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To John Betancourt and Carla Coupe, who invited me to play in their sandbox, and let me have it when they decided not to use it themselves.


A PRIVATE MATTER

“It’s Unsanctioned, and I want it stopped!” Master Assassin Fee M’Farr stated firmly. He pounded on my desk for emphasis.

“I don’t stop things,” I reminded him. “I’m an Independent Eye. I watch and observe. I ask questions and make conclusions and report. That’s what I do. What you do about it, that’s your business. According to the Posts I saw last week, Marla Lily was found dead at the foot of the stairs in the house owned by Trader Drina Vikk. City Guard declared it a tragic accident. End of story.”

I leaned back in my chair and observed Fee M’Farr. He doesn’t look like an Assassin. He looks more like a successful grocer who’s sampled more than a little of his own wares—round face, snub nose, good-size belly. That is, until you notice his eyes. They’re the giveaway. They’re like two chips of granite, gray and cold.

“Not according to the Dark One who took care of Lily,” M’Farr said. “There are a few discrepancies in that report.”

“Discrepancies?” A very big word for a very big lie. “Like what?”

“Like no bruises on the body, other than the one at the back of her neck that killed her.” He shifted in the wooden chair I keep for my clients—unpadded, and not very comfortable to sit in. I don’t want my clients to wait around and chat. Tell me what you want me to do, then let me do it. That’s how Pola Drach does business, and I’ve been doing it long enough to get a good rep. You want an Eye, you come to Drach.

Of course, the Guilds have their own people to investigate Guild problems, but there are some things folks don’t want the Guild to mess with—family matters like who’s cheating on who, or who’s dipping into the family coffers. In that case, there aren’t too many options. There’s The Brain, but she’s too higher-up to handle little things like straying spouses. And there’s Basher Bob, if you need muscle. I do the job clean and quiet, and I don’t make a lot of fuss about it.

I looked M’Farr over again. “And you know this how?”

“Any time there’s a death that’s not absolutely due to bad health, I want to know about it,” he admitted. “I make a nice donation to the Temple every month to ensure the Dark Ones keep me informed. Something like this happens, it’s bad for business.” He’d said the forbidden word aloud. No one else in Lorr would speak so casually about loss of life.

“I see,” I said. “If word got out that someone actually got murdered without the help of the Fatsos, then people might start wondering what they’re paying you protection for. That would definitely hurt your bottom line.” I could be just as crass as he was.

M’Farr glared at the reference to the Honorable Guild of Forgers, Assassins, Thieves. and Swindlers as rendered by the common folk of Lorr.

“You’ve got a smart mouth, Drach,” he gritted out.

“I know,” I said, with my blandest bland smile. “I also know there’s more to this than you’re telling me. But a job’s a job, and the Guild is good for it. I charge a silver a day, plus expenses.”

“Here’s three silvers. That’ll cover you for three days.” He laid out the coin. “And I’ll want a tally of those expenses when you’re done.”

“Am I working for the Guild or for you?” I asked as I reached into the desk for my standard form. I like to get it down in writing. It saves the fee of an advocate if the client isn’t happy with what I find out when I’m Eyeing.

M’Farr shifted in the chair again.

“You’re working for me, personally,” he said. “This is a private matter. I don’t want the Guild in on it. Not yet, anyway. If it turns out this is about some amateur trying to save a bit or two, I’ll take care of it. If it’s a pro, then it becomes something for the Guild to handle.”

“I’ll still need a badge,” I reminded him. As an Independent, I don’t carry one.

M’Farr reached into a jacket pocket and came up with a round token with the Guild’s Sigil on it—a sword crossed with a pen.

“How far do I dig?”

I may not have access to the Big Black Box that holds all the Admin records, but I can go pretty far. I have a few resources the City Guard can’t use, even if they wanted to.

“Just find out who did it, and leave the rest to me,” M’Farr ordered.

I handed him the form, he signed, and he was out the door into Clothiers Alley, mingling with the rest of the shoppers, just another citizen going about his business. After all, business is what Lorr is all about, and mine is just another service industry.

I leaned back in my chair and thought for all of two minutes about whether I was doing the right thing, getting mixed up in a Fatso Guild matter. Then I scooped up the coin. I have rent to pay on the office, small as it is—one room in Clothier’s Alley behind the choicest boutique in Lorr. I also have to pay rent on my digs on Entertainment Row, I have my food bill at Fletcher’s, and there’s the fresh potting soil for Ficus. M’Farr’s coin is as good as anyone else’s.
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So, off to work. No one better than a clothier to tell you the real dirt about the Upper Tier. I strolled around the corner to Jake and Holly’s, my landlords and the top-flight dressmakers in Lorr, to see what they had to say about the Vikk clan and Marla Lily’s connection to them. They owe me a favor or two since I got the goods on a little pin-holder who was pinching their best designs and peddling them to their chief rivals down the Grand Boulevard. Last I heard, the kid was running a loom somewhere in the southlands near Pangkot, Jake’s designs were safe, and Holly could charge top coin for an exclusive.

Jake waved me off as soon as I mentioned the name Drina Vikk.

“Don’t talk to us about that old miser! She’s the one behind the Vikk-shops. Ruining business! Undercutting the Merchants’ Guild! She even sells clothing without the sanction of the Clothier’s Guild!”

“And she’s never bought another dress since her Dearly Beloved Olber passed to Eternal Rest twenty years ago,” Holly added bitterly. “Not from us, not from anyone. She just remakes her old ones, over and over. And her daughter Kaisrin, the one who’s espoused to Devon Delrey, doesn’t come to us, either. She prefers that dowd Gieranch.” She made a face to express what she thought of her rival’s designs.

“What about this Marla Lily? Clothier’s model?” I looked around their shop, They didn’t seem to lack for customers. Two stout women fingered skirts displayed on a bench, and two slimmer ones watched as a very slender young beauty pirouetted before them, exhibiting a sheer blouse that didn’t quite reveal what was underneath.

“She said she was,” Jake said slowly. “She worked for us, and sometimes took a job showing goods at private parties. Word was, she was looking for a patron and moved in on Teedo Vikk.” He nodded meaningfully.

I nodded back. I’ve seen Teedo around in the bars and Licensed Houses. He’s known as a player, likes a good time when his mother lets him have the coin.

“How’d they meet?” Considering that Elder Vikk wasn’t shopping at Jake and Holly’s, and daughter preferred elsewhere, it would seem that Marla and Teedo weren’t exactly fated to connect.

“Like I said, Marla got hired by some of our colleagues to show their new styles,” Jake said. “There are private parties where the new clothes are displayed. Teedo likes to go to them, to see what’s new—not the clothes, the ones wearing them. For instance, Selva Delrey is one of our top clients. She had Marla display our designs at one of her little gatherings. Good sales for us, and a new patron for Marla.”

“And we don’t mean Selva,” Holly added. “Elder Vikk may be a straightlaced Conservationist, but Teedo’s not.”

“So, Teedo meets Marla,” I summed up, “Teedo takes up with her. Why take her home to meet Mam?”

“No idea,” Holly said with a dismissive shrug. “Once she landed Teedo, Marla Lily was gone from Clothier’s Alley. That was about three weeks ago. I suppose she thought she’d landed the big fish.”

“She landed something,” I said. “Thanks for the input, friends.”

Holly looked me over. “You know, Pola, you need to brighten yourself up. We’ve got a new line from the weavers in Flatlands, some kind of new wool their boffins came up with, and a new dye, too. It would match your skin perfectly. Honey-gold, made up in a slim skirt, a fitted jacket. It would show off the curves...”

She stopped, warned by my frown. I don’t want to be noticed. I’ve got a whole wardrobe full of drab dresses, tatty skirts, blouses with lace that’s just a touch dingy. When I’m not pretending to be an office drone, I prefer trou to skirts—easier to get around in, and better if I have to do rough work, although, to be honest, I try to stay away from that. My usual work depends on my fitting into the crowd.

When you look at me, you see a slightly dumpy, not-quite-middle-aged female with honey-gold skin and green eyes, just like any of hundreds you’ll see in Lorr toting their groceries home from market, scribbling away in offices, running small shops, and taking care of children while parents are scribbling in offices and running small shops. Oh, I can dress up for an occasion, but most of the time, an Eye has to be invisible. An unattractive female is as good as invisible in Lorr, and that’s the way I like it.

“I’ll think about it,” I told Holly. I might buy the outfit, but not today. Once in a while, I have to put on a show. A new suit might come in useful, and if this assignment worked out, I’d have the coin for it.
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Next stop was more difficult. I had my token from the Guild, but that might not be enough to get me into the Dark Ones’ Temple. I spent a bit on a carrier-ride to the end of the line, then had a goodly walk to the Final Shrine halfway up Dark One’s Hill, where the bodies of the deceased are kept before disposal.

It’s a stark box of a building—no curlicues or paint, just the bricks and blocks and a simple red-and-white sign over the front door. No one likes to think about what’s inside a Dark One’s Temple. Death is the great evil, the one thing in Lorr that’s never spoken of, to be avoided at all costs. Dark Ones deal with it every day, one way or another; and it marks them, inside and out, more than the dark-blue robes and plain blue trou and jackets they wear.

I got the usual guff from the Dark One at the door when I asked for an interview with the Medico who’d written the report on Marla Lily, but in the end, the token got me ten minutes with a smug, supercilious long noodle named Eldo Kelvin in a bare cell of a room that reeked of what they douse the bodies in before they take them to the Burning Pits—a sickly-sweet soapy smell mixed with the musk of incense from the Temple. No chairs, not even a bench to sit on. Just him, and me, and four walls, ceiling, and floor.

He strode in, long robe flapping, long nose sniffing, set of lenses perched atop said nose, long hair flying in all directions.

“If you are here to question my findings in the matter of Marla Lily, then let me remind you I am a qualified Medico,” he snapped before I had a chance to say a word.

“And just what were those findings?” I snapped back. “Where’s this report?”

“I turned it over to the City Guard,” Kelvin said haughtily. “As per routine. And they ignored it. Ignored it!” he repeated, radiating indignation. How dare a mere City Guard ignore the report of a qualified Dark One!

“Post said the death was accidental,” I said.

“Pah!” Kelvin glared at me through his lenses. “I am not blind. If I say there were no bruises on the body, there were none. That woman did not fall down those stairs. She was placed at the bottom of them deliberately. I noted the lividity of the limbs, the placement of blood engorgement…”

“Cause?” I did not utter the forbidden word.

“A blow to the back of the neck that severed the spin-al cord…here.” He pointed to the back of his own neck.

“With what?”

“That is difficult to say. There were no characteristic marks of any particular blunt instrument, such as a cane or club. A very strong person could have done it with a hand, of course. I have seen demonstrations of the skill.”

So have I, and it’s a specialized one. It’s part of Guards training, hand-to-hand combat for use in restraining obstreperous prisoners. Most folks don’t bother with that kind of skill. The average citizen of Lorr depends on a stout cudgel for self-defense. I usually carry a small one myself, just in case I run into something unexpected while I’m Eyeing.

“Medico Dark Kelvin, please tell me exactly how and why you were called to the Vikk house.” I laid it on thick, giving him his full title.

“And who desires this information?”

“I ask on behalf of Master Assassin Fee M’Farr. He’s hired me to make sure Marla Lily’s demise was, indeed, accidental.”

Kelvin sniffed at me, but that might have been his reaction to the ever-present dead-house reek of rotting meat and incense.

“It was my turn on the rotation for night duty,” he said. “A message was sent from Striver’s Hill guardhouse via comm. They had been summoned to the house of Master Merchant Drina Vikk. There had been an accidental death in the house. The family servant demanded that the body should be removed as quickly as possible.

“I took the skimmer to said house, where I was let in by said servant, who provided me with the ritual basin for washing.

“I was then shown the body of a young woman dressed in an evening gown, lying at the foot of a long flight of stairs. The servant informed me this was a Marla Lily, a guest in the house, and that she had fallen down the stairs in the night.”

“And you didn’t accept this?”

“I do not accept hearsay evidence,” Kelvin said. “I make my own conclusions. I turned the body over and examined it carefully.”

“And you concluded…?”

“As I stated in my official report, the woman was killed by a blow to the back of the neck. How many times must I repeat this? I have work to do, I cannot stand here and waste time!”

“Conservationist, are you?” I commented.

“My beliefs are not under discussion, Eye Drach. I sent my report to the City Guards and they ignored it. I also sent a copy to Master Assassin M’far.”

“Who pays you to keep him informed,” I summed up. “Well, Kelvin, he’s paying me to do the same. Is there anything else you may have noticed? Something inconsequential you didn’t put in your report? For instance, what was the manner of the chief servant towards you?”

Kelvin had been about to leave, but stopped in his tracks. “His manner?”

“Was he upset? Did he look pleased, unhappy, distressed?” I pressed him. Dark Ones don’t usually notice anyone or anything around them, but I was taking a chance this one might have something for me that wasn’t in the reports.

Kelvin looked blankly back at me. “He was a servant, dressed in a servant’s livery. He held the basin with both hands…” He stopped. “It nearly slipped out of his hands,” he said thoughtfully. “The servant’s hands were wet.”

“Odd,” I said. “He wasn’t the dishwasher, was he?”

“The chief servant, as I said. He behaved as though it was granting an honor he should lead me into house, even for such a distressing errand as mine.”

“And you didn’t speak to anyone else? None of the family came to observe the body?”

Kelvin sniffed again. “Hardly, Eye Drach. Only we Dark Ones are allowed into the presence of the Dead, and even we must wash before and after touching them.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“And one more thing,” Kelvin added. “My observations are very thorough.” He cleared his throat, meaningfully. “I had to cut.”

“Oh?” I didn’t like the sound of that.

“The female was with child,” he said.

“That wasn’t in the report,” I pointed out.

“It was not pertinent to her decease,” Kelvin said sniffily. “She would have had the child in six months had she not been killed.”

That put a new face on things.

“Medico Dark Kelvin, I thank you for your very valuable time, and I hope you have a pleasant day.”

He didn’t bother to return the wish. He strode off, robe and hair flapping. I decided not to bother looking at the late Marla Lily. Doing so wasn’t going to give me any more than what Kelvin already had, which was enough to make me wonder just who in the House of Vikk didn’t want Marla Lily dead.
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There was one more stop to make before I actually tackled the House of Vikk—the touchiest of the day.

I have a spotty relationship with the City Guard. On the one hand, I spent a year in the Guard, so in one sense, I’m one of them. On the other, my term ended badly, with recriminations on both sides. I happened to see something I wasn’t supposed to, and I reported it to my superiors, the way I was supposed to; and I found out that there are times when it’s better not to speak up.

For once, the Founders were with me. I got to the Guard House at the base of Admin Hill at turn-of-shift, and nailed Captain Sara Atterson as she was heading out the gates of the compound into the plaza. She had told me not to present my findings to our superior officer. Now, she’s a captain, and I’m on my own. That’s the way it goes in Lorr.

“Oyo, Captain Atterson! How’s business? Got time for a brew?”

“Eye Drach, I always have time for a brew, but not always with you. What do you want?” Atterson didn’t even break her stride, heading for one of the stands that sold clet, snacks, and brew to the guards.

“Can’t I have a sit-down with an old friend?” I steered her to the nearest food stall. “Brew or clet?”

“I’m not an old friend. We spent a term together before you were canned, and I don’t have any information for you,” Atterson snapped. “And I’m not ready for brew. Clet for me.”

She accepted the mug offered to her. I loathe clet, can’t even stand the smell of it. I got a mug of brew.

“What kind of information would I need from you?” I hefted my mug and took a sip. Not bad stuff, for roadside brew. “And why do you think I want it?”

“The Guard on patrol in Shopper’s Row spotted Master Assassin Fee M’Far in Clothiers Alley,” Atterson stated. “M’Far doesn’t buy from Jake and Holly, and doesn’t need anything from the Clothiers Guild. Guard Gilles is an eager young sprout who takes his job seriously. When he sees something or someone strange on his beat, he reports it immediately to his superior, who just happens to be me.

“So I start to think. What has happened recently that would send M’Far into a snit? And I think about that female found dead up on Striver’s Hill, and I think maybe someone’s poaching on Guild territory, and Master Assassin M’far wants to find out more, but on the quiet. You have an office in Clothier’s Alley, behind Jake and Holly’s Boutique. So, you are looking into the passing of Marla Lily. Like the Math Master at the Academy used to say, ‘That’s been shown’.”

“Better rein the kid in, then,” I said. “If he reports everything he sees when he’s on patrol, he might see something he shouldn’t. He might wind up like me, an Independent Eye.” I took another sip of brew, and let it go at that. No use getting muzzy this early in the day. “Who took the call on Marla Lily?”

“Striver’s Hill Patrol,” Atterson said with a shrug.

I knew what that shrug meant. The City Guard isn’t paid all that much. The householders on Striver’s Hill don’t want to shell out for extra protection from the Fatso Guild, so they pay the local patrol to step up their watches.

“What do you think?” I asked.

Another shrug.

“Not my affair,” Atterson said. “Guard Master says it’s an accident, Master Merchant Drina Vikk says it’s an accident, it goes down in the records as an accident, unless someone comes up with something better.”

“And if someone does?”

“The case is closed.” Atterson slammed down her mug. “It’s a private matter, Drach. Don’t interfere with Guard business.”

“It’s Fatso Guild business now,” I reminded her. “Anything useful I should know about the Vikks?”

“Only that Master Merchant Drina Vikk is a nasty piece of work, and you’d better watch your step with her, Eye Drach. And Merchant Teedo has an eye for the ladies—”

“That I know,” I said. “And Commander Affrey Vikk is the pride of the Aerial Corps. Elder sister Kaisrin is linked into the Delrey clan, who run most of the money that goes in and out of Lorr. Anyone else?”

“The youngest, Betriz, is said to be champing at the bit to take over from Elder Vikk, but it’s the mam who runs the business, and she isn’t about to let go. And that’s all I can tell you, Pola Drach. Thanks for the clet.”

And off she went, swaggering down the road, leaving me with the bill and two empty mugs.

So, now I knew a little bit more than I had before about the Vikks, but that didn’t help get me into the Vikk house.

I headed over to the News Posts in front of the Central Guard House to see if there was anything I should know before I tackled Striver’s Hill. Post One had a notice about volcanoes up north disrupting weather conditions, and a statement from the Autocrat of Pangkot pro-testing imposts on goods coming from the south. Post Two had an announcement about a new Council appointment, and a rehash of the eternal conflict between the Craftsmen’s Guild and the Merchants. There was a crowd around Post Three checking the latest figures from the Bankers’ Guild on the money market, and another around Post Four commenting on the judgment of a certain music critic, who was being snarky about the latest singer at the Opera. I skipped Post Five—I don’t bet on the races, and watching two bruisers whack each other bloody isn’t my idea of fun.

That left Post Six, the one that holds the gossip-sheets, and where people leave anonymous hints as to evil-doings amongst the highborn with low tastes.

What I found were a lot of scurrilous rumors about various Guild-Masters and their expensive habits, who was seen at this or that Licensed House of Pleasure, and one tidbit buried under two or three other tidbits asking “Has the sudden friendship between two brothers-in-law ripened or soured because of their mutual interest in a Clothier’s model?”

That gave me something to consider as I made my way across Lorr to Striver’s Hill.
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I thought that last bit of gossip over on the carrier-ride across town to Striver’s Hill, the district where the Vikk clan had established itself some twenty years before when Olber Vikk took residence in a house built by a formerly wealthy merchant who’d had the bad luck to lose his fortune to pirates.

You can tell who’s up and who’s down by their position on Striver’s Hill. The Delrey house is right at the top, a grand mansion that towers over the rest of them, as befits the most prestigious bankers in Lorr. The Vikk house is midway down the hill. I can’t tell whether it’s grand or not. It’s surrounded by a wall—concrete plastered over brick, topped with spikes, penetrated by two gates. One is an elaborate wrought-iron masterpiece with an entwined D/O monogram—for Drina and Olber—meant for invited guests and other gentry. Farther along the wall is a plain wooden door marked “Deliveries”, which does for the rest of us.

Striver’s Hill is not a good place for Eyeing. I couldn’t find a likely nook in the blank face of wall that separated the houses on either side of the curving road. There were no handy food stalls to lounge at, no peddlers to chat up, not even a tree to lean against. No one walks up Striver’s Hill casually. There was a country-looking fellow with a handcart delivering foodstuffs to one or another of those hidden houses making his way down the hill, but I was the only other person in sight. Even the servants hid behind the walls.

To make the point clearer, along came one of those pesky Guard patrols—one fresh-faced young recruit, one hardened vet.

“Are you lost, Friend?” the younger Guard asked politely while the older one gave me the onceover, trying to peg my status.

I have prepared a good excuse for just such an occasions.

“I was sent by my Guild to deliver a message to the Merchant Bruno residence, but I must have taken a wrong turning,” I said.

“Not on this street,” the younger Guard told me curtly. “Go down the hill, around, and up the other side.”

“Take care, woman,” the older Guard added.

“I’ll do that. Thank you, Guardsmen.” At least, I had been polite. Maybe I looked out-of-place on Strivers’ Hill, but he didn’t have to be nasty about it.

I headed back down the hill while they watched to make sure I did. It was a long, hot slog, and I decided I couldn’t take a chance I’d be nailed Eyeing. I’d have to get into the Vikk house somehow, but doing it would take a little time.

It was getting towards sundown, and I wanted to learn a bit more about the Vikk-Delrey connection before I tackled Drina Vikk. It’s always better to know more than your adversary thinks you do.
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I headed for Entertainment Row and my digs. I stopped at the one of the market-carts along the way to pick up a round of cheese and a small loaf of sweet bread for my evening snack. Fletcher’s Food Shop provides most of my meals, but Fletcher closes his ovens after the Silver Moon sets, and I sometimes get hungry waiting for him to open in the morning.

I have two rooms—a bedroom that faces the inner yard where the loo and wash-house are, and a sitting room that faces the street, furnished with a table where I can have my meals, a large chair with an alcohol lamp where I can read and write my reports, and a stand for Ficus near the window so it can observe the street below. Once in a while I open the window and let Ficus get a chance at pollination, but I don’t really want Ficus to pollinate. I know that, once pollinated, Ficus will produce one seed, then die.

Some of the Conservationists will argue that I’m keeping Ficus from completing its appointed mission, and I admit it—I’m being selfish. I want to keep Ficus with me for as long as I can. It’s something alive in my life, and there are the added benefits, which I prefer to keep to myself.

I smelled the warning it projected before I opened the door. I had my cudgel in my hand when I entered.

Master Assassin Fee M’Farr sat at my table, reading my private report-book. I didn’t bother with a “How’s business?”

“What are you doing here?” I yelled. “How did you find this place?”

M’Farr grinned nastily. “I’m an Assassin, remember? Just because I don’t do it now doesn’t mean I can’t. I was trained by Master Kudos himself.”

I wasn’t impressed. “I don’t care if you were trained by the Founders of Great Memory. This is my home, and you are invading it. What do you want?”

“I want to know why you’re not at the Vikk house,” M’Farr snapped.

“Do you want me to do this job or not?” I shot back. “I’m a professional. I do the job the way I think it should be done. If you didn’t want me to do it, you should have let one of your own people investigate. You’ve got plenty of spies on your payroll.”

“I told you, this is a private matter. I don’t want the Guild involved, not yet.”

“Then let me do what you’re paying me to do.”

M’Farr grimaced. “You’re wasting my money, buying clet for the Guards.”

I made an exasperated noise. “You and the Guards Patrol should get together on this. One of their rookies spotted you in Clothier’s Alley. Now you tell me one of the Fatsos spotted me with my Guards contact.”

“Don’t call the Guild that!” M’Farr’s face grew red with indignation. “We’re the Honorable Guild of Forgers, Assassins, Thieves, and Swindlers, and don’t you forget it! And I expect a little more action than I’m getting right now.”

“Eyeing isn’t active,” I told him. “What I’m doing now is mostly thinking, and what I’m thinking is that I’m going to have to find another set of digs if this one is known. There are a few people out there who may not appreciate what I’ve found out about them and will take it out on me. They may even try to uproot Ficus, and that would really make me unhappy.” I didn’t elaborate. I also didn’t tell him that Ficus isn’t exactly defenseless.

M’Farr got up from the table. “What are you going to do now?”

I put down my net bag with the bread and cheese.

“I’m going to water Ficus. I’m going downstairs to Fletcher’s for my dinner. I’m going to make the rounds of the bars and brothels, chat up a few people, and see what I can find out about Marla Lily that might make someone want to kill her. And maybe tomorrow, when I’ve got my facts straight, I’ll try to get into the Vikk house. If I’m really lucky, I’ll have a word with Master Merchant Drina Vikk.”

“And then what?” Fee needled me.

I didn’t rise to his bait. “And then, I’ll tell you what I find out, and what I conclude. Come to my office tomorrow at sundown. And don’t come here again!”
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