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Chapter One

“Huh, yah call yahself a ferret,” the oaf
huffed as he stomped out of my office and into the reception room,
then to slam the hallway door behind him.

He was a greasy little man and no manner of
expensively tailored garb could hide the fact that he had not
outgrown a swinish upbringing.

“What?” I asked Osyani, my secretary.

It was a rhetorical question. I knew why she
was giving me the raised eyebrow and tilted head look. “I do not
track down fleeing paramours. If anything, I would offer tips on
how to hide from such scoundrels.”

“Of course not, but what about the granary
proprietor who wants to know who vandalized his mill, or the buggy
hit-and-flee incident on Pine Road? Or the…”

“All right, all right,” I answered while
holding up my hands. “As I said, I am being more selective on
cases. It be not as if I can ill afford it. The last couple cases
paid very well.

“What?” I again asked, this time in response
to her skeptical smile.

“You certainly are being selective. How many
cases have you turned down in the past two weeks? Eight, ten?”

“Why ask me? You are the secretary,” I
snapped with more irritation than I meant to express.

Though her appearance be that of a lithesome
maid of late teen years with skin the color of honey, one would
never guess Osyani was hatched a harpy who bonded to me soon after
breaking through her shell. As a harpy, she matured magically fast.
It be a long story involving an arduous trek through the Megaoulas
Mountains. After being severely injured, she became fully human
following a blood transfusion from the magic-bane Lorenzo Spasm.
Osyani looks upon me as a father figure – and Lorenzo an uncle.

“I know your recent cases have been
stressful, but you know what they say, ‘If you fall from a centaur,
you must get right back in the saddle,’” Osyani continued.

“First,” I replied, “I am not sure who ‘they’
be, but they can talk after being kidnapped and delivered to a pack
of twisted torturers, chased by seven-headed dragons, marked for a
painful death by Ghennison Viper Mages and forced to traverse the
monster-plagued temple crypts of Dorga, the Fish-Headed God of
Death. And that be just the most recent cases.”

“And second,” I concluded, “who would want to
ride a smelly, ill-tempered centaur?”

“What’s this?” came a voice from the opening
doorway. “You’re getting kinky with a centaur? Isn’t that how the
breed came about in the first place?”

“We need keep that door locked and take cases
by appointment only,” I said to Osyani. “It would keep the riffraff
out.”

“What a thing to say about your best bud,”
replied Lorenzo Spasm in a mock injured tone. He crossed the room
to seat himself and smile innocently.

My friend often speaks with strange idioms,
explained by his claim to come from what he calls an alternative
universe where magic does not exist. Lanky and about six feet in
height, he appears to be in his middle forties. Traces of grey can
be seen in his shoulder-length hair and a black mustache hangs past
his chin. It be his garb that most stands out – short-sleeved
tunics with images of palm trees and topless women in skirts of
grass.

“Parallel firmaments,” my half-brother and
alchemist Olmsted Aunderthorn exclaimed when being told of
Lorenzo’s otherworldly claim. “Fjsten, a great meta-physicist,
hypothesized such manifestations.”

I believe Lorenzo’s tale since he has proven
impervious to spells thrown against him.

“I was just noting Jak turning down a parade
of potential cases,” Osyani spoke.

Lorenzo opened his mouth to speak, but I
quickly shut him down. “And do not you come with any. Yours are the
ones that come close to getting me maimed or killed.”

“Didn’t you promise Olmsted’s old professor
you’d investigate some ancient evils still prowling about?” he
persisted. “How’d he put it? ‘They walk in the shape of man or
drift through the night streets as foul, venomous fogs. This legion
of darkness, this ancient obscenity – this malignancy be injurious
to all beings and must be confronted. Others have tried and died
horribly for their struggles.’”

“Yes, and I did not like the part of dying
horribly. Anyway, I turned it over to Agent 28. With the King
shaking up Glavendale’s Clandestine Information Authority, Agent 28
be now the CIA director. He has the needed resources.”

Agent 28, an old acquaintance of Lorenzo’s,
was involved in the Case of the Cursed Golden Muskrat. At least
that is how Sergey Varvervane titled it in his The Weekly Tattler,
a so-called journal that prints the likes of youths raised by
savage chickens in the sewers of Duburoake, a hybrid child known as
Bat Lad and swine mutilations perpetrated by denizens of the moon.
Nor can one forget his reports that the deceased minstrel Elfin
Pulley is alive and flipping muskrat paddies at a mineral spring
spa.

He has chronicled many of my past cases.
Sergey headlined the run-in with various undeads as “The Case of
One Damned Thing After Another.” Sergey be a faultless news scribe
in that his creativity often surpasses his flair as a
fact-gatherer.

“So, what are you doing with your free time?”
my friend asked. “Taking up bowling?”

“I have no idea what bowling is, but I have
taken on a new case,” I replied defensively.

Osyani looked surprised and asked, “You have?
Which one? The break-in at the Baron’s manor? Oh, you have agreed
to investigate the attempted assassination of the sausage guild
bookkeeper.”

“No, it be a case that did not come through
the door.”

There was a moment of silence. Osyani waited
with an expectant look.

“It, ah, deals with a missing pet
wyvern.”

The silence continued until Lorenzo spoke,
“You are investigating a petnapping? What? Did it have a
diamond-encrusted collar? Were drug smugglers stuffing opium up its
butt?”

“No. Not all cases need involve riches or
high crimes,” I huffed. “It be but a plain miniature calico wyvern
that belongs to an elderly spinster on Manchineel Lane. It has been
missing since last week.”

“So, she came to the most infamous private
inquisitor in Duburoake to find her pet? What is she paying you?”
asked Lorenzo.

“Ah, we have yet to speak of that.” I shifted
uncomfortably in the chair I had taken next to Osyani’s desk. My
secretary maintained her silence, but her enquiring look made me
continue. “Actually, she is not aware I am on the case.”

“How be that?” she finally asked.

“Well, ah, there be these posters on some gas
lamplights and, you know...”

“Stop, Lorenzo,” Osyani chided my friend as
he opened his mouth to speak. “I think it sweet Jak be helping a
lonely old woman find her pet. I have seen those posters,
myself.”

I smiled in response to her support. “I have
been asking around the neighborhood. Have there been any strangers
lurking about? Any neighbors spiteful enough to…”

I was interrupted again, this time by the
forceful wrenching of the hallway door’s knob, and bursting in were
two very large bogeymen. Even Lorenzo was taken aback by the abrupt
appearance of the two almost-mythical beings.

What to say about bogeymen? In appearance,
they can range from the dwarf species most known for their maniacal
compulsion to scare human children, to their larger cousins
inhabiting the southern deserts. Both big and small shared greyish,
mottled skin festered with sporadic hairs the size of toothpicks.
They boasted necks wider than their pinheads, bright yellow teeth,
red-rimmed eyes and thick toenails that curved upwards like sleigh
runners. The two before us stood at least six and a half feet and
were garbed in canvas wraps tied at the waist with coarse ropes.
The look was that of someone outgrowing a tent.

“Which ones of yah be the ferret?” growled
the lead bogeyman.

“That be private inquisitor,” I snapped back
by habit.

Those of us in the vocation detest the street
slang for our profession. I stood as he swaggered toward me.

“I do not believe you have an
appointment.”

“Not need appointment, little man.”

He approached until I was forced to crane
back my head.

I was speechless. Bogeymen! I had only seen
their likeness in street puppet shows or illustrations in
children’s bedtime parchments. It had been enough to have given me
nightmares of them lurking beneath my bed – though only once did it
prove true.

“That be far enough,” snapped Osyani in a
steely voice that held echoes of her harpy origins.

The bogeyman paused as he was about to clutch
the front of my tunic, probably with the intention of hoisting me a
foot off the floor. The insolent grin straightened when he turned
his head to see Osyani griping a small hand crossbow. It was armed
with an eight-inch bolt.

“Hah,” the grey oaf snorted. “Would not even
feel the prick.”

“High yellow jungle hydra,” she simply
replied.

That was enough for the bogeyman to step back
as he eyed the glistening sheen at the tip of the bolthead. The
most lethal toxin known belongs to the small jungle hydras. One
drop was enough to send a hundred such as him into fierce,
torturous contractions capable of cracking clenched teeth and
snapping spines.

“Yeah, but yah only can shoot one of us,”
challenged the second and smaller intruder.

“Shut yar dung hole, Drogg. Yah dumb arse,”
snarled his partner, who was the ‘one of us’ Osyani had in her
sight.

“To make this simple,” I said, “why not tell
why you are here?”

“Yah stop looking for Smila,” said the second
bogeyman.

“I said, shut yar hole,” the leader barked,
who with barely turning his head, swung around just enough to
backhand his partner with a blow that would have crushed the skulls
of most mere mortals. Instead, the other backpedaled and angrily
grunted.

“Smila? Who be Smila?” I asked in
confusion.

“Yah know, Smila. The one yah’s been asking
about.”

“Me? Asking about a Smila?”

“I think he means the missing wyvern,”
supplied Osyani, who maintained her aim on the bogeyman.

I heard a chortle and turned to send Lorenzo
a frosty glare.

“What? The missing calico wyvern?” I shouted.
“You threaten me because I am looking for an elderly woman’s pet
wyvern? Are you mad? Be this some joke by the ne’er-do-wells at the
King’s Wart Inn?”

“Hah, just old dame’s pet, huh? But this old
crone’s pet is bein’ hunted by the famous Jak Barley. Right, yah
are,” Drogg snorted and then retreated out of his companion’s
reach.

“Yah donnah have to play dumb for us,” the
lead oaf responded.

“Hey, my friend doesn’t have to play at being
dumb,” Lorenzo offered a mocking defense.

“This be a friend of yours?” the bogeyman
asked me in puzzlement.

“No. A possible client. He wants me to find
the troll that gave him a mentally degenerative,
sexually-transmitted malady. I told him it be too late. At this
late stage, he will be a cabbage by the time I find the
culprit.”

“We warned yah, Barley. Lay off or else,” the
lead bogeyman snarled, shook his pinhead and spun around.

He shoved his partner through the door and
slammed it behind him with such force that Osyani’s ink pot skipped
across her desk.

All three of us stared at the door in silence
until Lorenzo spoke, “Well, I’m glad you decided to take it easy
with a simple petnapping.”

I ignored the comment and looked to Osyani.
“You keep a crossbow – one with high yellow jungle hydra venom on
the tip? Since when?”

Her laughter helped ease the tension. “It be
only love apple nectar. A maiden needs some kind of protection from
the rogues who come through that door.”

“Bogeymen. Really?” I muttered in disbelief.
“Where in Hades did they come from? Who uses bogeymen as enforcers?
It be not as if they can blend into a crowd.”

I paused just long enough to consider the
other question. “Over a missing pet wyvern. Really?”

“Have you spoken with the supposed elderly
owner of this miniature calico wyvern?” asked Lorenzo.

“No. Was not going to until I found her
pet.”

“Well, I guess it’s time we did,” he
replied.

I eyed my friend with suspicion. “We? You are
going to include yourself in something that does not involve mass
destruction, madness and mayhem?”

“Who says it won’t?”

“By the way,” I said over my shoulder to
Osyani as we exited the office, “charge the regular sum to the
sausage guild for solving that attempted assassination of their
bookkeeper. It was not some crime guild whack job, but by his
nephew keen on inheriting the childless bookkeeper’s estate.”

“You solved that just by what was in the
guild’s correspondence?” Osyani asked in surprise. “

“No,” I admitted, then added, “and include a
dozen ales in expenses.”

“A dozen ales?” she skeptically asked.

“Yes. Here be a receipt from the King’s Wart
Inn. Who says I waste my time at taverns? The nephew happens to be
a drunken sot – the sort who snivels of ill fortunes after a number
of ales.”

 


~ * ~

 


“Me niece gave me Smila last month after me
miniature roc died. Got it from the Duburoake Beastie Rescue
League. Timid little thing, it was,” the wizened woman sadly
reminisced from her overstuffed chair. A colorful sloth hair shawl
was draped around her thin shoulders.

Her small quarters were in the Sky Wall, an
ancient rampart perched high above Duburoake. It was constructed
when the port city was first established and vulnerable to sea
brigands. From its lofty height, heavy boulders and flaming tar
balls could be catapulted into the harbor amidst raiding ships.
Quarried from the cliffs overlooking Duburoake, the wall appeared
as if a natural part of the stone hillside.

Never one to waste municipal funds, the
founders gave it a dual purpose. Its inner face was lined with
small windows and brightly painted doorways leading to tiny
lodgings within the bulwark.

“So, you cannot think of any reason your
wyvern would be taken?” I asked again. “Be it a rare breed?”

“No, just what me niece told me. She said the
leprechaun at the shelter guessed it to be one of those designer
pets. They guessed Smila be half standard orange tea and half Misty
Mountain miniature drake. That gave her the colorful scales.”

The missing wyvern’s owner paused for a
moment. “Oh, you are that ferret I been reading ’bout in the
Tattler. Not think you be interested in missing pets.”

“Jak has a soft spot in his heart for lost
pets,” Lorenzo spoke before I could reply. “He had a favorite
muskrat as a child. The two were inseparable. Even got it a
membership at the local pool. Then one day it just disappeared.
After twenty years he still grieves.”

“Oh, you poor lad,” she replied
sympathetically.

 


~ * ~

 


“Well, we didn’t learn much there,” Lorenzo
concluded as we closed the door behind us.

“No,” I agreed, “but it gives us a lead on
where she got the wyvern. Maybe Hebron will come up with
something.”

Hebron, a kettle mender and knife sharpener,
plies his trade across the street from my office and lodgings. He
makes an occasional fee for running errands, which can include
tailing visitors. I had signaled him from my window as the
boogeymen exited onto the street.

“What be with the silly muskrat thing?” I
asked. “Why such a ridiculous tale?”

“The most infamous private inquisitor in
Glavendale answering a missing pet poster is less ridiculous?”
scoffed Lorenzo. “Anyone questioning her will hear of your
heartwarming soft spot for old ladies and their pets. For your
information, as a child I had a rescue muskrat I was very attached
to. I still get misty-eyed when thinking of it and have abandonment
issues to this day.”

I ignored him to take in the neighborhood. It
was right below Nob Hill, a neighborhood of palatial mansions
reserved for rich merchants and shirttail royalty. The Wall
neighborhood where we were now was a touristy area with its narrow
streets lined with food booths, cheap clothing stalls and
bunk-and-brunch rooms. It be reached from the city proper below by
a trolley that be almost an elevator. One trolley descends as the
second car ascends; each acting as a counterweight to make the job
easier for the two mules at the base. The beasts plodded in circles
on opposite ends of a wheel attached at the center to a shaft
driving an array of gears, which in turn powered the chains for the
trolleys. I climbed a narrow flight of steps to the top of the
wall, never tiring of the dragoneye’s view over the city and out to
sea. The anchored ships with their colorful sails appear as toys.
School children on outings raced along the railings, young lovers
strolled hand-in-hand and elders enjoyed the vista from park
benches.

A small knot of knee-high rock brownies
weaved among the bigguns. Over their heads floated colorful,
gas-filled pig bladders to warn of their underfoot presence.

Away from the odors and smoke of the city
below, I find it to be one of the most pleasant sections of
Duburoake.

Above Nob Hill be the Old Section, the
original part of Duburoake built before the city grew into a busy
trading port. The early village was settled by a long-forgotten
cult of cloud worshipers who are said not to be human. They chose
the heights because of the weather. The moist air off the ocean
hitting the cool gusts dropping from the high coastal cliffs
produces a monotonous drizzle occasionally interrupted by brief
bursts of sunlight or lightning.

It be easy to tell when you reach the Old
Section. The ancient limestone edifices and walks are sheathed in
dark green mosses and lichens. Traveling the least trodden strips
of the stone walkways and streets be like treading on plush
carpeting. With their thick walls, the mostly abandoned buildings
resemble small fortresses. Every now and then, thrusting out from
the riotous growth, are horrendous carvings of clouds with angry
faces of animals and races of demonic creatures no longer dwelling
on this side of the sea.

I found myself sighing as a light breeze
rippled through my hair. It reminded me that the young witch
Morgana recently hinted that it might be time for me to get a trim.
It was now almost shoulder length.

“It won’t be that long,” Lorenzo interrupted
my thoughts.

“What, my hair?”

“Come on. That long painful sigh. Your
forlorn look. You know I’m talking about Morgana. She’s only going
to be gone for two months.”

Morgana be my intended and the daughter of
Glavendale’s most powerful and feared witch, Morganna – spelled
with two Ns. My future mother-in-law makes no secret that I am not
one of her favorite beings. She tolerates me only because of her
daughter’s love for me.

Morgana’s magical talents made themselves
known later than most witches. Her slumbering powers awoke while in
the clutches of Dorga, the Fish-Headed God of Death. For the past
two years Morgana has been away learning whatever arcane studies
are taught to apprentice magic doers, and returns home only on
weekends, spring and summer breaks, and pagan holidays. During
those times her blossoming powers were vital in solving several
cases.

Morgana just recently graduated from the Kuu
Academy of Mystical Arts and Witchcraft and plans to join me as a
private inquisitor. With her sharp mind, Morgana has proven more
capable than many of those now holding private inquisitor licenses.
But then came the expected two-month practicum all witches must
perform before becoming fully accepted spellcasters. Unexpected was
that the internship would be in the distant provincial capital of
Farflank, located across the Megaoulas Mountains on Glavendale’s
eastern border.

I first suspected Morgana’s infamous mother
influenced the placement as a final attempt to come between us.
Morganna assured her daughter that this was not so.

“What now?” I sighed, the matter almost a
welcomed distraction.

“You mean the two following us?” Lorenzo
answered with another question.

“At least they are not boogeymen,” I noted
with little enthusiasm.

“Maybe they just want your autograph.”

“Me? It be more likely their interest lies
with you. Maybe all those fake border parchments you carry
about.”

“I don’t like to think of them as fake, but
as alternative personas.”

We were being shadowed by the Clandestine
Information Authority. Though the CIA agents thought they were
being so sly in the rough garb of stevedores enjoying a day off,
their polished boots gave them away. The masterful stitching and
first-rate leather were that of footwear made by Narmian Shoe Elves
– the preferred footwear of the King's Clandestine Information
Authority.

“We are going to have to find out what they
want,” I said, “but promise me one thing. Do not be chucking them
off the wall.”

My friend has an abrupt way of dealing with
those he considers pests.

We paused at an overhang featuring a
coin-operated spyglass. It was a favorite among sightseers. Lorenzo
spun the brass tube around to point it directly at the approaching
duo. The agents abruptly halted, obviously caught off guard, more
by the bluntness of Lorenzo’s scrutiny than by their actual
unmasking. I had to laugh at their awkward attempt of innocently
appearing to not notice Lorenzo’s observation. They resumed their
advance and my friend continued keeping them in the eye of the
spyglass.

“Must be nice getting a day off at the
docks,” I pleasantly spoke as they attempted to pass by.

“Ah, yes,” began the shorter of the two,
though only by an inch. They were both just over six-four in
height.

“Forget it,” his partner cut off any further
reply and turned to us. “You are to come with us.”

I coolly took in the pair. The one who last
spoke was as dark as his partner was pale – almost as pallid as the
sightless ghouls wandering the abandoned desert crypts of the
long-extinct, rat-skulled Cfxzyth.

“It be always nice to be wanted, but just
where would that be?” I replied. “I would also like to see some
form of identification.”

I was fully aware of the aversion CIA agents
had in admitting their identity when confronted. It seems to be a
matter of pride.

“Come on, Lorenzo. I know of a small eatery
that serves the best rooster-in-wine dishes.”

“Love that dish,” he replied. “Chicken
simmered in a wine sauce with cubes of pork fat, garlic, parsley,
thyme, leeks, butter and mushrooms. Yummy. I hope they use a pinot
noir, though sometimes I like to go wild with a cognac.”

There was not much the two could do. No doubt
if they had cornered us in some dark alley, they would have tried
physical force. Lucky for them we were out in public because they
would have received a nasty surprise at such a foolhardy venture.
As it was, with us being in such a public surrounding, they
grudgingly withdrew small brass shields showing they were agents
Nineteen and Twenty-One. I caught Nineteen by surprise, quickly
snatching his badge before he could withdraw it. I passed it to
Lorenzo after a closer examination.

“Just where are you taking us?” Lorenzo asked
after the badge’s owner grabbed it back. “I have a busy day ahead
of me.”

“You will know when we get there,” snarled
Twenty-One.

He emphasized his snooty remark by shoving a
threatening hand into his tunic pouch as if to clutch a blade. It
was so clownish that I had to snigger.

“We are going nowhere until you tell us what
this be about,” I firmly replied.

“Shut your hole. You will go where we tell
you,” snapped Twenty-One.

“Wrong answer,” Lorenzo noted in an almost
regretful voice.

Before the dullard could do more than utter a
startled gasp, Lorenzo grasped Twenty-One by his tunic, yanked him
in and spun about – then to force him several steps backward. With
windmilling arms, Twenty-one disappeared over the stone railing –
trailed by a quickly fading screech.

“Did not we agree, Lorenzo, no chucking over
the wall?” I admonished in a tone of one reprimanding an errant
child.

“If you remember, I didn’t reply.”

“Still, it seems a bit harsh.”

“We can’t have run-of-the-mill thugs
impersonating members of his majesty’s Clandestine Information
Authority. Besides, I believe their intentions were less than
friendly.”

“I suppose you are right.”

We both turned the remaining CIA
impersonator. He appeared dumbfounded by the abrupt turn of events.
I moved to block his escape.

“W-what are you doing? You cannot do that to
CIA agents,” he weakly blustered. “You will hang for this.”

“We probably would if you two were really CIA
agents,” I replied. “The boots were a good try, but whoever
supplied you with those fake badges botched it. The copper in real
ones takes on a green tarnish after several years. Veteran agents
take pride in that patina. Agent ID numbers cycle back after
reaching three hundred. Those now in their teens and twenties have
been in the CIA for at least twenty years, yet your badges are
shiny new.”

I lunged forward with the Striking Viper, a
basic move of Kimchee, the ancient martial art of thumb fighting.
The miscreant dropped the knife, his arm now numbed by my thumb
thrust to a nerve cluster beneath his right shoulder.

“Now, who sent you? Where were you taking us?
You are not leaving until you tell us,” I demanded.

The CIA imposter looked wildly back and forth
between the two us. Lorenzo drew his sword and I stood with both
thumbs poised. He had gone from an intimidating bully to a
frightened, cornered rat.

“And do not give us that, ‘You do not know
what they will do to me if I talk.’ You just saw what happened to
your associate. It cannot be worse than ...”

“Yikes,” Lorenzo observed as I stood with
mouth agape. “Guess we were wrong there. I certainly didn’t see
that coming.”

The buffoon caught us both by surprise,
pushing his way past Lorenzo and diving over the balustrade. I
stepped to the stone railing and leaned over. Small cedar trees
grew from cracks in the cliff and a trail of broken branches led to
a narrow ledge several hundred feet below us. A colony of nesting
cliff fairies erupted from the damaged foliage to chitter angrily
about being disturbed.

“They look dead,” observed Lorenzo from over
my shoulder.

“Looks that way,” I agreed. Shaking my head,
I groaned, “Why did I not tag along with Morgana for two months? I
guess it be true what my childhood priest threatened me with, ‘No
rest for the wicked.’”

“But the righteous need no sleep,” my friend
replied with way too much enthusiasm. “Anyway, you seem to attract
trouble no matter where you go. You must admit, this is one time
you can’t blame me.”

“Maybe. Oh, alright, maybe more than maybe. I
guess we can assume it all has to do with the missing wyvern, as
hard as that be to believe.”

“Did that biggun just leap over the
wall?”

I was hoping no one was looking our way when
the two made their hasty exits. A garden gnome, who had been
trimming a row of flowering bushes along the walkway, came to a
breathless halt before us. He stood two and a half feet tall and
with bright red suspenders holding up just as vivid blue britches.
His pointed green hat added six inches to his stature.

“Who?” Lorenzo asked.

“That biggun with you.”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The gnome’s eyes opened wide. “Why, the one
you were talking with. He jumped over the wall. I saw it.”

“Why did you ask if he jumped over the wall
if you saw it?”

The gnome stood dumbfounded by the
exchange.

“He was depressed,” I contributed.

“Depressed?”

“Yes, depressed.”

“Why?”

“Who knows what dark winds drive such
self-annihilations, though in this case it was the suicide of his
closest friend,” I answered.

“His friend committed suicide, too?”

“Yes,” Lorenzo replied, “and before you can
ask why, I will tell you. His friend was involved in a failed
relationship with a centaur. Negative societal pressure was too
much for their relationship to endure.”

“When did that happen?”

The gnome looked as if he rued continuing the
conversation, but was as helpless as one on a runaway freight
wagon.

“Just a minute ago,” Lorenzo answered.

“No!” the gnome yelped.

The little gardener grudgingly approached the
four-foot-high balustrade as if impelled by invisible hands. He
pulled himself up and over to peer below. A shudder ran through the
gnome’s body.

“This has all been very traumatic. I’m afraid
my friend and I must be going,” said Lorenzo.

“What? What about them? We cannot just leave
them there.”

“We can, you can’t. As an employee of the
municipality, it’s up to you to clean up that mess.”

“I am only a city groundskeeper. The
constabulary will want your names.”

“I am Eggo Waffle,” Lorenzo replied and then
waved to me, “and this is my friend, John Deere.”

“Those be strange names,” the gnome said.

He was back on his feet and eyeing us with
suspicion.

“Not in the Amnesian Islands. Now we must be
off.”

We left the gnome standing dazed and
confused.

We were nearing the trolley when I turned to
my friend and complained, “I know you are always making up fake
identities based on names from your world, but why do I always have
to get the most ridiculous-sounding ones?”

 


~ * ~

 


“Sure, I remember. A calico wyvern. Got
adopted by some young maiden. Said it was for her aunt. Why?” the
leprechaun spoke from behind a narrow-gated enclosure occupied by a
pair of half-grown cockatrices.

He was mopping the stone floor as the
two-legged serpents with rooster heads cowered in the corner.

“They seem like unlikely pets,” I let myself
be distracted.

“Why do yah think they be here? Dimwits want
something exotic to brag about. It be all amusement and games until
the little cuties get bigger and disembowel a neighbor.”

“Ah, well, yes. What can you tell me about
the wyvern? Where was it picked up? Anything unusual about it?”

“Nah, just that it be one of them fancy half
’n half breeds – a small one at that.

“What kind of shape was it in?” I asked. “I
mean, did it look as if it had been on its own for a while?”

“It was a bit thin. Gobbled its feed down
like it had been a couple days since its last meal. Why?”

“Just wondering. How far could a small wyvern
like that fly in a couple days?”

The shelter keeper rubbed his grizzled chin
and chewed his upper lip. “If one had a mind to, a small wyvern
like that could fly sixty miles or more in a day. Of course,
escaped pets usually just meander about the neighborhood.”

That didn’t help in narrowing down where the
wyvern originated.

“Where was it picked up?”

“Ah, here comes Gillard. He can tell you.
Gillard was the one on call that day.”

Gillard was a gangly lad. He had a wide
forehead and sharp chin, giving his face the look of a chisel. The
blue roots of his hair showed that his black hair was dyed. He
towered over the shelter keeper, which be no big feat seeing how
leprechauns are but three feet in height.

“What can you tell me about the calico wyvern
you picked up last month?” I asked the beast catcher after
introductions.

“Nothin’ much. Caught it chasin’ chickens
near Bear Creek. Tame enough. Came right to me when I waved about
some auroch jerky.”

“No identification at all?” I pressed him. He
seemed a bit nervous at the questioning. “No collar or ear
tag?”

“Well, ah...”

“Gillard,” snapped the shelter keeper at
seeing the lad’s hesitancy. “Was there?”

“Well, ah, just an old collar.”

“A collar? Where be it?” I excitedly asked at
this possible clue to the wyvern’s owner.

“Gillard, I saw no collar on the wyvern. What
did you do with it?” demanded the leprechaun.

“Well, I ah ... I mean it was old lookin’.
You would have probably tossed it.”

“Just tell us what you did with it,” I
impatiently demanded. “Did you throw it away?”

“No, I ah, well, I took it to a vintage shop.
I mean, it would be a shame to toss it, even if it was old and
worn.”

“Why would a vintage shop be interested in an
old and worn wyvern collar?” I asked in exasperation.

“Well, ah, it had, ah, a doodad ...” he
forced a nervous stutter out.

“A doodad? What kind of a doodad?”

“A kinda, ah ...”

“Yes? A kind of ...?” I had to prompt the lad
who looked as to wilt under the questioning.

“Medallion,” he choked out. “It be the, ah,
the size of a five-mark coin.”

“Bronze, gold, silver?” I pressed for simple
answers from Gillard.

“Gold.”

“Any writing?”

“Strange ciphers. Made me eyes and head hurt
just to look at.”

“Images?”

“Ah ...”

I now detected that it was not only the shame
at being discovered a thief, but the painful recalling of the
mysterious pendant.

“Any imageries?” I repeated, already worried
about what he would relate.

“Ah, a weirdly shaped skull with snakes
coming out of sockets.”

Great. A relic of the rat-headed Cfxzyth and
their similar appearing god, both now only remembered by their
ancient, desert ruins and rare and sought-after magical
artifacts.

I was well aware of Cfxzyth relics. Twice,
rings forged by the long-vanished creatures saved my life. From the
few skulls unearthed beneath desert ruins, those ancient holders of
dark powers had the facial features of rats. Little be known of
their mythical magics, but what tales survive terrify even the most
malevolent of mages.

Some of the cursed articles can be extremely
dangerous, especially in the hands of all but the most adept witch
or wizard. Still whispered amongst the scholars of obscure and
nearly forgotten religions are the blood-soaked accounts of Cfxzyth
and their heinous practices that have sent many of the weaker
neophytes waking in sweat-soaked bedding and gibbering madly from
having bitten off their own tongues.

“Where be this vintage shop?” I sighed.

 


~ * ~

 


The swinging sign above my head read, ‘The
Emporium of Astounding, Rare and Unusual Treasures.’ I was trying
to correspond that declaration with the artifacts in the window.
The stuffed crocodile might be unusual, but a treasure? The chipped
plaster bust of some long-forgotten patrician might be rare, but
astounding? I doubted any of the gemmed baubles were real, but of
colored glass and plated brass.

The interior was dim and smelled of oldness –
worm-gnawed wood, dusty cobwebs, musty carpets. The faint
fragrances of perfumes still clung to the once-opulent silks,
velvets and satins – now faded and moth-eaten. Failing to lessen
the odor of the smokey yimp fat lamps was the cloying scent of
cheap incense.

I actually found the ambiance pleasant. It
reminded me of my student days at the Duburoake Academy of Private
Inquisition and Methodical Deducements. I furnished my small loft
with items from such junk shops, though none as eclectic as this
one. I still have a favorite piece of furniture from those days, a
behemoth-hide sofa. It was bulky and its leather worn in some
spots, but extremely comfortable. While some might call the
carvings on its trim tasteless and vulgar, I prefer to think of the
dancing naked fauns and satyrs as whimsical. It could become a
sticking point when Morgana and I settle in together.

Four long and jumbled-filled rows of shelves
ran from the front to the back. Their top shelves were just above
head level. The walls were equally cluttered with age-yellowed
paintings, stuffed beast heads and mysterious apparatuses. One
section was devoted to an odd assortment of weapons. Most of the
swords and ax heads showed traces of rust. Hanging in the center
was a long bow and arrows with fletching made of yellow and red
cock feathers.

A bell above the door rang as I entered. It
was quickly answered by the elderly shopkeeper. He emerged from a
curtain behind the glass counter. Short and stout, he wore a ratty
top knot on an otherwise shaved head. His tunic was as threadbare
as his merchandise.

“Interesting, ah ...”

“The pickled heart of a unicorn,” the
shopkeeper finished for me.

“Oh, yes. So it is,” I agreed and hastily
returned the dusty glass jar to the shelf.

It did remind me of the mysterious pickled
treats floating in glass jars at the King’s Wart Inn. “That
certainly fills the bill for, ah, astounding.”

“And rare,” he added.

One would hope so, I thought to
myself.

“Lookin’ for anything in particular? A
gentleman like yourself might be interested in a pair of shrunken
heads me just got in from the Crimson Bayous. Talk about
conversation pieces.”

I was tempted. They could be used as a
bargaining point with Morgana when it came to keeping my sofa.

“Enticing, but I am looking for a gift for my
beloved,” I said as I reached the counter. “Something astounding,
rare and unusual, but more personal than shrunken heads or pickled
unicorn hearts. Maybe jewelry?”

“Ah, what about this?” he replied, retrieving
a small green velvet box from the glass case.

He theatrically opened it as if revealing a
legendary gem long lost until now.

For all I knew, it could be a valuable
jeweled ring sold by a starving aristocratic lady. It was pretty
and I might have to come back later and buy it as a gift for
Morgana – of course with Olmsted, who is an expert on gemstones.
But it was not a wyvern collar with a menacing talisman.

“No, it be pretty and such, but she be
pursued by other suitors – all of who are offering predictable
jewelry. I was thinking of an unusual pendant, one that could not
be duplicated by the other suitors.

“Hmm,” he murmured. “I have such, but doubt
it would appeal to a young maiden. I can assure you it be something
I have never come acrost.”

“Oh?” I tried not to appear excited. “You
never know with my love. Can I see it?”

The shopkeeper winced. “I misspoke. It be not
for sale.”

I laughed. “Be this a way to pique my
interest?”

“No, but it be not something for one you care
for.”

“Still, I would like to see it.”

He reluctantly slid open a side drawer to
reveal an assortment of coins, medals and charms.

“What do you think?” he asked.

The shopkeeper was holding a small, yellowed
object attached to a fine gold chain.

“What is it?” I asked, though my attention
was riveted on another item on the tray.

“It be the tooth of a chimera. Do not often
come across them.”

“I am sure, but what about that?” I pointed
to what at first glance would appear to be a foreign copper coin.
That would be true if not further scrutinized. Not many sovereigns
would put a rat skull with vipers exiting the eye sockets on their
currency.

“That one?” he replied in a pained voice. “It
be singular, but as a gift to a maiden?”

“Not for sale?”

“Well, not yet. I received it several days
ago and have yet to place a price upon it. There be nothing like it
in my numismatic catalogs.”

“It rouses my interest. Can you set a value
now?” I asked while trying not to seem too intent.

The shopkeeper grimaced and kneaded his
fingers.

“Are you afraid of selling it too cheaply?” I
prompted.

He let out a long sigh and gazed at me in an
almost imploring look. “Not that. There be something malevolent
about it. I almost did not take it from the lad. Gives me the
chills, it does. Hate to pass it on.”

This was one of the times to drop a charade.
The shopkeeper was honestly more worried about harm to a customer
than making a profit. I withdrew my wallet and flashed my private
inquisitor badge.

“You are right to feel unsettled by the
piece. It be extremely dangerous and needs to be safely confined by
the appropriate officials. I am authorized to reimburse your
costs,” I declared while reaching for my coin purse.

I never claim to be from a city or national
constabulary, but I also do not go out of my way to correct that
impression when flashing my private inquisitor badge.

“No, no. That be fine,” he fervently replied.
“It was but a pittance. Happy to be rid of it. Bad dreams plague me
since it be under this roof. Take it. Just promise to see that its
evil be confined or destroyed. I fear it could do much harm in the
wrong hands.”

I was not that anxious, either, to acquire
the abhorrent token. With a trembling hand he placed it in a ring
box before handing it over. Neither of us spoke as I slipped the
box into my belt pouch and turned for the door. I believe I heard a
relieved gasp.

It helped to be back in the bright sun. It
did not quite dispel the dark pall I felt upon taking the talisman,
but it helped. Now to the mother witch Morganna and rid myself of
the cursed relic. The ‘why’ was solved in my search for the wyvern.
It was sought because of the talisman. Remaining to be solved was
the ‘where.’ I had but to find the missing wyvern and the case was
resolved – or so I thought.

Halfway down the block I turned to cross the
street, glancing back at the vintage sundry shop – just in time to
see two bogeymen pass through its door. What were the chances there
was another pair of such vicious villains about?

Why me?

The doorbell tinkled, distracting the two
bogeymen from their questioning of the shopkeeper. Their idea of
the procedure included using their subject as a punching bag while
holding him upside-down by the heels. It appeared they were not
getting the information they desired. It was mentally cringeworthy
to return to the shop, mostly because of anticipated physical pain.
Yet it would be more distressing to leave knowing the likely fate
of the innocent shopkeeper. Seeing his defiance in the face of the
beatings only hardened my resolve.

“What? You do not like his return policy?” I
asked as their heads turned to the door. “Really, I have heard that
there be a spate of ill-mannered customers, but this seems
extreme.”

“You, the ferret,” growled the bogeyman doing
the punching.

“We told yah to drop the case,” added the one
holding the shopkeeper.

“That be private inquisitor, oaf,” I replied.
“Now that I am here, you can drop the shopkeeper.”

“No, no. You must run,” wailed their
captive.

A cuff to the head silenced the
shopkeeper.

“We not oafs, ferret. We be bogeymen,” one
protested.

“Private inquisitor, oafs.”

“Bogeymen, ferret.”

“Private...”

“Shudup,” growled the second of the pair.
“You know what we want. We let yah escape with just welts and a few
broken bones if yah give us it.”

“You mean this?” I held up the ring box.

Identical vile leers erupted on the pocked
faces of the two. I was scanning the walls and moving closer to a
section displaying an assortment of blades, ranging from
longswords, scimitars, sabers and rapiers to spears, axes, bows and
arrows. Rust was what most had in common. I reached for a
saber.

“Hah-hah,” scoffed one of the bogeymen. “Yah
think we be afraid of that tiny pricker?

“We will see,” I answered with much more
confidence than I felt.

By necessity, I have honed my skills with a
blade since becoming a private inquisitor. I can now at least
defend myself against most rogues. Kimchee, the ancient art of
thumb fighting, was the only martial art I studied at the academy.
I first enrolled in its initial course because in truth, I
overslept, and Swordsmanship 101 was already filled. I needed at
least six credits in personal combat to graduate. I wound up
continuing on to advanced instructions until I was the only student
remaining – not that there were that many to begin with.

My instructor did admit I was an apt student,
but lacked the patience to reach the higher level of consciousness
needed to truly excel in the ancient martial art. It be said that
with the right state of mind, a Kimchee master can thrust his or
her thumbs through a leather jerkin into an opponent’s heart. That
was then. I am now a master and hold a black suspenders in
Kimchee.

I gripped the blade while considering whether
I should charge in the hope of taking them by surprise, or waiting
for them to attack. I had to do neither. An arrow magically
appeared in the throat of one of the bogeymen, and as he choked and
dropped to the floor, a second shaft pierced the other’s forehead.
Both with red and yellow cock feathers.

I took a deep breath and without turning,
said, “It be about time you showed up.”

 


 



Chapter Two

I dropped a silver five-mark coin into the
outstretched hand of Hebron, the kettle mender and knife sharpener.
Lorenzo and I had returned to my office.

“I need another ten,” he demanded in his
usual nasal twang. “Cost me plenty for the cab. Followed them all
the way across Duburoake to the South Woods.”

Hebron and I are two of the few non-Frajans
to remain in our neighborhood. I attributed Hebron’s continued
residency to his unmatched ability to not comprehend the most
direct insult.

The neighborhood was once comfortably
middle-class, made up of prosperous burghers and elder yeomen who
retired to town to let their children take over the farmsteads. Not
so anymore. The Dwarf Wars forced thousands of Frajan refugees to
flee their dank mountains and many made their way to Duburoake.
They now cram a ten-block area. Once comfortable townhouses are now
roughly divided into warrens of cramped lodgings sheltering
multiple generations of Frajans.

The city of Duburoake, like the rest of the
nation of Glavendale, is composed of various peoples who arrived in
waves through the centuries, blending until an array of looks can
be seen in the marketplaces – ranging from black to yellow hair;
brown, green, and blue to purple and yellow eyes; and from white
and grey skin tones to golden, black and the rarer azure
complexions. Still, none are as pallid as the Frajans with their
white hair, faded blue eyes and bleached skins. They are often
called spooks in jest, if not open derision.

Most native Duburoakians gradually moved out
of the neighborhood as the parochial refugees moved in. Their
cliquishness commonly translated into downright rudeness to those
not Frajan. I like Frajans, but they act as if they have icicles up
their arses. They remain behind an imperturbable facade, an
aloofness that sets them apart from the rest of the more
demonstrative Duburoakians.

As for me, they suffer my presence because of
my half-sister Jennair, who be half Frajan. That our father had
been able to seduce a Frajan maid spoke more of his prowess than
any other conquest. Father might not have been a very good parental
figure for his numerous offspring — a downright miserable one since
he did not remain to see even one of his many offspring birthed —
but he did leave behind an expansive network of kinship for his
whelps that transcends the usual social and economic barriers of a
provincial capital like Duburoake.

Father was impartial when it came to pretty
women, whether they be scullery maid or duke’s daughter. His
whereabouts and state of health remained a mystery throughout my
youth. Many good fathers and husbands of the burg nourished ill
feelings, but believed he fled to a far realm to ply his talent
among a less suspecting populace.

It was only during my first trip to
Stagsford, capital of the kingdom of Glavendale, that I discovered
who our real father was — the Baron Garsten Stee Hragen, now the
King of Glavendale. In other principalities, such birthings might
be of some import, but given to formidable proclivity of our
father's youthful indulgences, it mattered little. The few of us in
the know kept silent on the riddle of our siring.

Back to Hebron. I dropped two more five-mark
silvers into his open palm.

“Give,” I ordered.

“They warn’t easy to follow.”

“Tell of your heroic efforts later. Where did
they go?”

He smirked as if in anticipation of my
reaction. “Through the outskirts where be the deserted orichalcum
mines and into the hills of the Murky Woodlands …”

“And?” I snapped impatiently when he paused
for dramatic effect.

“Up a winding narrow lane so roofed by the
overhangs of ancient oaks that it was as if I traversed an emerald
cavern ...”

“Do not make me hurt you,” I warned.

“To the moss-covered hall of the Secret Order
of Bricklayers and Guardians of Very Big Temples – also known as
SOBGVBT.”

“What? Those sausages? What could they have
to do with petnapping and bogeymen?” I asked in disbelief.
“Besides, their hall be in Old Town amongst the other orders. If I
remember right, between the Grand Knights of the Eternal Flickering
Purple Ember and the Independent Fraternal Order of Ax-Carrying
Tall Men.

“Clue – the ‘Secret’ in their name,” Hebron
brayed. “The one in Old Town be but a decoy.”

“You may think them harmless,” he continued,
“but their members be embedded in all levels of the guilds and
royal departments. They are not only in Glavendale


















































































































































































































cover.jpg
fdol Cunosu A
v «

..and assc t other/
perilous tr: ils
\ \





