measuring the boiler system. They were indicating that the boiler was rapidly losing steam, likely, Mungo surmised, due to the fact that the coal-shovelers were both unconscious. Not a major concern, he felt, since the boiler was nothing more than an elaborate special-effect. A way to use science to make something else look like science.

There were two joysticks on the lower part of the console with a bank of buttons next to each. Mungo wiggled one. He heard a grinding of sandy gears as one of the automaton’s arms wriggled in response. He pushed forward and watched the left arm raise to point straight ahead. He pressed one of the buttons next to it and gave a happy squeak as a huge gout of flame erupted from the fist. Well, at least some of the science was functional. Unless Frothnozzle had cheated there as well and was just having the djinn shoot fire. He pressed another button and watched as a salvo of spinning blades fired from the forearm. He rubbed his hands together and cackled. He pulled levers until they were facing back the way they’d come. He didn’t know for sure how the fight at the Mazerynth was going but he was willing to wager that a giant robot would definitely give a tilt on the odds. He pressed both levers forward and the brass giant began stomping its way back to Khomen-Te.

Chapter Fifteen

 

“Haven’t seen anything like this since the blood-cave goblin wars,” Gong said. He was crouched next to Thud, peering out from behind the wagon they’d taken cover behind. On the other side of the wagon, Khomen-Te was burning.

It had started as a good idea, as such things often did. They’d retreated from the Mazerynth mirror-maze and up onto the pyramid’s base floor, straight into hundreds of ifreet adventurers. There followed a new escape plan being made via Dadger yelling, “THIS WAY!”, taking them out through the giant door the automaton had left through. Rasp had made a heroic drop down to land on the camel-driver and put a stop to the winches that would have pulled the door closed. His impact with the driver’s head had been more significant than Mungo’s had been.

A pyramid full of ifreet mimics at the heart of a city full of adventurers and they’d jammed open the gate that separated the two. There were few things adventurers hated more than mimics. An enemy with a power level that copied their own rather than the easy pickings they tended to prefer. Yelling “Mimics!” while fighting one had been enough to get things started. The ifreet were charging after them out of the Mazerynth, their blue shoes making them easy to separate from the real adventurers. A passing group of barbarians joined the fray with enthusiasm, chopping their way through an ifreet mimicking an adventurer who’d dressed in robes and carried a stick. The flying pieces burst into sprays of goo and sand and that was enough to convince the onlookers in the dungeon queue. The line broke ranks and the weapons began to swing as the adventurers rushed to meet the enemy.

The sides seemed even but the ifreet had the advantage of being a cohesive army with units and commanders. Their initial advance had little order to it but now they were grouping into squads, guarding each other’s flanks, unifying their front. The adventurers, on the other hand, ran about in small groups doing whatever they felt like. Some were making forays against the ifreet, testing how effective their defense was. Others were fighting amongst themselves, perhaps deciding that anyone not in their own group was suspect. Still others were simply taking the opportunity to loot all of the shops and murder the shopkeepers.

The dwarves had taken cover in one of the loot markets, using the wares to form a defensive perimeter. Thud figured that piles of armor and weapons improved the barrier power of an overturned table or wagon. It was at least enough to provide a safe minute or two to determine what came next.

The mummy lord emerged from the gate of the Mazerynth. The ifreet divided in front of it like parting water, clearing its way. It stood there a moment, bandaged head lowered, fists clenched at its sides as if waiting for everyone to notice it. Then it threw its head back and spread its arms wide and a tide of scarab beetles boiled out of the sands in front of it, sweeping into the city like a devouring blanket. Clouds of locusts began forming around it.

“That’s gonna be a problem,” Cardamon said from the other side of Thud.

“So glad I hired a troublespotter,” Thud muttered. “You saw them dungeon instructions. How are you supposed to take the mummy lord down?”

“S’posed to find a scepter at the heart of that mirror maze. It’s his canopic thingamajig. His heart’s in the top of it. Break the end of the scepter and you can destroy the heart and kill the mummy.”

“There has to be a better option than trying to run back in there to the mirror maze, navigate it…”

“No need,” Gong said. “I can see at least three of those scepters scattered in the rest of the junk here.”

“Likely all fakes,” Cardamon said. “They don’t want you to actually kill the mummy when you’re in the dungeon. All part of the act.”

“There are multiple dungeons down there,” Thud said. “They can’t have had a mummy lord for each one.”

“Mimics, most of them,” Cardamon said. “But they would have needed one to copy and I think we’re looking at it.”

“Thought they destroyed what they copied,” Thud said. He poked his head back over the top of the wagon. The mummy lord was sending whirlwinds of sand spinning along the streets. Lightning crackled around it, arcing from tornado to tornado. Thud dropped his head back down.

“I ain’t an expert on ifreets or mummy lords,” he said. “But that one seems on a scale higher than I’d have placed ‘em.”

Gong elbowed him and pointed toward the river. “That’s because it’s not a mummy lord.”

Thud looked where he was pointing. The palace barge occupied the center of the river. It was as beautiful by day as it was by night, all gleaming wood and glittering gold garbed in greenery. Knearaoh Khomen stood on the dais before his throne. He was wreathed in incense, piles of flowers and fruit around his feet. He was holding a lamp in his hands, his gaze intent upon the mummy lord.

“It’s a djinn,” Gong said.

“All things bein’ considered,” Thud said. “I think I’d rather tangle with rabbit-head than either a djinn or a mummy lord.”

Gong frowned. “Ain’t he a god? That could turn out to be a terrible plan.”

“Maybe,” Thud said with a shrug. “But I know we ain’t a match for a djinn mummy. I’ll take my chances on the guy with the rabbit-head.”

“You missed a chance at a terrible pun there.”

“Aye. Couldn’t figure how to work it in proper.”

Gong popped up for a quick look at the battlefield. “Could do with a distraction of some sort. Near all of us are here, though, so not sure how to manage it. If we run for it while that thing is looking our way we’re going to get blasted with sand or bugs or something.”

Lightning sizzled overhead and one of the awnings over the market caught fire.

“Not sure we got time to wait either,” Thud said.

 

***

 

Mungo could see the Mazerynth ahead and the city of Khomen-Te spread out behind it. It was a relief. The giant’s head bobbed as it walked and Mungo was feeling rather queasy. He cracked his knuckles and licked his lips then reached for the joysticks.

Frothnozzle slammed into him from behind. Mungo fell against the controls and the room lurched as the giant turned, sending them both tumbling against the wall.

“Thought you’d be rid of me that easily?” Frothnozzle sneered. He rolled away from Mungo and came up on his feet. “I fell straight into that broken chest window and landed on the chair.” He banged on the console with his fist and a panel popped open. He reached in and produced a loaded crossbow then turned to point it at Mungo. “Now you’re on my…hey, wait!” he yelled as he noticed Mungo clambering up through the ejector-seat hole in the top of the head.

The top of the giant was not much of an improvement. The storm raged, sand stinging his skin like flame and the wind tugging viciously at his grip. That and the head was still bobbing back and forth. Maybe he could vomit at Frothnozzle when he came up? If it accomplished anything at all it would likely be a mere second or two of messy distraction.

His nemesis did not appear through the hole.

Or, Mungo thought, Frothnozzle could go for option B and just leave him stranded. The wind seemed to tear at him with a new ferocity. His goggles kept his eyes clear but there was nothing to see that wasn’t a swirl of brown.

Frothnozzle had gotten back in through the hole in the giant’s chest. It was a possibility more likely to succeed than trying to hang on up here.

He tried to do the math. If he dropped and the wind carried him as he fell, timed with the giant’s forward momentum then he’d need to fire the grapple precisely at…

The wind tore his grip loose and Mungo went spinning into the storm.

He fired the grapple through the twisting eddies of sand.

His calculations had been accurate and it would have worked out wonderfully save for an unforeseen variable. The giant’s arm swung between Mungo and his target. His grapple line caught around its wrist and Mungo was yanked along after it, momentum swinging him out in front of the great brass fist. He reached the end of his tether and made an ‘Ooog’ noise as he folded in half over the belt securing him to the line. At least he didn’t have to vomit anymore. The arm began to swing back, Mungo hanging from the wrist like a charm bracelet. He began struggling up the grapple-line. He managed to reach the wrist and climb on as it reached the end of its backswing. He looped the line around the thing’s thumb to secure his position then turned to assess his options. A sad little sound escaped his throat. He was sitting directly in front of the flamethrower barrel on the djinnimaton’s arm. If Frothnozzle spotted him or anything else that he felt worth flaming then Mungo’s seconds were numbered.

 

***

 

Knearaoh Khomen’s nose twitched as he watched the battle. The djinn-mummy was dominating its immediate area but it was only a singular figure in a battle that now raged across the entire monument district. It was time to put his beliefs to the test. It was time for the ifreet to show the so-called adventurers what the heroes of old had been capable of.

He closed his eyes and let his mind expand across his city and its wonders. He could feel the warm glow of the ambient magic in the air and the land, the sparks flowing up from all that lived and worshiped within his realm. The temples with their altars that accumulated and stored, the shrines, shimmering with power, the sacrifices and burnt offerings. He pulled it all to him, the magical equivalent of a raging sandstorm, streaming across the land and into him, focusing. It felt like a white-hot maelstrom churning in his body, threatening to vaporize him the moment he lost control. And then he sent it out, sweeping through the city and into his army of ifreet, soaking the streets in a concentrated, churning surf of magic, the like of which hadn't been seen in centuries.

His beliefs were true.

But the ifreet were not the only ones affected.

All across the battle things changed. Spells that had created flashes of flame now produced roaring balls of fire that exploded when they hit, sending out shrapnel clouds of bouncing sparks. Weapons flared with fire and lightning, staves gave off paralyzing waves of cold. Hammer blows that struck the ground sent rippling waves of shock before them, knocking people from their feet, shattering furniture and market-stalls.

Khomen watched aghast as one of his favorite temples began collapsing amid huge pulsing spheres of colored lights that sent arcs of lightning crackling through anyone caught within them. A swirl of combatants nearby dissolved into a cloud of butterflies that all began flapping their wings mightily to get clear. The chaos storm had come and he had brought it.

But what was the loss of his city against the power of three djinn lamps?

Nothing.

The djinn could replace the city and serve him up a feast and a party at the same time.

He was going to win and there was nothing left to go wrong.

 

***

 

In a swirl of sand and wind the brass giant stepped into view from behind the pyramid, followed moments later by a stream of ifreet adventurers charging their way into battle.

“Like they needed reinforcements,” Thud grumbled. He was crouched next to Gong and Keezix, hiding in a copse of papyrus reeds at the edge of the river. The hull of the palace barge was a dozen yards away, the Knearaoh standing at the bow, arms folded, watching the battle. He looked confused by the giant returning to the city. He held his hand up and the storm around the giant ceased its roar, the sand dropping in tattered ribbons across the ifreet below. A few last crackles of electricity arced across the giant’s surface, loud in the sudden silence of the wind’s absence.

The giant kept striding forward.

“Either that storm wasn’t actually powering the thing or there’s something else going on,” Keezix said. “Some kinda batteries, maybe?”

The Knearaoh looked even more confused.

“Think he might be havin’ the same questions,” Thud said. “Start swimmin’. We ain’t going to get a better distraction than a rogue giant and a magic fireworks show blastin’ the city apart.” Gong nodded and splashed into the water, working the pump to inflate his armor’s flotation bladders. Keezix followed after him, holding her hammer over her head to keep it dry.

Beams of light streamed from the giant’s eyes, carving a path of destruction through the adventurers and the ifreet. It stomped its massive feet onto scurrying figures below. The ifreet that had accompanied it scattered to get clear. The giant was not discriminating when it came to target choices. The automaton raised its arm so that its fist pointed menacingly in front of it. A voice boomed from it.

“HAHA! MEET YOUR NEW MASTER! AHAHAHAHAHA!” A massive gout of flame shot from the right arm, sweeping across the ground before it, billows of fire leaping up in response as it ignited anything and anyone flammable. It completed its sweep and lowered the arm, the left arm coming up to replace it.

“FLEE BEFORE ME, ANTS! AHAHAHAHAHA…AHHHHHHH!”

This last scream came as several hundred different spells all arrived at once.

The giant was replaced by a towering column of magic, swirls of lightning, crackling fireballs, flashing auras of colors outside the normal spectrum that left a kaleidescope of afterimages. Everything with fifty yards of it was blasted clear, walls and pillars tumbling, magical shields flickering around tumbling adventurers.

“And you thought the giant was the best distraction we’d get,” Gong said as they reached the side of the ship. Thud grabbed onto a hanging curtain of beads that, in his mind at least, was just an artistic knotted-rope. As soon as he started up he saw Givup Notachance looking down.

“Took you long enough,” she hissed.

 

***

The giant stepped out of the maelstrom of magic.

Mungo was delighted at having not been vaporized. He’d had to drop the emergency blast-shields on his goggles to block out the light-show but the defenses that the djinn had thrown up were more than a match for the spells hammering against its protective magic. It was almost certainly drawing on whatever was fueling the magic in the fight below. That was no guarantee, however, that the djinn’s shield was going to hold up against another blast like that. Or that it was even damaged by it. It was possible that the giant was impervious as long as it had a djinn inside of it. At least impervious to attacks from more than ten feet out, as Mungo had just witnessed.

It raised its arms to fire its flamethrowers again.

“PUNY FOOLS!” Frothnozzle’s voice boomed out. The flamethrowers fired. “AAAAAAH!” the voice yelled as one of the flamethrowers fired straight back into the giant’s face.

Mungo grinned. Attacks from within that ten foot barrier? Not so impervious. Reorienting the barrel of the flamethrower had just taken a minute of work with the spindriver.

He fired the grappling hook from his perch on the giant’s shoulder and let it pull him back on top of the head where he almost smoothly slid across the slick brass and almost gracefully tumbled headfirst into the cockpit. The interior was hazy and blackened with singe. Frothnozzle lay in a tangle of machinery and tendrils of smoke, hands batting at the last few tufts of flame on his clothes.

Mungo scrambled to his feet and yanked the joysticks on the console, turning the giant, aiming it toward the gaping doorway in the side of the Mazerynth. It was time to return the thing to its home.

“What do you hope to accomplish?” Frothnozzle’s voice was twisted with contempt. “Once we’re inside there will be a swarm of my ifreet waiting to take care of you, free me and fix the automaton. You’ve accomplished nothing.”

“I believe you’ll find,” Mungo said as he strapped himself into the copilot chair, “That I’ve activated the self-destruct system.”

“Ha!” Frothnozzle’s laugh was full of contempt. “I didn’t include a self-destruct system, you fool.”

“An egregious design failure on your part,” Mungo said. “One which I’ve taken steps to rectify. During the entirety of our conflict my associate Gryngo has been down below installing one for you.” Mungo didn’t have a hat to tip so he settled for saluting instead. “I bid you good day.” And with that he pulled the eject lever on the copilot chair and went soaring into the sky above.

Below him the automaton completed its last few steps into the pyramid, paused for dramatic effect then began to explode.

The key when you were carrying limited explosives, as Gryngo had once explained to him, was to attach them to other things that were explosive. The explosions rippled across the automaton’s surface like a string of firecrackers, blossoms of fire that bloomed into balls of flame as volatile bits of the giant began to join in the festivities. There was a final skull-splitting crack of noise as the entire thing burst apart into a miniature sun. The Mazerynth around it was twisted away in the blast, the sides of the pyramid blowing out in clouds of wooden debris. The skeletal remnants tumbled inward with a chorus of snapping, cracking wood and thundering stone, sinking down into itself, clouds of dust billowing out as the supports gave away and the entire structure fell through into the dungeons below, adding them to the destruction as the quarry pit swallowed it all.

Mungo sat high in the sky in a comfortable chair, parachute drifting him slowly along in a pleasant breeze as he watched the Mazerynth disintegrate. The satisfaction he felt at having blown Frothnozzle up was nearly overwhelming. They would have to dig through the remains of the Mazerynth to find the djinn lamp but that was the sort of thing one got to pass off to the acquisitions team. He sank back in his chair with a happy sigh, just in time to narrowly miss being incinerated by a blast of searing light from beneath him. He squeaked and looked down. Adventurers and ifreet-adventurers were still locked in a raging battle through the streets and amidst it all stood the mummy lord, glaring up at him. It sent another blast toward him and Mungo looked up sadly at the smoldering hole now located in the middle of his parachute. On the plus side, he thought as he plummeted, falling targets were harder to hit.

 

***

 

Ruby was astonished that her plan was working. But, as Thud had once told her, you never really knew what was going to work until you gave it a try.

The seafood dinner she’d requested from the djinn after her visit to his master had been a ruse to acquire an octopus. Fortunately the djinn had delivered in style, having returned with a seafood feast fit for a King’s hall, spread across a great round table. And at the center of it all had been an octopus the size of a donkey.

She still hadn’t been sure that her plan would work but asking the djinn for a rope and a grappling hook had seemed too obvious. Now she was partway up the spout of the lamp, one hand firmly gripping the end of the octopus tentacle that she’d slapped against it to suction it to the side. She swung the tentacle in her other hand and it gripped on with a wet slap, allowing her to pull herself another foot up. 

There had been quite a lot of noise from outside. Thunder and wind, mostly. The weather outside was terrible, wherever it was they were. The shattering glass later on had been a mystery and the explosions and flashes of light in the last few minutes had made her feel that the journey they were on was not going quite as planned. She tugged the first tentacle free, which required a lot of little tugs rather than one big one, separating each row of sucker cups one by one rather than than straining against them all at once. As soon as it was free she swung it to pull herself up another foot. Her arms were aching but the end of the spout was now mere feet above her.

More explosions, a series of them this time like firecrackers, each growing louder until reaching a finale of thumping roars. There was a whoosh sound in her ear and her hair whipped around her face as something moved past her down the lamp spout at high speed. The djinn reappeared in the center of the room. He looked slightly singed. He spent a moment studying Ruby, frozen halfway up the lamp-spout with her octopus tentacle climbing gear. 

“Are you alright?” she asked, choosing not to mention that he’d caught her ped-handed.

“Quite,” the djinn said, all four hands brushing at smears of soot. “A minor setback. The pyramid is currently exploding around us. You’ll be safe in here. Now, forgive me, but I am compelled to return to the battle.” It cocked its head as it studied her. “Do be careful,” it said. “I would not wish for you to fall and injure yourself.” A dozen pillows came squirming across the floor to pile up beneath her. The djinn’s face brightened. “There,” it said. There was another whoosh as it disappeared back up the spout.

Well, that had gone well. Ruby puffed to blow her hair out of her face, then swung the tentacle. It suckered on, the tip just below the mouth of the spout. She wasn’t sure what exactly was going to happen next. She pulled herself up. She reached an arm out the mouth, half expecting it to be blasted away by either the City of Brass or the exploding pyramid. When that didn’t happen she crooked her elbow around, letting her hand slap against the outside of the lamp spout.

She gave it a rub.

 

***

 

The djinn rose from the smoking rubble of the pyramid, twice as tall as the brass giant had been, its four arms stretching wide to encompass the sky as it roared at the heavens. Knearaoh Khomen hopped with glee. Betrayal had been turned into resounding victory. The time for subterfuge was past. Two djinn at his command was enough to continue. Nothing would stop him from seizing control of the kingdom and grinding the other Knearaohs into dust beneath his paws…

He paused his daydream. The massive djinn was hanging over the pyramid like a big, stupid cloud, watching the fight. If Frothnozzle had been killed in the blast then the djinn should have either returned to its lamp or continued helplessly carrying out Frothnozzle’s final instructions. Had the gnome survived the blast? Or had his last command been something as useless as telling the djinn to watch the battle? No matter. There was still one active djinn on the field and its lamp was in his hands. The ifreet were tireless. If their form was destroyed they would simply reform. Victory over the ragtag adventurers fighting against them was inevitable.

The djinn of the Mazerynth held out its hand, voices booming from its mouths, roaring commands in a language that sounded like stomach trouble. Khomen watched aghast as the ifreet began to collapse in the streets, armor and weapons dropping, bodies dissolving away into sand. What was this? He squinted his beady red eyes at the djinn. There. The tiny shape of a woman dressed in red, scribe cassock flapping as she rode high atop the djinn’s head, clutching his topknot with one hand and a glittering lamp in the other.

He snapped out new orders and watched the mummy lord disintegrate into fragments of cloth as the djinn that had been impersonating it grew in size to match its opponent. A djinn versus djinn fight was not going to be healthy for whatever remained of his city but, assuming he won, he’d still have one djinn and an army of ifreet available to rebuild it. And why wouldn’t he win? Now it was a djinn and an old lady versus a djinn and a god. The fight would be short. He raised his hand, opened his mouth and screamed out a strangled squeak as the business end of a dwarven warhammer landed firmly between his ears. Stars swirled in his vision as he watched the lamp drop from his numb fingers and into the hands of a dwarf that had appeared from between his knees. The dwarf grinned up at him and tipped his top-hat.

Khomen began gathering his scattered thoughts. He was a god. Maybe a rather small one with the head of a rabbit but still a god. If these fools thought that the blow of a hammer was…

Gong’s massive body hit him from the side at full speed and the Knearaoh found himself airborne followed very quickly by finding himself waterborne.

 

***

 

Thud rubbed the lamp as soon as it landed in his hands.

“Stop!” he yelled, hoping that was how things worked. He rolled over and looked out across the smoking ruins of Khomen-Te. The djinn-no-longer-mummy was frozen in mid-air, one hand raised in front of it like a shield, the other cocked over its shoulder in a blow that would never finish. The djinn-no-longer-automaton was backing away from it, watching warily. And…was that Ruby standing on its head?

Dazed adventurers wandered the streets, some still fighting with each other having mixed up which side was which, others fighting the fires or tending to wounded. There were flashes and flickers of green light as healing spells came into play, working more effectively than they ever had before.

“Return to your lamp,” Thud said, giving it another rub. He didn’t know if he had to rub it each time he wanted it to do something but he figured it couldn’t hurt and best to be on the safe side. The towering djinn in front of them gave a simple nod then shrunk and flowed through the city streets, across the river and into the lamp in his hand as fast as if it had been slurped. The Mazerynth djinn flew toward them, also diminishing as it came. It plucked Ruby from its head and set her gently on the deck in front of it even as it finished shrinking down to a size more in line with their own. Though, Thud noted, it chose to stop while still three meters tall. It also had more eyes. mouths and arms than he approved of.

“How do we stand?” Ruby asked. She had the other djinn lamp in her hands.

“Dungeon destroyed, opposition vanquished and we got a pair o’ djinn lamps,” Thud said. “I saw Mungo splash down in the river somewhere up ahead so I’m pretty sure he’s in one piece. Sent Givup that way with one o’ them little fishing boats. Think it’s about time for me celebratory cigar.”

Ruby gave him a stern look. “We do NOT have two djinn lamps,” she said. “They’re slaves and we’re holding the shackles. These lamps are artifacts to be destroyed rather than captured.” 

“You know how much those things sell for?” Thud asked.

“Oh,” Ruby said, “you mean like how slaves are sold? Thaddeus Waterstone, you do not want a lecture from me on this.”

“No, no,” Thud said, “You’re right. Can’t blame a fella for having a djinn dream or two.” He gave a sad look at the lamp in his hands. “Is it permissible for me to give it a command or two before we release it?”

“Not unless those commands are absolute necessities. If you’re going to wish for a sack of gold then I’m going to punch you right off the side of this boat.”

“Just the necessaries. We have the not insignificant issue of there being a god in the river back there and I can’t imagine he’s happy with us. We may have deprived him of a pair of djinn but he’s still a god and I want to be well out of his deific jurisdiction before he whips up another one of them storms.”

Ruby’s lips were locked in a stern frown.

“Fine,” Thud said. He gave his lamp a rub. Smoke poured from it, whirling up and spreading into a mini-tornado of sand as the djinn formed before him. “I release ye,” Thud said. The lamp in his hands made a delicate little cracking noise then fell apart into more pieces than Thud felt could be reasonably reassembled. The djinn bowed its head to him silently even as it dissolved away in the breeze, no more than a stray puff of smoke. 

Ruby turned to the djinn looming over her and gave the lamp she was holding a rub. “I command you to be free. You and the ifreet may do as you wish, but, as a personal favor, if you could find it in you to help us get far away from here before we get blown up we’d be most appreciative.”

“We got a team still in the city as well,” Thud said. 

“And the wagons.” Gong said. “Don’t forget the wagons.”

Zabawa-ji nodded silently, the corners of his mouths twisting into a smile.

“It shall be my pleasure.”

 

***

 

It was the fastest the palace barge had ever moved or ever would move again. It skimmed along, just above the surface of the water, born on the shoulders of a thousand ifreet. Thud sat on the Knearaoh’s throne and puffed his cigar contentedly as he watched their wagons borne aloft by still more ifreet, bringing them in an airborne caravan to be deposited on the deck of the palace-ship. The shore alongside them moved past at a pace as fast as a galloping horse on top of another galloping horse, as the saying went. Adages were often unencumbered by physics, he’d noticed.

Support team was at the bow, wielding gaff hooks. There was a shout as they fished the tips in the water below, catching onto something. Ropes from the winch were dropped and after a minute of cranking a small boat was raised to the deck. Mungo and Givup Notachance were sitting in it, looking only slightly the worse for wear. They looked to have been playing gin-rummy.

“Those djinn lamps would have fetched a dear price,” Nibbly said from next to him. “But I’m assuaging my woes by calculating what this ship is going to sell for.”

“Not a big market for palace barges,” Thud said.

“We’ll part it out most likely. Can break this down into two barges and a palace estate sale. I’m sure I can find a few nobles that will latch onto the idea of having a giant Khomenian rabbit-headed statue in their garden.” A look of sadness came across his face. “Wish we’d gotten a chance to sift through the remains of that pyramid. Woulda liked to have found out if that gold cap was solid or not, not to mention scrapping out the giant and digging up the dueling mirrors.”

“There’s an angry rabbit-god back there,” Thud said. “And that’s still his city, leastways until his neighbors figure out that he’s fresh out a’ djinnis.” He nodded towards the wharves as the palace cleared the mouth of the river. “We’re out to sea now and clear o’ his domain and I’m intendin’ us to stay that way until he’s mythology.”

Nibbly patted him on the shoulder. “Well, I’m off to start making some preliminary estimates. There’s a pair of gnomes skulking back here behind you. One looks annoyed, the other wet and nervous.”

“Send them over,” Thud said. “Ruby too if ya see her, though make that one a very polite request. Looking forward to hearin’ her excuse for meddling in history again.”

“She’s standing right behind you.”

“Of course she is.” He braced himself just in time for the poke in his arm from Ruby’s quill.

“I was stuck in a lamp and couldn’t see what was happening,” she said. “Obviously I needed to escape so that I could actually see the history I was supposed to be writing about. And I’ll always free someone if I can. Being neutral doesn’t mean I’m lacking in ethics nor interest in self-preservation.”

“Well put,” Thud said. “Don’t think for a moment I was challenging your decisions. You eliminated the djinn-ex-machina.”

Mungo and Givup arrived at the base of the dais, standing before the throne like petitioners. Mungo had the dark lenses down on his goggles.

“Och, this won’t do,” Thud said, standing. “Got no love for sittin’ in a big chair when I’m doin’ leader stuff. Guaranteed way to start acquiring pretentions.” He took a couple steps down and sat on one of the stairs. “Look, I ain’t happy with what you did. However, I’m cognizant that there was no malice intended nor damage done. Leastways not as far as anyone is concerned ‘cept the shaved cats. You’ve been the linchpin that kept the team alive on more than one occasion and I ain’t one to toss a good hammer away on account of it having a scuff or two. I’ll even go so far as to say that some of your espionagin’ might come in handy down the shaft. You’ve got my permission to keep running your…” he paused and licked his lips. “…Gnome Intelligence Agency….” He paused again to let the wince pass. “But I expect a full accountin’ of whatever you get up to in that regard as long as yer on the team.”

Mungo’s goggles couldn’t hide how wide his eyes had gone.

“You still get to pay Nibbly the team fee for this job, though. Contract’s a contract.”

Mungo didn’t hear the rest.

The music was playing in his head.

Afterword

 

One of the great strengths of writing fantasy is the ability to mash together pieces of our own world history and mythology to create something both familiar and new. While the elements of Egyptian and Arabic mythology that were combined to create Karsin are easy to spot, I did want to take the time to mention that the giant palace barge was inspired by a real ship. Its name was Thalamegos. It was a palace built on a twin-hulled catamaran and was two stories tall and the length of a football field. Thalamegos was commissioned by Ptolemy IV around 200 B.C.E. and I’m sure was quite the sight.

You can find the latest on the Dungeoneers series at www.jefferyrussell.net. There you can sign up for the newsletter and/or find links to various social media sites to enable you to get your news via your preferred news-receiving method.
cover.jpeg
I f)v Y P ode
m. ﬁ o »;‘ ’a(v A ﬁ

‘:'1 ‘-h? Jia ("' g
A iy AL

’

TN /A MERS N





