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Chapter One

 


The fortuneteller grimly looked down
at the overturned Tarot card of chaos and destruction. The second
card she flipped was even more unnerving. It depicted a sickle
wielding skeleton – the harbinger of Death. After drawing two such
foreboding cards, any other physic might have closed shop and slunk
away into the night, but Blue Flower was made of sterner stuff. To
become rich and powerful, one had to take chances. And tonight, the
fortuneteller was taking the biggest chance of her life. Perhaps
too big. But it was far too late to worry about that
now.

Besides, the Tarot was not foolproof.
She had challenged the mysteries more than once and was no worse
for the experience. But she knew luck could be fickle and fate was
just a matter of chance. The possibility of failure with all its
terrible consequences was always in the back of her mind, but even
so, she was surprised to see her hands tremble.

Unnerved by the involuntary show of
weakness, Blue Flower threw down the deck of Tarot cards and raised
the flap of her tent to peer out into a night ablaze with light.
She could clearly see the Easter Carnival was overflowing with
suckers; many of whom would eventually find their way to her
crystal ball. But the one chump that mattered was late and that did
not bode well.

It was especially troubling since it
was the agent himself who had insisted on the time and place for
the exchange. The go-between undoubtedly hoped such a public
setting would help ensure his safety. A reasonable precaution as
far as it went, but the fortuneteller knew that was a bleak hope at
best. If ever there was a meeting fraught with peril, this was
it.

Besides, she didn’t need her crystal
ball to know that her enemies were close and if the sorceress twins
decided to act, it didn’t matter if they were surrounded by a
carnival full of people or not. But for the moment at least, there
was little she could do about it but wait. A quality she did not
have in overabundance.

Indeed, if patience was a virtue, then
she was the most wicked person she knew. Any form of idleness made
her edgy and having to sit and wait for the agent made her about as
edgy as she could get.

But the overdue go-between wasn’t her
only source of mounting frustration. The shabby rabbit costume the
festival organizers made her wear was driving her crazy. The smelly
outfit was encumbering, itchy, and its battered hood made it almost
impossible to see. Pissed off at the unfairness of it all, she
yanked off the headdress and flung it back into the
tent.

“Relax,” came a slurred
voice from back in the shadows. “Now is not the time to have one of
your tantrums.”

Blue Flower turned to see her great
lump of a husband emerge out of the dark. Lurching forward, he
staggered over to where the hood landed and made a swaying attempt
to pick it up. Unfortunately, the clumsy effort caused him to fall
flat on his face.

The fortuneteller cursed the bumbling
oaf. When she first met him, he had been well-built, and reasonably
handsome roustabout. It was lust at first sight, but that had been
a long time ago. Now he was just a big greasy blob, ruined by his
love of drink and an insatiable appetite for chili cheese
fries.

So, when she needed him most, his
worth as a bodyguard was problematic at best. In his present
condition, she doubted whether he could go two rounds with a pissed
off girl scout. But he was still big enough to intimidate, and that
was worth something she supposed. In any case, he was all she had
and earnestly hoped that would be enough. Tonight was for all the
marbles and she needed him for better or worse. If everything went
according to plan, she would be out of the spiritualist racket for
good and her beast of a husband would just be a bad
memory.

Smiling at the happy thought, she
again directed her attention back to the passing throng and prayed
the go-between hadn’t run into trouble. From the beginning, the
fortuneteller knew her scheme was fraught with peril, but the
bigger the reward, the bigger the risk. And this evening, her big
gamble was with the twin daughters of Simiar. Before his untimely
death, he had been the most powerful necromancer of his
day.

A powerful and cruel man with vile
tendencies. Indeed, his death had been greeted with universal
relief.

Unfortunately, for the world at large
and for Blue Flower, in particular, the dead necromancers’
daughters took his evil propensities to a whole new level. Not that
she was much better herself; but playing fast and loose with demons
of the underworld was one step too far even for her. The very
thought of calling forth a demon from the underworld made the
fortuneteller shudder.

Yet, it wasn’t a mere shudder that
made her abruptly jump from the tent opening. An overpowering
menace suddenly permeated the air like an unseen fog. There was
something elemental about it that spoke of unspeakable
dread.

The daughters of Simiar were indeed
close and Blue Flower was now livid. If that idiot of an agent had
been on time, the exchange would have already taken place and she
would have long ago disappeared into the night. But nothing ever
seemed to go right.

Swallowing hard, she again cursed her
surging fear. Feeling beads of sweat forming along her brow, she
hazarded another look at the milling crowd of carnival-goers. Only
the reassuring touch of the derringer in her waistband kept her
quivering nerves in check. That and her beast of a husband who had
finally managed to get back on his feet.

Snatching a bottle of vodka and her
moth-eaten rabbit hood from the tottering hulk, the fortuneteller
forced Burt back into the shadows from which he came. No stranger
to the bottle herself, she took a long fortifying drink to steady
her nerves. The bracing effect of the alcohol had its effect and
her spine noticeably stiffened.

However, the vodka did nothing to
alleviate her increasing unease. For comfort and reassurance, she
reached underneath the table and touched the leather bag that held
the means to her upcoming riches. Cheered by its feel and the
weight of the object inside, she sighed and took another brisk swig
from the bottle.

“I wouldn’t get too sauced
if I were you,” Burt scolded from his darkened corner. “We have a
lot riding on this meeting tonight. If you get all catawampus and
screw it up, I’ll beat you black and blue.”

Blue Flower cast her husband an
incredulous look. “Look who is calling the kettle black. You’re the
one who had better get sober fast or the sorceresses will mince
your bones for one of their concoctions. Now shut up and stay out
of sight until you’re needed.”

Still somewhat unsettled but
determined, Blue Flower slipped on the rabbit hood and awaited her
next customer. Hopefully, it would be the go-between. She knew if
he didn’t arrive soon, he wouldn’t come at all and she would have
to make a run for it. Fortunately, just as she decided it was time
to pack up and head for the hills, a rather attractive middle-aged
man popped his head through the tent flap. He was well built with
black wavy hair but looked a bit confused.

“Is this the
fortunetelling tent?”

The fortuneteller couldn’t believe
anyone could be that confused. “You’re either an idiot or can’t
read. Which is it?” She snarled.

“Neither I hope,” the
stranger answered with a boyish smile. “It’s your rabbit outfit. It
threw me.”

“The carnival people made
me wear it. I’m supposed to be an Easter bunny. Now, do you want me
to tell your fortune or not?”

The man entered the tent and
cautiously took the seat opposite the fortuneteller. “I’m looking
for Blue Flower.”

“Why?” The fortuneteller
barked back suspiciously.

The man smiled at Blue Flower and said
whimsically. “You claim to be a fortuneteller. You tell
me.”

“Well, it doesn’t take a
mind reader to see you’re a clown. I’ll ask again. Why are you
looking for Blue Flower?”

The man sat quietly for a moment
before answering. “I have an appointment with her.”

“I don’t make
appointments.”

“Then you’re Blue
Flower?”

The fortuneteller was flustered, but
one thing was certain. She wasn’t about to admit to anything until
she knew who or what she was dealing with.

“Listen, you idiot. The
spirits charge twenty dollars for a sitting and your sitting,” she
said. Then waved one of her moth-eaten paws over the crystal ball
in the center of the table as if to seal the deal.

“I’m not here for a
reading,” the stranger insisted. “I’m here to see Blue
Flower!”

The fortuneteller slammed a paw down
on the table. “I don’t care why you’re here. As soon as your ass
touches that chair, you’ve entered the mystic world of the Tarot.
And the spirits demand payment.”

The man was growing impatient. “Are
you Blue Flower or not? I don’t have time for all this
nonsense.”

“If the sign outside says
I’m the Blue flower, then who else would I be?” The fortuneteller
finally admitted.

“I was given a description
of Blue Flower but with that crazy rabbit outfit on, it’s
impossible for me to tell if you’re her or not,” the stranger
complained.

The fortuneteller studied the man
intently and wondered what to do. The agent said he would be
sporting a Charlie Chan mustache and a mole just above his left
eye. Unfortunately, the moron sitting before her was clean-shaven
and had no mole. Now faced with this unforeseen complication, she
fidgeted and tried to think.

With so much at stake, she had to be
right. Money didn’t always guarantee loyalty and that was all there
was to it. The team you were on really didn’t matter either. To a
mercenary, good and evil were just two faces of the same
coin.

Looking at things in that light, who
was she to quibble over who got the package as long she got the
key? Certainly, she didn’t. But what if the stranger was a ringer.
She would be a simpleton indeed to give away the magic bean for a
pig in a poke.

The stranger suddenly spoke
interrupting her train of thought. “Blue Flower! That’s rather an
odd name.”

“I was born during a Blue
Flower Moon. My mother was superstitious,” the fortuneteller
explained.

“I see,” the stranger said
although it was apparent, he really didn’t. “Well! If you won’t
confirm you’re Blue Flower, then I guess my business is
done.”

When the man rose to leave, Blue
Flower decided to raise the stakes.

“Hey Burt!” The
fortuneteller yelled to her lurking husband. “I think this guy
needs an attitude adjustment.”

The stranger turned to see a huge man
materialize out of the dark. He was built like a sumo wrestler and
smelled like a brewery.

“You giving my old lady a
hard time?” The looming hulk asked with a crooked smile.

The stranger swallowed hard and
decided it was time to quit fooling around and get to the heart of
the matter. “I was sent here to pick up a package.”

“Really?” the
fortuneteller growled menacingly. “You’re not the man described to
me in any way shape or form. What’s your name?”

“Ed Rogen.”

“Wrong answer handsome. I
think I’ll have my husband snap a finger or two until I get the
right one.”

A sidelong look at the hulk encouraged
Ed to explain further. “I was sent by Whiskers.”

Blue Flower hesitated. Then slowly
took off her rabbit headdress to reveal an acne ravaged face
augmented by a crooked nose. A face only a mother could love. The
face that had been described to Ed in graphic detail by his
employer.

“Why didn’t Whiskers come
himself?” The fortuneteller demanded.

Ed couldn’t help but be sardonic.
“Whiskers heard of your legendary beauty and was afraid he might be
seduced into switching sides.”

The fortuneteller blinked a couple of
times and then burst out laughing. “You are a real scoundrel. What
about you? Aren’t you afraid of my legendry beauty?”

Ed shook his head. “My wife is a
legendary beauty as well.”

Despite the playful give and take,
Blue Flower continued to regard Ed with more than little
skepticism. “As that may be, I’m afraid I will need something more
than your word that Whiskers sent you. It would be disastrous for
me to give my treasure to the undeserving.”

Now certain he was dealing with the
real Blue Flower, Ed pulled out a lock of red hair from his coat
pocket and threw it across to the fortuneteller.

Blue Flower intently studied the tuft
of hair and ever so slowly began to smile. “It’s her hair alright.
You have the key?”

From his coat, Ed pulled out an
odd-looking key and held it up for her to see. “Whiskers said you
would know the key when you saw it.”

Blue Flower smiled and took the
four-sided key from Ed’s outstretched hand. “Yes. This type of key
is one of the few keys that cannot be duplicated.”

She then reached down and grabbed an
oddly colored egg from a leather bag. “The first leg of the
treasure map is inside the Easter egg,” Blue Flower said. “The
white, red-eyed serpent will bring you the second.”

Ed had no idea what she meant by a
white, red-eyed serpent. But at this point, he really didn’t care.
All that mattered was he had what he came for, although he was
surprised by the Easter egg’s size. It was at least as big as an
ostrich egg and with no apparent way to get inside.

“This egg is quite a bit
larger than what Whiskers described. Mrs. Peter Rabbit must have
had a hell of a time passing it,” Ed chuckled and then continued.
“By the way. How does it open? Am I supposed to whack it with a
hammer or sit on it until it hatches?”

“Ha, ha, ha,” Burt jeered.
“You really think you’re a funny man.”

Ed tried hard not to be intimidated by
the man’s size. “I have my moments, but then again most people I
deal with have a sense of humor.”

The fortuneteller leaned across the
table. Her attitude more threatening now that she had the key, but
her eyes were still playful. “Gently take the egg in both hands and
twist the top counterclockwise. I’m sure you have more than enough
experience to open something so delicate.”

Ed playfully eyed her back. “I’m
afraid you give me too much credit. When it comes to prying
something open, I can be rather brutish.”

Blue Flower smiled. “My first husband
was a real joker like you. Guess where he’s at now?”

Ed looked over at Burt. “If his name
was Jack, I’d say he was a bit slow with the ax and your giant of a
friend swallowed him whole.”

The fortuneteller snorted and laughed
so hard she nearly wet herself. “Careful handsome. Burt likes to
pound his meat before he eats it bloody rare.”

Burt, however, was not amused by the
give and take. Before Blue Flower could stop him, he jumped
forward, grabbed Ed by the coat, and flung him toward the tent
opening. “You’ve got what you come for. Now get out!” Burt
bellowed.

Ed bounced a couple of times on his
backside, slowly stood up, and smiled menacingly back at the giant.
“Now you’ve done it. You got my pants dirty. That’s going to cost
you a sock in the jaw.”

Burt looked back in confusion. Like
most bullies, he tended to underestimate his victim. However, he
was not someone to think hard on a matter. He simply regarded Ed
with renewed contempt and moved to squash him as he would a
bug.

Ed watched his approach with no small
amount of trepidation, but when Burt attempted a clumsy swing at
his head, Ed saw his chance, dodged underneath, and viciously
brought down his heel on the man’s instep.

Burt bawled like a newborn calf and
crumpled to the ground. But Ed didn’t have time to congratulate
himself. A second after Burt hit the ground, Blue Flower’s crystal
ball came whizzing past his nose.

The fortuneteller, never one to pass
up an opportunity, saw her chance to have both the key and the
Easter egg. If her husband was mangled in the process, so be it,
but Ed had been too quick for her. He swiftly turned and shoved the
table into Blue Flower’s midsection pinning her against a tent
pole. Fresh grunting sounds now drew Ed’s attention back to Burt
who was on all fours attempting to rise, but Blue Flower wasn’t
quite finished.

With surprising strength, she threw
the table to one side as though it were a matchbox and pulled her
derringer. Stunned by the deadly turn of events, Ed savagely
slapped the gun away and slung her across to the other side of the
tent. Remarkably, she then pulled a knife and lunged furiously. Ed
admired her enthusiasm and couldn’t help but wonder how dangerous
she might have been if not encumbered by the stupid rabbit outfit
she was forced to wear.

Regardless of her difficulties, Ed had
few qualms when it came to defending himself be it, man or woman.
When the fortuneteller renewed her attack, he socked her square in
the jaw. This time she wobbled and went down like a sack of
potatoes. In the meantime, Burt had finally managed to regain his
footing and charged him like an enraged bull.

Ed easily ducked the lumbering assault
and popped Burt in the throat as he passed. With eyes as big as
saucers and choking for air, the big man collapsed next to his
wife.

Now that the two were finally down for
the count, Ed casually leaned over and picked up the Easter egg. He
thought about retrieving the key, but he felt it showed bad form.
After all, a deal was a deal. However, on second thought, he
decided the pair needed a lesson in good manners, and he was a firm
believer in tough love.

So, with the key snuggly back in his
coat pocket and the Easter egg tucked under his arm, Ed left the
fortuneteller and her sumo sized husband to lick their wounds.
Wanting to study his hard-won prize in greater detail, he walked
over to the nearest lamppost and held it up to the light. At first,
he just assumed that the Easter egg was just another cheap curio
usually found at fairs and carnivals but then on closer
examination, he was stunned to discover the Easter egg was in fact
made of porcelain. The egg’s surprising lightness also suggested
that it was empty, but he held it up to his ear and shook it just
to be sure.

“What the hell,” he said
to himself. “Blue Flower said there was supposed to be a map
inside.”

Angrily, he twisted the egg open and
just as he suspected found nothing. At first, he thought of
returning to the fortunetelling tent and confronting the two
lowlifes but after giving it more thought, he realized they were
probably nothing more than tools as he was.

It was only after he had put the egg
back together that he noticed the strange markings on its surface.
The designs were in no way typical of an Easter egg decoration but
were like something akin to Egyptian hieroglyphs he had once seen.
And to make the egg even more unusual, the overall coloration was
almost translucent. Looking at the odd patterns, Ed had a sudden
thought. Maybe the treasure map was actually there, hidden
somewhere among the symbols.

Ed shrugged. As Sherry, his wife and
warrior princess never ceased to remind him; his was to do or die
and hers was to do all the thinking. Not that Ed really minded
being the muscle. Still, there were times when a man of action
likes to think that he is more than just brawn or eye
candy.

In any case, Ed decided it was time to
turn for home with his trophy and a well-deserved drink. But as
luck would have it, he suddenly caught the unmistakable whiff of
grilling hotdogs. Ed moaned aloud. Caution and good private eye
practice dictated that he take the Easter egg back to Peaches
Orchard where Sherry was anxiously waiting.

But Ed had always been a sucker for
carnival dogs. Maybe, it was the way they grilled them with onions
and peppers or maybe it was the steamed buns. He really didn’t know
and really didn’t care.

Whatever their secret pull, Ed’s
legendary lack of impulse control made the smell powerless to
resist. Wistfully, he put the Easter egg snugly back under his arm
and slowly made his way through the carnival stalls and milling
throngs in search of the aroma’s source.

“Hotdogs!” he eventually
heard a hawker cry. “Hotdogs for only one thin dollar. Bratwursts
for only one fifty. Come and get your hotdogs. Hot and tasty.
Hotdogs for a dollar!”

Keen to satisfy his craving, Ed
eagerly veered for the hotdog stand only to find his way blocked by
one of the many carnival workers dressed like Blue Flower. This
particular rabbit costumed huckster was holding a handful of
helium-filled balloons and reeked of mothballs.

“Balloon for 50¢ mister?”
The cottontail asked.

“Sorry.”

“Come on mister. Just one
for the kiddy.” The rabbit pressed.

“No thanks.”

“Come on you cheap
bastard! Buy a damn balloon!”

For a moment, Ed thought of punching
the smelly bunny right on his big whiskered nose, but on further
reflection, he decided there might be a better way to teach the
obnoxious rodent a lesson.

Never one to pass up an opportunity
for a little mischief himself, Ed grabbed the costumed carnival
worker and pulled him close. “Since you work here, my guess is they
probably let you eat for free. Right!”

The carny nodded. “Yea, the rest is in
commissions. The lousy bastards.”

“In that case, I’ll tell
you what I’ll do. I was going to buy one of those delicious hotdogs
over there at the counter. You get me that hotdog and I’ll buy two
of your balloons. That way we both make out and screw the carnival
at the same time.”

The rabbit thought for a minute,
slowly bobbed his headgear, and turned to zigzag through the
milling crowd.

“Don’t forget mustard and
onions,” Ed called after.

Smirking, Ed watched as the carnival
worker made his way back holding the hotdog as if it were a
delicate flower. He handed it over to Ed and then promptly held out
two balloons.

“Screw your balloons.” Ed
cried and took off running with the hotdog in one hand and his
Easter egg in the other.

All things considered; it was
unthinkable that the carny would come running after him for a
stupid dollar hotdog. After all, the man was in a rabbit costume
and anchored down by a fist full of balloons. But Ed could not have
been more wrong. The bunny-clad carnival worker promptly screamed
“thief” and took after him like the demented rodent-clad carny that
he was.

Annoyed
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