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The multi-colored ball flew toward Makas. The spherical shape changing color as it traveled. Red melding into blue, then green, then yellow. A rainbow of destruction on its way. I fired freeze breath at it, halting it in its tracks. Frozen shards of color plummeted to the cave floor and shattered on impact. Makas threw me a smile and continued his battle with the tall allat who possessed bear features; its white fur glistened in the light thrown from the candles that lit the cavern. The void mage grabbed the arm of the human next to it. Clad in armor with a single exposed arm, he was clearly a voiden. Those that were enamored with void magism or couldn’t develop that skill themselves often became a voiden. Those that serve as an energy conduit for void mages. The follower, being drained of his life-force by the ardent spellcaster, was one of three acolytes that dutifully surrounded the evil mage. Voidens weren’t meant to fight physically and carried no weapons. The hawk eyes of the bird allat shined as it siphoned energy while muttering an incantation. It rolled its hands around, producing a thin ball of mist, whirling it toward another member of our party. I’d already used my breath attack, which needed a few minutes to recharge before I could use it again. I hefted my spear by the middle and flung it toward a voiden. The blond-haired woman was struck cleanly through the middle. She grabbed the spear shaft as she fell over, a look of surprise plastered across her face. I expect that was reasonable, considering that there were precious few armor piercing spears around.

The mist had struck our elf, who resorted to rolling on the ground, covering his pointed ears and howling in pain. Some sort of psionic attack. A quick glance at Makas showed him holding his own against the sword swinging bear allat. The villainous void mage, one of the most powerful I’d seen, grabbed the arm of the voiden behind them, staring at me with ill intent as they performed another incantation. The release of the arm to finish the hand motions required was my cue.

“Incant this, life sucker!” I yelled.

I threw a potion I’d acquired as I ran to close the distance between us. My aim was true, and the liquid fell upon the mage’s hands, gluing them in place. It was a simple, sticking potion that many builders used to reinforce their work. It didn’t require any special skill to use and had a plethora of applications. I grinned at the frustrated mage and tipped an imaginary hat as I refocused my attention on the rest of the battle. 

With my back up spear in hand, I closed the distance between Makas, the bear allat, and myself. A thrust of my spear coupled with a swing of Makas’ sword finished off the allat. Our dwarf spiritist was already attending to the elf, who rolled in crippling anguish. I turned triumphantly to the void mage I’d left, cringing on the floor.

“You’re not such hot stuff now, are you? Yours is a coward’s magick.”

It smiled cruelly at me with a gleam in its eye. “Mine is the only magick worth doing,” it replied.

Too late I noticed its bare foot had been pressed against a now dead voiden, the man had given the last of his life to support his master. The glued hands glowed and the sticky barrier shattered, followed by a stream of charcoal smoke spewing from the mage’s outstretched palms. I had barely put the pieces together when I became completely encapsulated in a smoky balloon, pieces of the smoke sticking to me with tacky viscous glue remnants, the other parts of the smoke wrapped around my body so that however I moved, it moved with me. Blinded, I gasped, and the smoke crept into my lungs. I could feel it entering my breath ducts and I attempted flame breath to clear it out. A half-hearted ball of fire rolled out and poofed in front of my snout. I thrashed about, trying to fight my way out of the darkness. My chest was tightening, and every breath became a struggle. My foot banged into something soft and heavy on the ground and I fell, smacking my head against the stone floor. The darkness didn’t leave. I blinked rapidly, trying to clear my eyes, pulling myself to my knees. I felt as though I was breathing molasses. Glints of light were entering my vision. Was my sight coming back or was I losing consciousness?

Warm hands were clasping my shoulders and our spiritist’s clear, accented chanting dimly made its way to my ears. Makas was repeating for me to stay calm and be still. With extreme effort, I forced myself to take slow breaths, feeling difficulty with each one, wondering as I stared into a dark void if this was it.

I gasped and shot up in my bed, wide-eyed and staring around. Another night of remembering the event that changed my life forever. If I could sweat, I’d have been doused in it, I was sure. I cradled my head in my hands, allowing myself to feel sorry for what I’d lost for one minute. No more. Then I crawled out of bed and readied myself for the day. 

***
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My door mocked me as it stood resolutely closed despite my fervent staring, willing it to open, bringing forth a fresh case. The last day of the third week since I’d hung my shingle. And not A. Single. Client. I snorted a puff of agitation and spun my attention to the window behind me. My one and only paid case rewarded me well, but the coffers were drying up, plus I was bored. Was I a fool to think anyone would hire me as a detective? There’d only been two cases I’d solved on my own. Both were before I became an official detective, and only one of them resulted in payment. I couldn’t be taken seriously by others of my kind on account of the curse, rendering me smaller and less predictable than one would hope. On the other hand, clientèle needing someone in my line of work were... leery that I was a dragon, a species often regarded as vicious opportunistic beasts ready to fillet someone at the slightest provocation. 

The window provided a distraction as I watched the citizens of Mistshire going about their daily business. The streets outside were bustling with activity. Wagons rumbled by on the cobblestone, making their delivery rounds. The shop keeper across the street dragged a patterned blue carpet out and smacked it with rug beater, creating plumes of dust in the air. I couldn’t hold back a grin as I heard the wife yelling at him from inside the shoppe about how lazy he was. That poor half-dwarf, he was always getting an earful. An industrious noblig swept the street, dodging out of the way as a carriage rode past. I ground my teeth together in irritation for her. Carriage drivers should watch for hard working street cleaners, not the other way around. 

My ear tingled as it picked up a faint tapping of shoes slapping on hardwood. I waited to hear them turn to the right for the lawyer’s office next door or to the left for the guild fee adjunct office, but they didn’t, instead they walked into my waiting room. I wondered if they were lost. You’d be surprised how many times I am asked directions. Barely daring to hope, I opened the door to my office and cast my eyes upon a half-gnome holding the brim of his hat rather worriedly, with two hands. Upon seeing me, they blanched and took a step back toward the front door. Anticipating this reaction, I put out an open claw, held low to appear none threatening.

“Please wait, my good sir. Did you seek a detective, perhaps?” I asked.

“Why, umm... yes... yes, I did, but...” blue eyes appraised me worriedly.

“I assure you I’m solely in the detective business.”

We stared at each other for several heartbeats. Weathered fingers squeezed the hat brim as his gaze lingered on the exit without moving. I pushed a little further.

“Would you like to — I swept an arm toward the open office doors — sit and discuss the case?”

The gnome’s throat bobbed as he eyed the doorway. “How long have you been doing investigations?”

“I assure you, Mr.?” I paused, waiting for him to fill in the blank.

“Nimbwick.”

“Mr. Nimbwick, I have solved many cases and my references are quite good. In fact, two such references are nearby should you require seeking them out before hiring my services.” 

I resisted a smile. As I’ve been told, sharp dragon’s teeth can be a trifle unsettling to an already nervous client. The references were the businesses on my floor, the lawyer and the guild fee collector. We had an arrangement to vouch for one another and provide services for each other at half off the usual fee, once per annum, of course - that was the lawyer’s contribution to our deal, and not to include standard guild fees. The guild fee office had been in the Broward building for years, but Flendrick Gristell was recently appointed to Master Fee Collector with an immense desire to prove himself. The lawyer and I hung our shingles about a month ago and were determined to help each other develop our fledgling businesses in Mistshire. I’d discovered long ago that one can never have too many friends. 

The suggestion of the ability to leave, along with nearby references, settled the half-gnome. With a shrug, he gestured he would follow me into the office. I turned cautiously to avoid smacking him with my tail and strolled into the office. 

Although I am undersized for an adult dragon, I’m still large compared to many of the species that live in our fair city. My height isn’t too much of an issue, as I’ve only reached a smidge over six feet. It’s my width that’s the difficulty. If you’ve ever inspected a dragon’s body up close, you’ll have noticed that we tend to be barrel chested and, of course, there are the wings. While dragons can squeeze their wings tight against their body, who would want to? I ended up leasing both ‘end of the hall’ offices so that I could enlarge my main office. I enlarged the doorway of my office suite, affording me the luxury of traipsing about without squeezing my wings. My main office decor consisted of a settee for clients (I catered to all species), my magickly heavy chest, and the usual furniture of a desk, file cabinet, and a standard sized chair. I used a stool to sit when so inclined. The stool was easier to navigate with my thick dragon tail, and truth be told, I liked to spin around on it. 

Shelves adorned the wall on either side of the centered window behind the desk. I’d hoped to fill them one day with items related to cases I’d solved, but at present they only contained a few odds and ends from my days of adventuring. I gestured toward the settee as I walked around behind the desk. The half-gnome seemed relieved to have a barrier between them and I. A glance out of the window revealed the carpet beater returning to his shop, shoulders drooping, his balding head reflecting sunlight back in my direction. As I sat facing the prospective client, I folded my claws into each other and rested them on top of the mahogany desk. 

“Mr. Nimbwick, what services do you require today?” 

“I seem to have lost... or rather, I suspect thievery... “

Mr. Nimbwick trailed off as they gazed around the room and a blush of pink appeared on their cheeks.

“No worries here, sir. My job isn’t to judge, it’s finding a resolution for the client.”

My words had their desired effect, and he plunged further into his request. 

With muted words, he said, “I’ve lost my shoe.”

I reflected on our waiting room conversation. I pride myself on noticing details. 

“If I may, Mr. Nimbwick, you appear to be sporting a shoe on each of your feet.”

The half-gnome leaned in. “It’s a boomerang shoe.”

Despite us being alone in the office with a closed window, he spoke in hushed tones and peered around the room while continuing to wreak havoc on his hat brim. 

I leaned in and spoke in a lowered volume for his benefit.

“A boomerang shoe?”

The disheveled sprigs of hair bounced around as he nodded his head with enthusiasm, a somber expression on his face. 

“It may not sound spectacular, but they have passed this shoe through my family for generations, on the gnome side. It is a weapon of great destruction. Whomever wields it holds immense power. I must get it back! The loss of it will ruin my reputation among gnome kind!” 

I steepled my talons on the desk while regarding the nervous gnome before me. Mr. Nimbwick wrung his hands together while beady eyes roamed the room before landing back on me, still watching him.

“Pardon me for asking, but have you, eh... done much detective work?” Mr. Nimbwick asked.

A small ring of smoke escaped my left nostril and floated toward the ceiling. 

“I can say with truthfulness, Mr. Nimbwick, that I have resolved every case I have investigated, and this isn’t my first case.”

Sure, maybe I was hedging the truth a little, making it seem like I had solved many cases when it had only been two, and one of those was before I had considered the idea of becoming a detective. I also didn’t mention that the biggest case of my life was still a work in progress, but these are not the things one mentions when trying to secure a client. Especially when the rent is due, and I wanted to stop delving into my dwindling savings from my adventuring days. It is true dragons hate to part with treasure, although I’ve yet to find any species that would randomly toss coins and gems with abandon. 

I leaned across the desk a little, hoping to convey an intimate and conspiratorial air.

“Can you tell me why you think your... shoe... was stolen and not, perhaps, misplaced? And where you last recall it being?”

I spoke in a quiet voice. No need to startle the already terrified gnome. He looked ready to take flight at any moment.

The gnome released his hands from one another and placed their fingertips on the edge of the desk. I noticed that the hands, although clean, had the stain of hard work on the fingertips and around the edges, like those of a laborer. There was a streak of black along the side of his neck wrapping around the back, and the green tunic and brown pants that were in good condition were also wrinkled. He’d put on his ‘good clothes’ to come visit me and they’ve been sitting in the back of a wardrobe no doubt. 

“I check on the shoe once a week to make sure it is safe. When I checked last night, it was gone. The box was in its place and the wrappings were in it, but the shoe was gone.”

The fingertips gripping my desk were turning whiter as he gripped the edge with consternation. Tiny black lines were highlighted against his paler skin.

“Forgive me for asking,” I began, “do you ever take the shoe out and show it to friends, family? You know, sometimes when we have a treasure, we like to show it off a little.”

I gave what I hoped was a friendly grin, just a little tooth showing on the right-hand side with a slight chuckle. The gnome blanched at this effect, so I resumed my ‘serious’ pose. 

“No, Mr. Dragon, I wasn’t raised no fool. Mam said to keep it secret and keep it safe and that’s what I’ve done. Until now...”

The gnome trailed off, his eyes becoming moist. I feared crying would anew, and I needed to head that off. 

“First, Mr. Nimbwick. My name isn’t Mr. Dragon. You can call me Milo.”

Mr. Nimbwick relaxed enough to allow blood flow back into his fingertips. 

“Alright then, Milo, my name is Twiggly, Twiggly Nimbwick.”

I fought every urge to smile at the name. After all, our names are the curse or blessing of whomever named us. Rarely is it our choice.

“Twiggly, I will have to ask, do you have... means... to secure my services?”

Twiggly reached into the brown vest that sat over his green tunic and pulled out a sack. He placed it on the desk with a light thump. I restrained myself from snatching the bag and looking within. Dragons were, after all, very serious about treasure. Twiggly gestured for me to open the bag, and I did. He released strings at the top of the brown leather bag. It popped open to reveal its gleaming contents. A pile of coins, gold, copper, silver, greeted my discerning eye as I gazed inside. I glanced toward Mr. Nimbwick as I took a steading breath. This must be the poor gnome’s life savings. I gently took a gold frokin and five copper dreks out of the bag and placed them on the desk between us.

I tapped the gold frokin first as I spoke. “This is to start the case, look into and decide if this is worth pursuing. If it isn’t, then I’ll give a sear back. — tapping the copper dreks I continued — this is for expenses per day. Sometimes expenses exceed this and I’ll give an itemized list should that happen. If I decide the case has merit, then it will be a frokin every three days. We can meet here in my office every three days, first thing in the morning, and I’ll update you on the case. If I conclude the case to your satisfaction within the first three days, it will be two frokins total, plus expenses. Is this acceptable?” 

Twiggly gulped, mentally calculating the money. I pulled my talons away from the coins and clasped my claws together. To retain a client through terror wasn’t something I wanted to be known for. 

Mr. Nimbwick placed a finger on the gold diamond shaped coin stamped with an icicle symbol. “How long do cases generally take?”

“That is a reasonable query, Mr. Nimbwick, but not one I can answer. All cases are unique. Some might resolve in less than a day’s time and others — I twirled a claw in the air — a good deal longer. That is why I wish to meet every three days. You are always welcome to stop the investigation and I will give you any relevant information at that point. I want you to be confident that I am working hard for you, with your interests in mind. You are always welcome to terminate the contract.”

Twiggly nodded, his bouncing mouse brown hair flopping around as he did so. He pushed the coins under his fingertips across the desk top toward me while whisking up the leather bag with his other hand. I resisted the urge to grab the coins. Instead, reaching for a standard contract from the desk drawer and producing an ink-pen for Mr. Nimbwick.

“If you can sign here, sir, we’ll make it official.”

Twiggly’s signature was little more than a swirly T and N. Either the signature of a busy, industrious business being or, more likely, one of little education. I swept the contract to the side to allow the ink to dry and placed a blank paper in front of me. Not wanting to risk embarrassing Twiggly and myself if the gnome couldn’t write very well, I asked him questions about who may have known about the shoe and who may have wanted to steal it. Mr. Nimbwick grew more at ease as he spoke, and I scribbled furiously. The feather on the end of the pen swishing around and smacking against my wrist as I wrote. I eyeballed the irritating blue offender. Why were all ink pens decorated in such a manner? 

After seeing Mr. Twiggly out with assurances that I’d start immediately; I ripped the feather from the pen before inspecting my list.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Dusty Mage



[image: ]


I opened the tavern door with some hesitancy. I never know how I’ll be accepted, although the outside state of this business gave me some hope that it wasn’t too particular about its clientèle. Carved adventuring weapons with vines wrapped around them led up to the extra wide door from both sides. Swords, spears, and axes were all represented, with mage staffs and symbols outlining the door frame. The pub owner was either a fan of adventurers and magick, or advertising to those types of customers. Folks who journeyed outside their town tended to be more open-minded of the different species inhabiting the planet. This boded well for a first stop.

Twiggly had mentioned his wife’s cousin, who tended to be loose lipped, jealous that the shoe had gone to Twiggly’s household and a frequent customer of taverns. There were three taverns listed as places Spittlefoot enjoyed frequenting: The Dusty Mage, The Last Gasp, and The Gnome Knows, and this one was the closest to my office. The quiet tavern was preparing for its evening’s guests with the smell of ale, bread, and sweat permeating my nostrils; my eyes quickly adjusted to the indoor lighting achieved by candles and sconces. I noticed, with some amusement, the green vines of living plants curling up along the side walls near the entrance. Not something you typically see in drinking establishments. I wonder if the proprietor is elven? Or perhaps an aura mage?

I surveyed the room, looking for my target. With some regret, I shuffled to the bar. The only inhabitants of The Dusty Mage in mid-morning was a dwarf with braided gray hair secured with brown leather strips that touched her shoulders. A matching well-worn leather jerkin with the indentation of a double axe harness across the back hinted at her previous occupation. Despite the gray hair and hint of wrinkles across her face, her bared arms bulged with muscles that flexed as she hefted her mug. I quickly dismissed that she’d been a tree-feller in a former life. She bore the air of an adventurer and her relaxed demeanor didn’t hide her roaming gaze, keeping tabs on the activity within. Ice-blue eyes locked onto mine, her face impassive, waiting for my response. I tipped my head slightly in acknowledgment and tapped the brim of my hat with a claw tip. 

The other morning customers were a pair of allats at a corner table having a hushed disagreement. I narrowed my eyes as I regarded the one character more closely. No, only one allat, one of the reptile family by the looks of it. The other one was a badgerien. Further inspection revealed no humanistic traits at all. Curious, you didn’t find many humanoid beasts in Mistshire. The badgerian glanced at me mid-argument without pausing in his words. I placed my charcoal gray leather hat on the stool beside me as I settled into a seat. As I waited, I noted the potted plants in various spots around the room. Against one wall lay a dog bed with its owner in residence. 

A creak from beyond the bar got my attention, and I strained my neck to identify the source. From behind a box, a small creature I’d never seen before appeared. It was mumbling to itself as it walked along. It paused, sniffing the air, and then swiveled its gaze to me. With what I hoped to characterize as a grin, it hopped onto a series of boxes to land on a plank that ran the length of the bar. The bat-like creature walked over toward me with confidence. I had to fight the urge to smile at its swagger. I didn’t want to scare it with too much fang exposure. As it neared, it pulled up with authority and uttered words I deciphered as ‘drink’. Small black eyes gazed at me expectantly. I hadn’t planned on imbibing, but I couldn’t just sit here. 

“Do you have ale?”

“Yeh es.”

The creature holds one claw up. “Ale?”

“One ale, yes.”

It zipped down the plank and yanked two glasses out from under the bar. I cut the correction short as I realized the glasses were two different sizes. It held each one up and, as it did, it made a sound. “Huh?”

I judiciously pointed to the smaller glass, a half pint by the looks of it. The creature tilted its head, black ears folded back as it pondered. It raised the larger glass again, and I shook my head, pointing to the smaller one.

“That one, please,” I said, with a thin-lipped grin. 

They placed the pint glass back in its spot before dashing over to the wooden kegs and placed the glass I’d chosen under the tap. It took a wide stance with its back legs and gave a mighty tug on the lever, expertly watching the amber liquid flow into the glass. It impressed me that the glass arrived without a spilled drop. Upon delivery of the drink, I placed a drek on the counter. It took the shiny coin with a sweep of its claw. After the creature put away the payment, I attempted conversation.

“Do you know the owner?” I waved a finger around in the air, trying to include the whole tavern.

The creature looked around and then strutted toward me. Jabbing both claw-thumbs into its chest, it pronounced, “Frahn..ken..sen..se.”

I blinked rapidly. This creature can’t possibly be the owner of this establishment.

“Are you saying ‘you’, are the owner?”

“Yeh es.” 

I swear there was a smug grin happening on the bat-like face. The grin disappeared as footsteps echoed from the staircase behind the dog bed. The louder the clomping, the quicker the corners of the mouth fell.

An allat stepped off the stairs pausing, its long slim tail in a Q, his forest green eyes sweeping the room. A meadow green vest with many pockets laid over a flowing robe of light blue. The figure glided noiselessly to halt directly behind the bat bartender.

“Frankincense?”

“Yeh es?” Small eyes looked at the allat trepidatiously.

“Did you serve this customer?”

The creature nodded.

The allat walked over to me and waved a hand over my glass, wafting the scent of my drink toward his wiggling nose. A small smile appeared as he turned toward Frankincense and smiled.

“Very good.”

The narrowed snout broke into a grin and it raised itself up tall.

“Frankincense?” 

The bat creature nodded, waiting for the question.

“Did you tell this customer you were the owner of The Dusty Mage?”

The creature’s eyes fell and studied its toes. “Mah bee.”

Cat talons tapped along the counter. Frankincense slipped down off its plank and scurried back behind the box.

“You did good with the drink order, though, buddy!” The allat shouted after the disappearing helper. 

With a grin, the cat-faced allat turned their attention back to me. The proprietor placed one hand on his chest and announced, “I am the owner of The Dusty Mage. How can I help you?”

The words and tone seemed friendly, but the eyes held a warning. I’d have to be careful with this one.
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Intelligent green eyes flicked around the room before resting on me. The bar keep grabbed a towel and mindlessly wiped the bar. The allat’s black hair waved gently as he moved. White spots interspersed along the dark strands separated and joined back together during the motion, mesmerizing me as I gathered my thoughts together.

“You were inquiring after the owner? You have my attention.”

The wiping of the bar stopped, and one sheathed claw emerged to tap lightly in front of my own. The ability to retract claws was something I’d always admired among the feline-related species. I straightened my posture for a more commanding presence, noticing a second claw slowly join the first on the bar. Whoever this allat was, a dragon in his presence didn’t bother him. In fact, he was showing me he was ready to go toe to toe. I allowed myself a slightly lopsided smile, showing a hint of teeth before I spoke.

“I’m glad to see that my presence doesn’t alarm you,” I said.

“Very little ‘alarms’ me,” the allat responded, arching one white spotted eyebrow. 

The elven-shaped, tufted cat ears moved independently during our interchange, undoubtedly catching conversations throughout the pub. I didn’t even rate this guy’s full attention!

“Excellent! I was hoping you could help me out. I’m looking for a gnome named Spittlefoot. Rumor has it he’s often here.”

I tried my best to look imploring. Unfortunately, dragon hide is tough, not lending itself to subtle facial expressions. 

“Why would I help a dragon find someone? That seems like a brilliant way to lose customers, permanently.”

Tap. Tap. Tap.

“Perhaps I should begin again. My name is Milo. I recently opened a detective agency in the Broward building.”

“Ah, you’re the one!”

The tapping stopped, nails sheathing into otherwise human appearing hands, as the allat cocked his head, appraising me in earnest. 

“I heard there was a dragon detective in town. So the rumors are true...” 

I nodded, “Yes, and I have a case I’m working that requires a conversation with Spittlefoot.”

“Well, Milo, as pleased as I am to make your acquaintance, I can’t help you with that. He isn’t here at the moment.”

“Yes, I didn’t see anyone matching his description.”

I made a show of looking around the nearly empty tavern. Hardly anyone was there, which wasn’t surprising before the mid-day meal break.

“Is he a regular? Do you think he’ll be by later?” I asked.

The barkeep smirked. “I’m still not sure how freely giving information is in my best interest.”

One long, thin finger pointed to the now-empty glass before me. I sighed and placed both claws palm down on the counter. 

“I understand, however, I don’t make a habit of drinking alcohol. It doesn’t... sit well... with me.” 

My body chose that time to release a small belch. I clamped my lips together to retain the small flame riding the gaseous expulsion, which resulted in small black rings exiting my nostrils. The normal reaction is to back away. Fear of dragon fire was reasonable. The allat, however, chuckled as they scooped up a large glass and filled it with an amber liquid from a brown pitcher hidden under the bar. The tall glass slid toward me as they whisked away the smaller one. I eyed this fresh glass dubiously.

The allat said, “Trust your friendly neighborhood barkeep.” 

“I have no desire to burn down your bar, Mr.?”

“Mori. Kazia Mori. And I have no desire to watch my bar disappear in flames, so we have that in common. Try it.”

The back of his hand edged the beverage a little closer to my claws. I grabbed the glass and raised it to my lips, sipping the fragrant liquid. A sweet and spicy explosion of apple spread across my tongue and I drank with abandon. Kazia smiled as he watched me, nodding his approval as I downed my glass.

“That is extraordinary!” 

“I’m glad you like it,” Kazia said. His hands were cleaning the small glass I’d been drinking out of earlier. “Now you have something to order when you visit.”

“What on Allkin is it?”

“A special brew I made up for the boys.” Kazia gestured behind them, where I could see two pairs of bat-like ears moving behind some barrels.

“Boys? So, Frankincense has a brother?”

“Three, actually. They all work for me and don’t ‘tolerate’ alcohol well either.”

“It’s interesting to employ non-drinking tavern workers.”

“It’s pretty smart, actually. I don’t have to worry about the inventory being dipped into.”

“Fair point.”

I noticed a small furry body disappear completely behind a barrel with a green jar in hand. The one I’d met named Frankincense clutched a red jar to his body with one arm and waved to me with the other before following his brother. I raised two talons in response before shifting my attention back to Kazia. 

“Does Spittlefoot come in regularly?” I asked.

A wry laugh escaped as the allat crossed his arms over his chest. “Spittlefoot lives in whatever bar he doesn’t owe money to, as near as I can tell.”

Kazia cocked his head again, watching me for a moment. “You have an interesting ‘air’ about Milo, and I’d like us to be good neighbors. I’ll give you this. Last week, I saw Spittlefoot having an animated conversation with Zupus over there.” 

I followed Kazia’s gaze to the far back corner to a figure I had noticed when I had arrived. An unusual species to find anywhere. The badgerian locked their coal eyes with mine. I gave a small nod as our eyes met and slid off the stool. 

“What do I owe for the drinks, Kazia?”

“I’ll bill you,” he said. “I figure you’ll be in here with some frequency.”

“I’m in the Bro — “

“ward building — Kazia interrupted while rubbing a mug with a cloth. — yes, I know.”

I replied with a patented lopsided smile and turned my attention toward Zupus. The only badgerian I’d met before had run at me with a sword and ill intent. Hopefully, this meeting would go better.

The badgerian raised its snout slightly. Keen eyes watched my movements as I approached. This particular specimen retained the normal markings of a dark coat interrupted by a white center stripe starting from a point at its nose and continuing to part the waves of brown with increasing width, presumably stopping midway along its back as is common among its kind. The one outlier marking the otherwise unnotable coat was a star-shaped white patch of fur over its left eye. Although noticing this abnormality, I maintained care not to let it reflect in my mannerism. I didn’t want our conversation to begin with hostility. To its credit, Zupus maintained composure by slowly sipping from its mug while watching a creature twice its size approach. I paused as I approached the table and gestured to the space on the bench opposite. Zupus nodded at my unspoken request and took another pull from the pewter mug. Eyeballing the difference in glassware, I began my conversation on common ground, drinking.

“I see you rate a fancy cup,” I said, pointing to the pub’s icon engraved on it.

Zupus responded with something between a grunt and a sigh. “This may be for those that sometimes, accidentally, have misfortune come upon their drinking wares.”

I responded with a close-lipped smile. Zupus allowed a small laugh.

“It’s okay, dragon, you don’t have to hide those snack crunchers from me. If Kazia didn’t trow you out, it’s unlikely you sauntered over here to chomp on my skinny bones.”

I allowed a mostly full smile to bloom across my face. 

“My name is Milo. And I understand you’re Zupus?”

The eye encased in white winked.

“You bet your boots. Zupus Pine at your service, assuming you’ve got the means to afford it.”

“I’m looking for information regarding a gnome named Spittlefoot. Spittlefoot Wayguard. I’m told he frequents this tavern?”

I slid a drek across the table, light glinting across the copper from sunlight peeking through the window nearby. Zupus glanced at it and took another drink. Upon setting the mug down, the badgerian leaned in across the table.

“Let’s save a little time, shall we? I suspect you want to know more than whether Spits is a regular customer and I don’t deal in petty change. So let’s make it worth both our whiles and cut to the chase.”

I pulled a sear coin out and placed it beside the first one, its silver rectangular shape clinking against the drek lightly.

“Alright, Zupus. I need to find Spittlefoot. I am led to believe that he drinks in multiple establishments and I would prefer not to run all over town. Can you narrow my search?”

Zupus grabbed the silver sear coin, leaving the copper egg-shaped drek on the table.

“Spittlefoot likes two things: drinking and bragging. Since he’s opposed to working to any degree and his bragging tales tend to involve many — two small paws waved around in the air — untruths, or exaggerations, if you will, this leads to him being ‘unappreciated’ in most taverns. Generally, he slinks from one haunt to da next, hoping all is forgiven by the time he crawls back to the first joint.”

“I see — I scratched my chin while I thought — And where, in your esteemed opinion, would the gnome likely be trying his luck this particular week?”

A broad grin flashed across Zupus’s face, and he crossed his arms. 

“Oh, I think I can say most definitely that he believes he can try his luck here. Today, in fact!” 

He pointed behind me, and I swung my head around to see the newest patron entering the building. A pale gray gnome sidled up to the bar and spoke to a different bat-like creature. Gnomes weren’t normally gray. This pallor was of one that spent too much time indoors, with a lack of proper nutrition. I turned my attention back to Zupus.

“Well, that was convenient.”

Two brown shoulders rose and fell in response. I reached for the drek left on the table, only to have it snatched out from under my claw. This badgerian was fast. And brave. Or stupid. I arched a brow ridge as I stretched my arm across the table.

With a smile, Zupus said, “Ah, come on, I’m going to answer the question you haven’t asked.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yeah, everyone wants to know, Mr. or Ms.”

“Mr. or Ms. What?”

“Pine.”

“Little is known about badgerians. And I respect your privacy. I wasn’t going to ask.”

“It’s Mr. — Zupus bit the coin and quickly hid it in a pouch that blended in with his fur covering — Mr. Pine. But you, my good sir, may call me Zupus.”

“That’s great.” 

I tapped the tabletop, hating to part with coin but anxious to get to Spittlefoot. 

“I wasn’t going to ask, though,” I insisted.

“You wanted to.”

“Debatable, it hardly impacts our interaction.”

Zupus shrugged again, “well now ya know and ya don’t have to wander. Sometimes these questions keep folks up at night, pondering, and you look like you require a good night’s sleep. No one wants a restless dragon stomping around here.”

So this was his game, eh? He was informing me that if I pursued that coin he grabbed, he’d raise a fuss, and chances were the denizens in the room would presume I was an angry dragon on a tear. Shifty little guy.

I stood slowly. Over the years, I had honed the art of small deliberate movements to avoid accidental furniture mishaps like knocking over tables. I tapped the table
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