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Jak Barley-Private Inquisitor

and the Temple of Dorga, Fish-Headed God of Death


Chapter One

Attacked by a horde of tin mining trolls, I was tied to a tree, beaten unconscious with pickax handles and left for dead on the floor of my loft. At least that was one possible explanation for the condition I found myself in this morning—though nocturnal patrons at the King’s Wart Inn might tell a different story of ugly inebriation and wretched overindulgences in vices frowned upon by the dour, dwarfish priests of my troubled childhood.

No matter what wicked act took credit for my fevered brain and palsied body, it resulted in an ill-favored day and a nastier attitude. The sulfuric smell lingering in the air, like that of rotting eggs, did not benefit my traumatized stomach. I watched the laboratory testings and spastic antics of the hunchback with little enthusiasm.

“I would say that the owners of the spilled seed and lock of hair are one and the same,” alchemist Olmsted Aunderthorn announced with finality as he held the glass vial up to one of several small openings cut through the limestone wall to the rear of the laboratory.

Dust motes flittered like gnats in the shaft of light pouring from a window in the shape of a two-headed carp. The ray went nova in the blue liquid of the vial and exploded into shards of primary colors that danced across the pitted walls, ratty furniture, and shelves of dusty jars containing aborted creatures, pickled eyeballs, shrunken organs and scaled parasites looking like grotesque, armored dew worms. I squinted in puzzlement, momentarily distracted by the light show, wondering how such refractions could be discharged from a round object.

“You do not seem overly elated about the success of your latest case,” observed the alchemist as he wiped his free hand on a greasy apron.

Olmstead might be a top-notch metaphysicist, but he maintained the personal hygiene of a corpse-scavenging dog. He stank worse than a dead, bloating cow in August. All he lacked was a buzzing plague of flies and they only remained truant because of a minor potion that also warded off gnats, lice, and mosquitoes.

“Yes, well one can only be so elated with proving the corpulent baker of Nostrine Lane has been in the bed of a kitchen wench. Especially when Baker Grensen is such a loutish old fart and his wife such a pretty thing, though apparently soon to be a rich divorcee. Will your findings stand in the King’s Court?”

Olmstead peered closer at the glass tube and shook its contents.

“Our bodies are more than just meat, Master Jak Barley,” the alchemist replied peevishly at my lack of confidence. “Though modern metaphysics cannot yet see or measure this vitality, there is an essence of life force all living tissues carry. Think of it as the magnetic power displayed by the iron needle of a ship’s compass. The life force also flows invisibly, but through our flesh rather than iron. When a part is separated from the rest of a stem, body, or trunk, this emanation seeks to rejoin the divided corporeal specimens.

“In this tube is a sampling of the seed taken from a blanket off the maid’s bed. I have also inserted a hair from your client’s husband. Though we cannot see the life force, we can observe its effect in this liquidous compound. The stronger the attraction between specimens, the bluer becomes the formula. Samples that are of no blood relation will remain in a clear solution. Those of distant kin will slightly tint the vial. Sisters, brothers, children and parents—these will murk the liquid even more. But the samples taken from the same organism will have this result.”

I backed away as the alchemist waved the dark blue vial in my face then gingerly grasped it and wrinkled my nose. The bitter smell made my afflicted stomach recoil even more.

Olmsted absentmindedly reached into a nearby jar, withdrew something green and popped it into his mouth.

I grimaced even more and said, “You just ate a pickle.”

The alchemist’s eyes bulged and he quickly spun to examine the container of live nose grubs. He turned back and leveled an accusing eye at me. I know how much he hates pickles.

“Well, I guess you can send the report when you have finished the parchment work. Just charge it to my office.”

“Humph-h-h,” he snorted. “Not bloody likely, Jak. Not until I see the flash of silver.”

“Olmsted, are you saying you do not trust my credit?” I spoke in as deeply hurt of tone as I could muster.

“What credit? You still owe me for that work on the missing spice trader, and I hear you are three months in arrears on your rent.”

I gave the alchemist an amiable slap on the back, only to jerk my hand away when I realized what I was doing. I maintained a strained smile as I furtively wiped my palm across a nearby rag.

“I will have more than enough to pay these petty debts once the baker’s wife settles her bill with me, but I will not be able to give you a copper pfenning without this laboratory report.”

“Well...”

I knew he would relent. How could he refuse his own half-brother? 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 scions actually 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. He was impartial when it came to pretty women, whether they be scullery maid or duke’s daughter. His current whereabouts and state of health remain a mystery since many good fathers and husbands of the berg still nourish ill feelings. No doubt he fled to a far realm to ply his talent among a less suspecting populace.

The alchemist’s laboratory was in the guild section of Duburoake and hanging in the air was the stench of wet sawdust, rotting animal hides awaiting tanning, coal-burning forges, and workmen’s sweat concentrated like the collected essences for some noxious perfume.

The cobblestone alleys are wide enough for freight wagons to pass in opposite directions, but the sidewalks are little more than narrow ledges. They are raised just enough to be above the street rivulets of slop thrown unceremoniously from the second-story windows of cramped and squalid apartments. One always keeps a wary eye cocked upward when walking these streets. At each corner are steppingstones spaced to allow wagon wheels to pass between them, while offering pedestrians safe fording above the sewage. It is not my favorite neighborhood.

That is not to say my third-floor office and loft are situated on snob knoll. The neighborhood was once comfortably middleclass made up of prosperous burghers or elder yeomen who retired to town to let their sons 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 10-block area. Once comfortable townhouses are now roughly divided into warrens of cramped lodgings sheltering families of old and young Frajans.

I could tell I was nearing my office just by the gradual change in the appearances of sausage hawkers, street urchins, beggars, and vegetable peddlers. 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 market places—from black to yellow hair, blue to brown eyes and pale to black skin. But none are as ashen as the Frajans with their white hair, faded blue eyes, and bleached skins. They were often called spooks in jest, if not open derision.

They now swirled about me and an occasional sharp glance met my own gaze. They tend to keep to themselves even after twenty years and look upon strangers with distrust.

I heard the commotion before I turned the corner. Two teamsters were beating a downed horse, the large beast having collapsed to its front knees as if begging for mercy. The wagon it pulled was overloaded with white-crusted barrels of salted herring. One of the two freight haulers, a pudding-bellied man with sloped shoulders and watery eyes, half circled the mare as he unceasingly flicked at it with a braided wyvern-hide whip. The other, shorter and with a hairless crown shaped much like a volcano, sporadically slapped the horse’s haunches with the flat of a barrel stave.

I could have walked by if the horse had not looked up as I passed. Its large, dumb eyes were filled with more quiet misery than I believed any man or beast could survive. I faltered and came to halt. The horse continued staring at me. It was of the giant mounts bred to carry armored knights. The animals are sold cheaply once they become too old for the harsh rigors of battle. They mostly wind up as this one, half starved and pushed beyond their limits by spiteful simpletons. The poor animals are often left where they drop and usually find their way to neighborhood stew pots.

“Outa me way,” snarled the shorter of the teamsters as he elbowed me to the side while making his way around the horse. He had the pinched, close-set eyes of a rodent and his sparse, long whiskers lent themselves well to the impression.

The pinhead truly raised my ire. I do not seek quarrels, but I hate bullies such as the two cretins now before me. But they did present a quandary. Either of the burly shippers could stomp me into the ground. The oaf who shoved me wore large jagged rings on his sausage fingers—the type that inflicts scars similar to the blemishes running down one side of his face. Add to that his steel-toed brogans that were more likely used in brawls than for guild safety and I knew I faced a man-version of the pit dogs that fight at the wharf—so I pulled a stave from the wagon and smacked him on the back of the head. He collapsed silently to his knees before pitching onto his face. It took but a few seconds for the other teamster to notice his cohort’s mysterious swoon.

“Hey, what happened to me mate?”

I paused as if surprised he was speaking to me then kneeled to closely examine his partner. “I believe he naps.”

“What? A nap? He ain’t taking no nap.”

“No? He appears to be heavily into slumber.”

“Ooh, my head.”

I had not cuffed the brute hard enough. He was climbing to his knees and rubbing a growing knot. “Yah hit me. Wot did yah hit me for?”

“Are you mad? Why would I hit you?” I exclaimed in feigned astonishment.

“Yah hit Kried? What did yah do that for?”

“Obviously Kried still suffers from his collapse. I suggest you find a blood letter as soon as possible in case his brains are addled—the loss of a few pints to a leach would do him good.”

I was now facing two severely nettled teamsters. Fists the size of hams clenched convulsively as they towered over me. Spittle flew from the half-dazed hauler as he tried mouthing accusations. A small crowd was gathering. It was getting ugly.

“Stand where you are,” I spoke in my best voice of command. I drew forth my brass identification badge showing I was bonded and licensed by the Duburoake Royal Council of Public Safety as a private inquisitor. “You will do best if you cooperate with this investigation. Or perhaps you would care to taste of the Duke’s famous hospitality? I believe I can reserve a room for you.”

They stopped in mid-step when I flashed the badge, both licking their lips nervously at the sign of authority in my hand. I hoped they could not read.

“What investigation?”

“Animal brutality. The Duchess has ordered that the beasts of Duburoake no longer be ill treated, such as you have been doing with this poor, dumb animal.”

“By Ubick’s five eyes, we was just beaten the horse. It would not move, the lazy animal. Wot was we supposed to do?”

I meaningfully eyed the overloaded wagon and turned back to the duo. “I believe you may also be in violation of weight limitations. Could I see your freight permits?”

That put the oafs on the defense. I could tell by their sheepish visages that they were hauling without proper tax stamps and royal warrants. They looked nervously at each other. The big one abruptly turned to the horse. It had risen shakily to its feet and watched as if following our conversation.

“To hell with dah horse. We was just doing our jobs. Yah is going to hafta talk to the yard overseer about this. We’ll go get em.”

I watched in surprise as the two hastily took down the street and disappeared around the corner. I turned to look at the horse. It stoically returned my gaze.

“You are in luck that the drivers did not know you are only a ferret,” a silver voice tinkled behind me. The crowd was drifting away, but a slim Frajan girl remained, arms crossed in a haughty pose. She stood with the cocky assurance of a rathskeller bouncer at closing time. “Is not it a high offense to masquerade as a city warden, ferret?”

“Private inquisitor, it is, Jennair, not ferret.”

“What are you to do with the horse?”

“Horse?”

“The horse, me sweet but dim simpleton,” the girl said as she stepped lightly off the curb and picked her way carefully to the animal. “If you do not claim it now, the mare will be butchered before you have gone two blocks.”

“What am I to do with a horse? I was only teaching those rude dolts some manners. I make it a gift to you.”

Jennair smiled. “No doubt me mother would delight in the arrival home of such a pet. Do you believe it will fit under me bunk at night?”

Her laugh was contagious and I could only smile back. It is hard to frown around Jennair, or not gaze appreciatively at her lithe figure and sweet, open face. There is a tint of blush to her cheeks missing from the other Frajan maids, a heritage from our father. It was not the first time I had cursed the fate which made the beautiful Jennair my half-sister. It was because of our kinship that the Frajan community let me keep my loft and office. Most native Duburoakians gradually moved from the neighborhood to other parts of the city as the parochial immigrants moved in. Their cliquishness commonly translated into downright rudeness to those not Frajan. They suffered my presence because of Jennair. That my father had been able to seduce a Frajan maid spoke more of his prowess than any other conquest.

“Here, help me with the harness. Those dolts will be quickly back with another horse in fear that more than this nag will be missing from the wagon,” Jennair ordered as she began working at the buckles. “Do not tell me you were just arguing with those teamsters. I know you stopped because of this suffering beast, Master Jak. You have too soft a heart for that of a ferret. You like to pose for your ruffian tavern friends, but I know you better.”

“Private inquisitor, Jennair. I am a private inquisitor.”

The brief rest aided the nag. It had quit its shaking. Though its ribs showed much too clearly, a look at its teeth and legs showed a horse that had more than a few good years left. The teamsters were not only brutish and mean; they and their master were stupid for overtaxing the beast to the point of almost killing it.

“There, she is ready to go,” Jennair proclaimed as the last clasp was freed and the harness slipped to the ground.

I eyed the horse. It was a wasted mountain of skin and bones.

“What am I to do with it? Its feed alone will impoverish me, let alone the cost of shelter.” My protests followed Jennair’s back as she returned to work in a small milliner’s shop. “How do I get it home? I doubt the beast can go three blocks.”

The next moment it was just the horse and me. We silently scrutinized each other before I finally sighed and turned homeward. Maybe I could fill out the poor animal and make a few coppers. I needed no lookback to see if the mare followed. The echoing clomps of her tub-sized hooves were enough.

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. Therefore it was no surprise that those on the street made a point of not gawking at the lone pedestrian followed by an immense and malnourished war steed. I, in turn, acted as if I were completely unaware of my equestrian shadow, smiling and nodding at the occasional fishmonger or street vendor. It gave me a certain delight knowing that there had to be some puzzlement behind those cool exteriors.

But I was the one with the dilemma. I reached the limestone structure and had yet to figure what to do with the horse. I looked with longing at the third-story window of my office. Above it was a smaller hexagonal portal that marked my attic loft.

“What be with dah horse?”

“What horse?” I asked as I turned to face Hebron, the kettle mender and knife sharpener. He was one of the few non-Frajans to remain in the neighborhood. I attributed that to his unmatched ability to not comprehend the most direct insult.

“Dah horse behind yah.”

“Behind me?”

“Aye, dah horse behind yah.”

I made a great show of slowly turning and reacting with surprise as I looked up into the weary face of the mare.

“By Saint Quantumous, it is a horse!”

His gaze darted back and forth between the mare and I. “Yah is jesting. Yah knowed dat horse was behind you.”

“Yes, Hebron,” I sighed. “I had a suspicion she was behind me.”

“What are yah to do with it?”

“I guess the first thing should be to feed the poor creature. The mare was left for dead by two teamsters.”

“I ‘ave ah cousin who stables. He will feed dah horse for yah.”

“Hebron, I thank you. Please take the mare.”

“Dat will be ‘alf ah mark.”

“Half a mark? That is outrageous. What does your cousin use as feed, wine-soaked rice and bread?”

“Dat will include a couple night’s lodging. Yah cannot let dah animal in dah streets overnight. And I need it up front,” Hebron added.

I fished in my pockets, feeling mostly lint until I drew out a few phennings and a lone mark. The pot mender eyed the coin suspiciously before handing me back half in smaller coin. I hoped the baker’s wife was prompt with her payment.

I was heading to the stairway door when Hebron’s shouting brought me around. The horse was trailing me to the entrance as if it wished to follow me inside.

“Whoa, my lady. You must go with Hebron if you wish to eat,” I said while patting its nose. “I will see to your quarters when I have finished other business.”

I do not usually converse with dogs, cats, rats, king’s guardsmen, or horses. I was surprised not to feel simple-minded, but an awareness I imagined in its eyes made my remarks feel not that preposterous. It appeared to understand me, turning away and pausing as if waiting for Hebron to lead the way. I watched as the odd twosome strolled down the street.

At least my headache was easing off. I climbed the wooden steps two at a time until I came to the third floor and its narrow, high-ceilinged hall. My neighbors were a tax consultant, solicitor, astrologer, palm reader, and barber who also pulled teeth. As honest tradespeople, we frowned upon the lawyer as the only disreputable scoundrel among us.


Chapter Two

Lamana was waiting with a frown, the heavy treading up the stairwell announcing my approach well before I opened the door. My part-time receptionist tended toward surliness the longer her monthly compensation went unpaid. She is taller than me—lean, dark of hair, and acts meaner than a Rwenian dragon. I like to think it is just an act.

“You are late. Crogs said you are on the street if you do not have the rent by moon’s quarter.”

“Curse my luck. I was so hoping to visit with our benevolent landlord. Of course you offered the old boar my deepest regret at missing him?”

“You have a client in your office,” she answered, ignoring my attempt at wit.

“A client?” I quickly lowered my voice. “Why did you not tell me we had a client?”

Lamana sniffed and turned back to reading her horoscope. I inspected my dark gray tunic while vainly attempting to smooth out the deeper wrinkles. Hurried scrapings with my thumbnail finally dislodged a small remnant of yesterday’s ox tail soup. The tunic did not look too bad since I had slept only one night in it. Running fingers quickly through my hair, I next took a deep breath and let settle about me what I hoped was a professional air.

The client presented a slim silhouette against the stained-glass oval window depicting the slaying of Dragon Gorgli. Long ago, the room had been a study for a well-to-do merchant and its window was the pride of my office. The figure turned as I entered. She was something to view—garbed in a tight swath of burgundy material the texture of rose petals, though her figure was a step beyond the budding stage. Her smile slowly soured as I intently studied her in silence.

“Have you seen enough?” she finally snapped.

I had not. The silence was a ploy I routinely used on new visitors to my office. Disconcerted, they often spilled more information than they planned. It also gave me a chance to gain an optimum first impression.

This time I had a difficult task in completing a professional survey. My gaze kept returning to green eyes partly obscured by a waterfall of lustrous black hair, or to the swell of her breasts partly exposed by a very low neckline. She presented the hybrid impression of an expensive hooker and a young elfin princess. The look suited her—very much.

“You wish to keep our visit a secret, you have recently come into a great deal of money, part of your morning was spent with correspondence, you recently lost a loved one and as a child you had a pet dog named Samathannon that was lame in its left leg.”

She stared at me in disbelief, a common reaction to my sharpened skills of observation.

“How did you know? I told no one I was coming here. Have you been following me?”

“Just the keen deductions of a trained private inquisitor,” I assured her as I crossed the room and seated myself behind an oak desk given as payment for finding the driver of a hit-and-run dog cart. “Please, have a seat.”

“How could you tell all that from just meeting me?”

I laughed as if slightly bored. “As with a stage illusionist, a private inquisitor seldom reveals his methods. Let us just say that I observe obvious signs an untrained eye will miss.”

Her look was still one of doubt. She was not aware that I had breathed a secret sigh of relief when my deductions proved correct. Last week I told a portly gentleman that he had once received a gut wound during a fray with Farpathian hill bandits then learned that my no-longer-to-be client was a pregnant v’Landgren.

She ignored the chair and seated herself at the edge of the desk, leaning until her red lips were level with my eyes. They filled my sight and formed the words, “You must be a wonderful inquisitor to have such lore at your beck. Will not you please reveal your secrets?”

I felt an enthrallment and cleared my throat. “I based my deductions on several observations. There is fresh sealing wax on your sleeve, therefore you have been writing letters. You wanted our meeting a secret since there is no carriage in the street below my office. You obviously ordered the driver to return at a given time.

“Several massive gems decorate your fingers, yet your nails are short and the hands still retain traces of manual labor. Hands with such signs of wealth would not normally know rough work; therefore your good fortune is of a recent matter. Though you are not wearing black, a trace of nettle incense, the fragrance used in Anvadran temple services for the dead, still faintly clings to your hair and dress, therefore the recent loss of a loved one.”

“As you see,” I continued, “once explained, my deductions suddenly plunge from the realm of wonder to a more mundane plane.”

“What about my dog?”

“Just a lucky guess. But enough about me. What about you, my Lady...?”

The mysterious woman looked about the room as if suddenly doubting the wisdom of seeking aid in such a seedy section of Duburoake and from such a dubious appearing private inquisitor.

“Selladora,” she answered softly and looked intently into my eyes.

I did not gasp or go slack-lipped like a clubbed carp, but I did start at the name. Before me was the infamous Selladora, who began her childhood as an orphaned singer with a traveling troupe of musicians then to recently meet and marry Tgnatys, the richest guildmeister in Duburoake.

Tongues would normally wag at such an alliance, but the fact that Selladora was a beautiful woman and Tgnatys the ugliest of trolls made the gossip even tastier.

“Welcome, Lady Selladora. How may I serve you?”

“Find my husband’s murderer.”

“I, ah, was under the impression that your late husband died of an unfortunate accident during a feast at your manor,” I replied cautiously. “Did not the Duke’s own physician declare Master Tgnatys choked on a chicken bone?”

“My husband detested chicken.”

“Might not he have sampled a plate?”

“In the library? My husband would not eat among his precious tomes.”

She was a woman of blunt speech and sharp wit. I felt as if I were before a cabal of high inquisitionists for Dorga, the Fish-Headed God of Death. She used her brief answers as a probe, closely searching my face for the smallest reaction. The Lady Selladora was not your usual young widow.

“Are you saying that after slaying your husband, an unknown assassin inserted a chicken bone in his throat?”

“I am not saying it, my husband is.”

“Your husband? He made a dying statement?”

“No. He was dead when I found him.”

I was confused—a state to which I believed Selladora was purposely leading me. I smiled and forced myself to relax. Leaning back in my chair to maintain the illusion of a confidant private inquisitor, as well as to distant myself from those magical lips and green eyes, I considered several possible tacks.

I finally sighed and spoke, “I am afraid you have succeeded in thoroughly baffling me, Lady Selladora. Are you saying your husband has been revived?”

She slid off my desk and returned to the window to gaze upon a street painted an array of colors by the stained glass.

“No, my husband is still dead, but his specter remains. Each night his cries echo in the halls along with those of the shades of earlier inhabitants. Tgnatys was a stout troll and his spirit is terribly irked at his untimely end and lack of vengeance. The terrified servants have fled, no guests will visit after sunset, and I find myself becoming a hermit.”

“I beg your indulgence, but it sounds as if my lady is in more of need of an exorcist than a private inquisitor.”

She spun, her control finally cracking as she angrily retorted, “I know the common prattle of the streets paint me a scheming wench who married for money, but I loved Tgnatys.”

“I did not...”

“Yes, you did. The folk of Duburoake believe that poor Tgnatys was ensnared by my comeliness. Do you know that a troll’s idea of beauty more fits some squat, meaty scrubwoman with gnarled fingers and bulbous nose? He married me in spite of what you see as beauty. He loved me as a person. And I loved him, despite what the idle clucking of old hens say. He was a kind and generous person. Exorcism is out—I will not have him chased from his home like some errant bat. I want found the villain who killed Tgnatys so his soul may be freed. If you do not desire to work with a woman shameless enough to marry a troll, I will not take any more of your time.”

“Please, I did not say that I would not take your case, Lady Selladora.”

I quickly stood and pushed back my chair. She stopped at the door as if debating whether to stay or leave.

“You will help me find my husband’s murderer?”

“Of course, that is my trade. Who did your husband’s ghost say committed this act?”

“He did not. The killer caught my husband unaware. He has no memory of his actual death.”

“Have the Duke’s constabulary been contacted about your husband’s appearance and his claim?”

Selladora laughed bitterly. “They try to act as if it is the hysteria of some witless woman, though I know it is because they fear to dig too deeply. Our guests were the most genteel of Duburoake’s citizenry. Better the unexplained death of a presumptuous troll than to implicate someone with the power to halt a constable’s career.”

“I will need to speak with your husband’s shade. What about tomorrow tonight?”

“He does not appear until midnight.”

“I am used to odd hours. I will present myself slightly before midnight.”

Selladora opened the door and stood framed for a brief moment. For the first time I saw her with a smile devoid of bitterness. “Yes, I was corresponding this morning, but the wax on my sleeve is from the candle I wrote by. And that which you took for funeral incense is a very expensive perfume. Good day.”

I am going to have to quit explaining my deductions.

 


Chapter Three

It was a quiet afternoon in the King’s Wart Inn. I stood at the bar nursing a cheap ale since I was still low on funds. A thick fog of incense hung in the air, burned to cover the body odor of the great unwashed masses. Many of the inn’s clientele were not that fastidious about bathing on a regular basis. It was a humdrum time to be in the inn, but there were inferior ways to kill the half-dozen hours until my date with the widow.

“I hear you are looking into the troll’s death.”

I turned to see Examiner Hald, one of the Baron’s constables. He wasn’t in uniform and wore a worn and nondescript tunic favored by royal agents in the mistaken belief that they will blend in with the disreputable denizens of such inns as the King’s Wart. Their greased-back hair and meticulously shined boots always give them away.

“News travels fast.”

“Fast enough for me to advise you to go back to shadowing wayward husbands. You are out of your league with this one.”

“You are thinking of buying a new dwelling, probably in the Gevonish area, and you skipped breakfast this morning.

“Slash the rubbish, Barley. I am serious.”

“Your worry comforts me. Could I ask why my aiding a grieving widow is any concern of yours?”

Hald paused to make a quick sweep of the bar. No one was within listening distance and none of the patrons cared to be—they tended to dissolve into the shadows when a warden made an appearance. Cill, the inn’s owner, stood behind the bar washing mugs and trying not to scowl too deeply. Having lost numerous customers to the Baron’s dungeon, she was inclined to frown upon such visits.

“I am not for discussing such matters in a den known to harbor brigands and swindlers. Let us just say it does not pay to look for trouble where there is none to be found. The troll choked on a chicken bone. To suggest otherwise would be an embarrassment to those who are friends of the Baron’s. You can only create a scandal where none exists.”

“That is not how Tgnatys’ shade views it. He claims he was murdered.”

“Shades,” Hald said a low voice dripping with disgust. “When could you believe anything one of them would say? They are a crazed lot. The woman needs an exorcist rather than a ferret.”

“Private inquisitor, Hald, not a ferret. I am a private inquisitor,” I corrected him.

“You will not be if your license is plucked.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Barley, just drop it,” he sighed. “I am warning you for your own good. Did you not learn your lesson with the Duke’s son’s case? I cannot always be there to get you out of trouble.”

I took another sip of ale and studied the constable. He was of a slight build like myself, with the same brown hair and black eyes. We could have been brothers, at least half-brothers, which of course we were. Only he wore a perpetual gloom inherited from his mother’s side.

“Thank you, Hald. I appreciate your worry. If the troll actually died from a chicken bone, that will be my finding. If not, well, since when has being a friend of the Baron’s been enough to place one’s self above the law?”

Hald sighed again. He does a lot of that when speaking with me.

“I did not think you would listen, but I have tried. I must go now.”

Hald started to leave then paused as if bound by some invisible thread he was straining to stretch and break. He finally surrendered and shook his head at his own weakness. “All right, I give up. How did you know I was thinking about moving to Gevon and missed breakfast?”

I smiled enigmatically.

“Come on. You know how I abhor it when you speak thus and will not explain.”

“Procure me an ale and I will divulge my secret,” I answered, having no shame when it came to cadging a free drink.

Hald rolled his eyes and threw a copper coin onto the bar.

I waited until I had the brew firmly in hand before answering.

“Hev told me. I saw her and the babe at the market square this afternoon.”

My half-brother smiled lamely and spoke one last time, “Just be careful in your assertions. These people you may mix with are not your common drinking cohorts.”

Hald turned without another word and headed to the door. I looked about me. Thank Dorga, the Fish-Headed God of Death, that Tgnatys’ dinner guests were not some of my common drinking cohorts. I counted highwaymen, assassins, blackmailers, and extortionists among the regular crowd at the inn. I rued the day I might be called to a case involving some of the loathsome scoundrels that frequent the Wart.

I stopped by the stable to see to the horse’s well being. It stood contentedly in a stall to the back of the paddock. I reached over the half door to pat a nose level with my forehead. There was grain and hay in the trough. It appeared Hebron’s cousin was giving me my money’s worth.

“There he is. That’s dah one.”

I turned to see the two ruffian teamsters of yesterday’s meeting.

“A fellow told us you are not a real constable, just a ferret. We come to get our horse back.”

It was the pinhead, speaking much more clearly than right after his unfortunate fall. A goose egg still perched proudly on the top of his volcanic crown.

“Sorry, you abandoned the horse as dead. By rights she is now mine.”

They advanced menacingly. There was no doubt they meant business and me without even a barrel stave. The pudding-bellied knave grabbed my collar and jerked me forward. I continued the momentum and slammed my forehead into his nose, crunching cartilage and causing the teamster to release me with a howl. His partner also yelled and pulled an exceptionally evil-looking dirk from his belt.

The dim interior of the stables was thrown into mayhem with a loud crash and hay dust exploding into the air. The horse was rearing and its front hooves came down on the stall door with the thunder of a hundred sledgehammers. She was no longer the down-and-out mare I’d seen harnessed to the wagon. There was fire in her eyes as she stepped over the shattered boards and advanced on the surprised dual. The horse reared again, towering above us like some maddened demon. Her scream was that of a banshee.

That was all it took to send the two teamsters frantically scrambling out of the stable. I was a little more than shocked myself. I watched the pair vanish and nervously turned back to the enraged mare. She was watching the panicked flight of the scoundrels and seemed content with their escape. Her formidable head swung around and she appraised me with one large eye the color of walnut wood. I couldn’t help but flinch when she took a step toward me, but she only pressed her muzzle against my cheek for a brief second then butted me gently several times on the shoulder. They were obviously meant affectionately, but the taps sent me staggering back.

I didn’t mind. I was just relieved that the horse was not in some uncontrollable fury in which she couldn’t recognize friend or foe. The attack had triggered old battle training and she was prepared to defend her new master against all comers. Too bad horses aren’t allowed in the King’s Wart Inn.

I stood on tiptoe to scratch behind her ears and led her back to the stall. I was going to have some explaining to do about the door. But rather that, I thought, than suffer the fate the two teamsters had planned for me.

 

~ * ~

 

“And this is where you found the body?” I asked as I scanned a long narrow hall lined with exotic hunting trophies. A cavernous marble fireplace dominated one end of the room, its interior immense enough to burn whole tree trunks. Carved figures of nubile young girls sported naked in the stone waves.

I eyed the massive head of a direpoodle, a ferocious canine that stood six foot at the shoulder and once terrorized area peasants before becoming the favorite quarry of royal hunts. They now flourish only in the rugged mountains to the west. The sole reason the gentry does not pursue the beasts to extinction is because the mountains are also home to a very nasty breed of yellow vampire. I wished the direpoodles were still about to thin out the swelling number of spoiled nobility, who in their blood lust tromp through the sparse crops tilled by poor peons, sending arrows at anything that wasn’t wearing a collar, mooed, or oinked. Even then it was not uncommon for some poor cow or pig to drop dead of mysterious punctures.

I was wishfully imagining what the Duke’s youngest son would look like in the dagger-lined jaws of the direpoodle when Selladora answered, “Yes, I found him by the billiard table.”

“They were here when Tgnatys bought the mansion,” my client added when she noticed my gaze. “The previous owners, Vendel Hyst and his ancestors, were noted huntsmen. The founding patriarch, Purjyn Hyst, was a bastard son of our king’s great-great-great-grandfather and the whole resulting Hyst tribe was a pretentious lot. Some of the remaining bloodline had a fit when the family estate was bought by a troll.”

“I am surprised they sold it.”

“They were not happy with it leaving their hands, but Vendel Hyst is a luckless gambler indebted to the kind of people who lack sentimentality in such things,” she continued as she walked to the fireplace and stretched her slender fingers to the fire. “Not that he had an easy time selling the place since the mansion is crawling with the restless spirits of his ancestors, most notably that of the famous Purjyn Hyst. They say he was a great warrior and it is his statue that stands at the main gate of Duburoake.

“The whole lineage must have been a vile stock since only those who die violent deaths or lead truly evil lives find their spirits still trapped among the living, and yet a veritable horde of Hyst shades linger here like beggars around a temple. Their rustlings and wails did not bother Tgnatys—he being a staid troll. I wanted to have them exorcised, but my husband was intrigued with the mansion’s history and would not let me. I believe the only reason they have not since tried to harry me from their home is that they are a lecherous lot. I can feel them staring at me every time I disrobe.”

It was the first time I could empathize with ghosts. I forced myself to consider the matter at hand instead of imagining what the lady would look like unclothed or the way the flickering light played across her lovely face. It was nearing midnight and an ominous chill was pervading the flagstone-floored study. Such great residences are impressive to look upon but lack in the simpler amenities of even my humble loft. Their airy wards, lofty ceilings, winding halls, and multitude of rooms like chambers in a hornet’s nest offer the cold comfort of a government building.

And there was something more than the normal indifference of such buildings that chilled my soul. I had closely studied the palace after entering the unguarded grounds and while following a winding brick lane to the massive front doors. The domicile appeared to have been built upon the foundation of an even older structure. The lower rock slabs were the gray of weathered bones of something more ancient and disproportionate in size to the rest of the smaller building stones. The footing of the mansion reminded me of the monolithic edifices that stand abandoned in the Cythnian Desert, those evil megaliths where the oppressive memories of unspeakable, bloody rites can still be heard in the whispering sands that drift among the abominable temples.

I detected a continuation of that unwholesome vein in the later addition. Though plainly of human origin, the upper dwelling retained a subtle perversity that echoed from the alien shorings. The patterns of windows and the shadows thrown from columns and arches suggested unwholesome and tortured visages. Even the seemingly conventional room we now occupied pricked at the edge of my consciousness, causing a morbid uneasiness because of the slightly skewed lines of the room that only seemed abnormal when glimpsed from the corners of my eyes. The unimaginative troll might have failed to notice the depravity of the mansion, but I was amazed Selladora could stand to live alone in such a malevolent abode. I hoped there would be no call for me to visit the cellars.

I shook myself from the reverie and asked, “You are sure none of the guests left the dining hall after Tgnatys came to this study?”

“I am sure. We were all seated at the table being served by our two remaining maids when Tgnatys left to retrieve the latest rare book he had acquired. He wanted to show it to Bishop Yontun. I went looking for him when he did not return.”

I found myself cradling my left elbow in my right palm while twisting my mustache with the remaining hand. It was a stance I unconsciously took when contemplating unpleasant thoughts. If all the guests and servants have each other as alibis, that left only Selladora as a possible suspect. The riches she inherited provided a plausible motive.

“I did not murder my husband,” Selladora spoke, once again seeming to read my mind. “I know you find it hard to believe, but I loved him.”

“Ah, I am sure you did.” Her outburst flustered me.

“I have inspected the entire dwelling and have found nothing out of the ordinary other than several unmarked graves in the wine cellar,” Olmsted interrupted our discussion, entering the room so quietly that neither of us had noticed his entrance.

“What?” Selladora and I both exclaimed in unison.

“Oh, they are no concern of ours. I believe them over 100 years old.”

I brought my half-brother along as a consultant. Throwing the extra work his way took some of the heat off my late payments. He even bathed and wore a semi-clean smock and leggings for the occasion. I thought it would be difficult to break his lengthy avoidance of soap and water, but he readily agreed when he heard we would be visiting the domicile of the beautiful Selladora. She accepted his presence with surprising ease.

The trail was cold and important clues lost. The body was already entombed, the study cleaned, and the witnesses dispersed. I had contemplated asking Selladora to invite the guests back for another feast so as to reenact the evening and question each of them in the original settings then decided that it was a foolish idea with little merit.

I would be depending upon some clue from Tgnatys’ ghost. I admit I was a bit nervous at the prospect. I have always felt uncomfortable with shades, even as a child when one of my playmates was a tot who drowned several dozen years before in a pickle vat. He displayed a nasty disposition and twisted sense of humor that I believed he possessed even in life—which most likely accounted for his not continuing on to wherever spirits are suppose to proceed. Too many times I was wakened in the dead of night by his cold clammy hands. That was the first time I called upon Olmsted’s talents, well developed even when we were children. My hunchbacked half-brother trapped the malevolent phantasm in the body of a scum trout and we fed it to a particularly sullen neighbor lady who later puked up a bright green discharge. My step-father would have beaten us both if he had not also loathed the old bat.

I decided to make one last tour of the mansion before the spirits arrived and I excused myself. I was not looking forward to the arrival of the phantasms.


Chapter Four

Selladora had a lot of housekeeping to finish. The Hysts must have been pigs. There were deep layers of grime on a row of armored suits lining the hall outside the study. I thought their number a bit pretentious when one considered the family members were noted for buying their way out of military service, preferring to pay the younger sons of impoverished lineages to take their places. I stopped at the top of a magnificent marble staircase that curved its way far below to the atrium like some frozen mountain rapids. Portraits of elder Hysts trailed the staircase downward—their piggish eyes seeming to follow me with malevolence.

I froze at the muffled sound of footsteps. The ghosts were early. At least they were not as boorish as to be clanking chains and wailing. I stepped into the shadows of a suit of armor, though I was unsure if spirits needed light to see. Just thinking about the dead made me feel the glacial hands of my childhood tormentor. The footsteps were coming down a darkened hall. Hairs rose on the back of my neck.

A dim shape slowly took form. The figure solidified into that of a wasted-looking creature bearing a slight resemblance to the villains in the paintings. I hoped it would pass by and leave me undetected, but it spied me and let out a frightened yelp. If the only good Hyst is a dead Hyst, then it was obvious this Hyst was still very bad. I leaped upon him and wrestled the rogue to the floor. Our struggles brought Olmsted and Selladora from the study.

“Master Hyst,” spoke my client in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

I hauled the rogue to his feet and held him by the scruff of his neck. I released the wretch when it appeared he would give us no trouble and the dolt stood in a state of pitiful dejection.

“I..., I was only here to see my family manor once more before you strip it of its noble trappings. I hear you are planning to sell them to common scrap mongers.”

A frightful moan echoed down the hall and set my nerves on edge. Vendel Hyst shuddered and nervously licked his thin lips.

“Is that your husband?” he asked Selladora.

“Why?” I asked and again grabbed him by the collar. “Do you have some reason to fear his shade?”

“No, no, most certainly not,” he said while squirming in my grasp. “I was on excellent terms with the troll.”

“I am afraid that would be one of your vulgar forebears, Master Hyst. Tgnatys would never make such a racket,” Selladora spoke coldly. “May I ask how you entered my home?”

“Ah, you left the door open. I do not mean to be rude, but I did not image you would rob me of one last visit and no one answered the door. My man, what are you doing?”

I was searching him and pulled a brass key from a vest pocket.

“The realty guild agent told me I had all the keys,” Selladora spoke in a vexed voice as she snapped the key from my hand.

“I forgot I had an extra.”

“Which means this rascal could have entered undetected on the night of your husband’s death,” interjected Olmsted.

The accusation brought a light of terror to the little man’s eyes and he squirmed even harder.

“No, no. I have not used this key until tonight. You cannot blame me for the troll’s tragic death.”

Anything else he would have said was drowned out by louder wails. Down the dark hall a gleaming form convulsed like a bag of rats.

“That sounds like my great-great uncle Hemost Hyst. You would do well not to displease him by treating me harshly.”

“Humph-h-h,” snorted Olmsted. “Have no worry there. That phantasm is only a fourth or fifth level apparition. It can do no more than shriek and warble. But I brought these in case of a more serious encounter.”

Three gold rings lay in the palm of his hand. I picked one and held it up for a closer examination. Several vipers coiled about the band to enter behind a misshapen skull, there to leer from empty eye sockets. Strange runes blurred and wavered when stared at too intently.

“What are these cheerful baubles, friendship rings?” I asked my half-brother.

“Cfxzyth bands, cast in dim lairs to ward away such spirits that lurk these halls.”

That explained the strangely fashioned skulls. It was how the rat head of a Cfxzyth would appear stripped of meat. I wondered that such loathsome creatures would fear mundane specters. I nervously rolled the ring between my thumb and fingers.

“We should return to the study where my husband usually makes his appearances,” Selladora spoke.

Master Hyst was not eager to meet Tgnatys’ shade and I dragged him along. We entered the library to find my other client standing directly on the spot where Selladora said she had found her husband’s body. We followed the lady’s lead through the study and stopped several feet from the glowing outline of the troll. The shade’s energy was potent enough for me to make out his dimly glowing features. Trolls always look gloomy, so it was difficult to tell if he was even more upset with his present state.

Selladora remained silent so I took the lead. “Good evening, Master Tgnatys. My name is Jak Barley. Your wife hired me to discover the culprit behind your death. I would like to ask you a few questions.”

It was a first for interviewing a ghost and I felt very awkward, rolling the ring in my hand while waiting for a response.

“Ask.”

“It takes much energy for a new apparition to speak,” Selladora apologized for her husband’s curtness.

“Did you not see or hear anything unusual before your death?”

“No.”

“Did you know of any hard feelings your guests might hold against you?”

“No.”

“Do you think Hyst, here, might have killed you?”

“Such a creature could not have caught me unaware.”

His form dimmed as he made the effort to speak a full sentence. Hyst visibly relaxed in relief at the shade’s answer.

“Do you have any thoughts on who might have murdered you?”

“No.”

“Were you expecting any guest who did not make an appearance?”

“No.”

This was not going to be easy, I thought, then a bolt of genius struck me.

“Have you asked the other specters if they witnessed the event?”

Everyone of flesh and blood tensed while I leaned forward eagerly awaiting his answer.

“They will not speak to a troll.”

Damn, I cursed silently. A possible horde of witnesses and they had to be a bunch of bigoted ghosts.

“Olmsted, can you summon all the spirits that I might question them?”

“Jak, I am a metaphysicist, not some mumbling conjurer,” he answered in an offended voice.

“Cut the dragon turds. I know you dabble in anything that catches your curiosity, licensed or not. I will not report you to the magician’s guild.”

Olmsted sighed and his brow wrinkled as he searched his memory for an appropriate incantation. My hunchback half-brother might wear the appearance of an ignorant oaf, but his probing mind bore no such impediments. He closed his eyes and whispered in an unintelligible chant so favored by snotty wizards. I believe they use such arcane mutterings just to impress us laymen when simpler words would suffice. They are worse than solicitors. I was glad my half-brother followed a more scientific line of work.

The flames in the fireplace boiled and bathed us in a strange blue light. A wind roared through the study and slammed shut the doors. About us erupted a half dozen ill-shaped apparitions that howled in anger. They whirled about the room like a pack of blood-crazed direpoodles. Repeatedly they rushed us three trespassers, but our rings held them at bay. One shade blazed with a greenish-yellow light that easily out shined the others.

“There would be Purjyn Hyst,” my brother pointed and shouted above the screams and shrieks of the very annoyed spirits.

In their rage, the ghosts finally turned on their own descendent and lifted Vendel Hyst from the floor, throwing the poor wretch into the fire. He quickly scrambled out with his clothes smoldering, only to be hurled across the room to become impaled on the horns of a mounted Quelian Steppe Ox. He hung lifeless and limp on the beast’s horns, the moth-eaten creature finally taking vengeance upon the family that killed it.

In my surprise I dropped the protective ring and watched in shock as it rolled across the stone floor. The entities howled insanely in maddened glee and rushed to surround me. I made a frantic dive and landed with outstretched hands inches from the rolling ring. I felt glacial hands grab my ankles and begin to draw me back. I kicked with the desperation of a man who knew he was being dragged to a gruesome death. The hold was momentarily dislodged and in a frenzy I scrambled after the ring. My hand clutched it just as I felt the return of frigid claws. The spirits barked in pain and frustration before releasing me. I lay stunned on the floor until Selladora rushed to my side and helped me to my feet.

Olmsted was again chanting, the power forcing the abhorrent family to congregate in one corner of the room where they shrieked their indignation. I carefully placed the ring on my trembling finger.

“Well, that surely brought them,” I said while endeavoring to regain the cool air of a private inquisitor.

We turned to the pitiful body that was once Vendel Hyst.

“I suppose we are going to have another shade to deal with,” I tried pronouncing jauntily, though my jest came out a bit quivering.

“It will take at least three days before his spirit is orientated enough to form into a visible manifestation.” Olmsted’s practical observation did much to calm my nerves.

“Can you make these spirits answer my questions?” I asked my brother.

“At least an hour is needed for them to stew within the confines of the incantation before they will submit to our wishes.”

“And they cannot escape?”

“They are imprisoned until I release them or morning comes when they become powerless.”

I sat at a study table in relief. Before me was a dusty tome. Elegant penmanship announced the history of the Hyst clan. I opened it to the exploits of a Varbillian Hyst, dead for over 180 years. Though the words were couched to make the rascal’s financial plunderings seem a virtue, his deeds were anything but heroic.

“I suggest we retreat to more pleasant surroundings while we wait,” offered Selladora. “There is cold ham and warm beer in the kitchen.”

It was tempting, but I had an idea and wanted to search further through the library. The two left and I continued pouring over the monograph. The Hoyt clan boasted a number of scoundrels and villains, beginning with Purjyn Hyst. The hour passed quickly and I pushed away a pile of books as Olmsted and Selladora returned. Both seemed refreshed by the break, with the lady even smiling.

“I am ready for the questioning,” I told my half-brother with a confidence that comes with solving a difficult puzzle. “Ask for Purjyn Hyst—great warrior, former slave merchant, and wife beater.”

The query was directed to the seething mass of evil spirits. To the side floated the greenish light of Selladora’s husband.

A reddish shade visibly wavered as it answered, “What do you want, malodorous scum?”

I announced with a wave of my hand, “I present your assassin, Purjyn Hyst.”

There was unexpected silence then the shade that had spoken railed against its invisible confinement, cursing and shouting threats that clearly incriminated itself.

Selladora looked at me in amazement. “How do you know this ghost killed my husband?”

“Elemental, my dear lady,” I replied modestly then turned to the culprit. “You are the same Purjyn Hyst who was the lone member of this stock to actually take part in battle?” I asked.

“I was a mighty warrior,” it answered in a scornful tone.

“The same Hyst who was terribly wounded in battle with a troll, surviving long enough to return home and die?”

“He cravenly struck me from ambush.”

I turned to Tgnatys’ shade. “Purjyn’s shade must have seethed with rage when his family estate was sold to a troll, the same breed that ended his debased life. He flung some object to knock you unconscious then choked you with a chicken bone so as to make it appear as an accident. He feared exorcism if his villainous deed was discovered, an act my half-brother will now be glad to perform.”

Tgnatys opened his mouth as if to speak, only to begin gently fading away. His last expression was one of peace. A low sob from Selladora brought me around. She stood gazing sadly at the spot of her husband’s last presence. Olmsted put a comforting arm around her and she pressed her head against his shoulder. It would have been a touching scene if I hadn’t wanted to be the one to so soothe the beautiful woman. Selladora had actually loved the ugly troll, who was no more uncomely than my half-brother. It appeared she liked the strong, ugly type.

“Come with me as I fetch articles needed for the exorcism,” he gently told her.

They were completely oblivious to me as they walked from the room.

“You ignorant knave,” shrilled the guilty spirit. “You are more simple-minded than that ox which my witless descendant now hangs upon.”

“Smart enough to discover the perpetrator of this crime,” I answered with a smile, having a hard time not gloating on my for-once excellent deductions.

“You pompous fool,” a gaunt, fleshless face sneered as it momentarily solidified in a swirl of dark red light. “Yes, I killed Tgnatys, but not for any petty vengeance. The nosy troll was planning to show my private diary to his dinner guests.”

I did not like my deductions suddenly shattered. “Why would you kill the troll for simply showing your diary?”

The shade remained sullenly quiet, as if angered that it had spoken.

“Come,” I found myself almost whining, “admit I was right.”

It continued to pout.

I walked to the study desk and sorted through a pile of books I had not yet examined. A tell-tale shriek came from the ghost as I picked up a felt-covered book. I began leafing through the pages to the continued shrilling of the ghost. In a cramped script the former shade’s self had written of his private life. It appeared this Hyst was not the brave warrior our city history made him out to be. His successful battles were more like shameless attacks on helpless women and children, with strategic withdrawals whenever there were armed enemy about.

“I never cease to be amazed that people will transcribe such secrets,” I spoke while leafing through more pages. “So, that troll ambushed you?”

“He struck me as a coward from behind.”

“It is hard to strike a foe in any other spot when they are running away,” I muttered as I scanned the pages dealing with the final encounter.

The observation put the shade in ill humor. Its screams rattled the windows and I apprehensively felt to see that the ring was still firmly on my finger.

Continuing to thumb through the book, I stopped at another interesting passage. I began laughing.

“What do you find so humorous, you simple-minded stooge?”

“I see where you liked acting the part of a groveling slave to domineering Elf women clad in leather.”

Another page showed he had a fondness for dressing in his wife’s clothes and being called Glenetta. The infamous Purjyn Hyst, legendary warrior, was a coward and simple debaucher of the ilk still sporting among a number of cellar taverns on the east side of Duburoake. No wonder he did not want his diary shown about the troll’s dinner party.

I would be lying if I said I was not a bit dejected. Once again I did not get the girl or solve a case based on correct deductions.

I looked where the face had last been in the churning mass of evil light and said, “I will make you a deal. You keep quiet about my mistake and I will not tell of what I have read.”

The shade grumbled and blustered, but I knew it would agree. We both had reputations to maintain and it seemed to fear exposure more than exorcism. I crossed to the fireplace and tossed the book among the coals, where it burst into oily flames.

Through a tall and narrow window of the study shined the moon still hanging high above the trees. If I hurried I could make the closing hour of the King’s Wart Lodge. I was in dire need of the solace offered by a very tall ale. I might even leave a message assuring brother Hald that no scandal would come from my investigation—old or new.

But, I said to myself as I descended the marble stairway, I was going to have to learn to stop explaining my deductions.


Chapter Five

The old man cowered under the menacing gaze of the Ghennison viper mage after his feeble attempt at improvisation. He knew his words rang hollow even as they left his mouth. The two stood in the doorway of a tidy cottage at the edge of the village green. To the pawn of this incomprehensible game, the gaunt magician towered in his conical hat like the skeletal mast of a plague ship, his voluminous sleeves the wind-starved sails.

“You say your nephew is dead, killed by a crag boar four months past, even though the mountain beast would be in hibernation during that time of year?” the sorcerer asked with a voice as fluid as a spilled pitcher of spit-warm olive oil. “How can this be? You would not be lying to me, now, would you?”

“Please, your masterful. I am just a grounds keeper. My nephew has been gone for over a year in the Queen’s Guard. I have not heard from him since he was home after his primary training. I would know, being I am all the boy has, him being an orphan.”

“And yet you tried convincing me the boy was dead,” murmured the wizard as if he were thinking out loud to himself. “Now why, do you surmise, would you do that?”

“I worry about the boy, that is all.”

The old man paled as the wizard extended an index finger like a spider about to prod a trapped fly. The nail was a shard of yellowed ivory and filled his vision as it languidly approached. He felt dizzy and his vision blurred as the question echoed malevolently in his head.

“Where is Elfshold?”

“On his way to the capital of the kingdom of Glavendale, to Stagsford.”

The elderly gardener couldn’t believe his own lips were betraying his young nephew. He fought the bewitchment to deny his traitorous tongue but could only sputter unintelligibly as the effort sent tremors through his scrawny, bowed frame.

“Thank you so much for the information, old man. That was just what I wanted to hear. Now let me repay you.”

A passerby walking beneath the moonlight would not have been able to perceive the going ons in the darkened doorway, but they would have heard the low, tortured moan that sent the rats scurrying in terror. The wizard had gently brushed the old man’s nose with the tip of his talon and a spark leaped to devour the gardener. A column of black, oily smoke engulfed the figure and invisibly roared upwards into the night sky. Soon only an unctuous stain and unsavory odor spoke of the irretrievable passing of a man.

 

~ * ~

 

It was a squalid lodge in an equally wretched village peopled with miscreants, thieves, and black guards, yet even an unpretentious traveler as myself expects some peace for sleeping. Earlier it had been a drunken chicken plucker still reeking of rendered poultry fat and sporting loudly with some brazen tavern tart. And now an insistent knocking next door was beginning to fray my nerves. I was trying to rest after a hard day on the road—plagued by rain, wind, and an unfortunate intestinal problem most likely blamed on a rank leg of mutton. I should have known not to eat at an inn only slightly less greasy than the mule tenders of the caravan.

“I will shrivel the blackguard’s testicles ‘til their size would be an embarrassment for even the cooties inhabiting this berth,” Olmsted Aunderthorn grumbled.

The rustling of the straw mattress was followed by the protestations of old floor boards as my half-brother rolled from our bed and crossed the room. He cracked the door and I scowled when a sliver of light slipped through like an unwelcomed fly. I shut my eyes and waited for the hunchback to release a torrent of profanity at the inconsiderate lout. Instead, there was only the muffled sound of the door being carefully closed and the alchemist tiptoeing back to bed.

“Are not you going to tell that dolt to cease that racket?” I asked in surprise. “I thought you were going to boot some buttocks.”

“Sh-h-h-h,” Olmsted ordered in a whisper while crawling back under the blankets. “We do not want to mix in whatever business be in the hall. There is a Ghennison viper mage and two Glavendale warriors at the door of our luckless neighbor.”

“You are crazy. Viper mages do not visit hovels such as we frequent. I will put an end to this obnoxious intrusion if I have to kick the drunken dog turd down the stairs.”

Olmsted croaked a plea as I rubbed my eyes and tried navigating across the dark room. I stubbed a toe on one of his boat-of-a-boot and cursed. My half-brother again hissed a warning. I ignored his blubbering and flung open the door.

“What the...?”

I stood bare foot, hair mussed, and mouth agape. Just several yards from me stood a Ghennison viper mage and two Glavendale warriors, all now turned to my door and staring in serious displeasure. Even without the conical hat the wizard was tall. He had an unhealthy yellow complexion like that of a fading bruise—and a reek of mold and dank caverns. A guard looked as if he were about to bark a rebuke when the door they had been beating upon flew open.

“What the...?”

I assumed the ominous trio elicited similar responses wherever they went. I looked at my neighbor with pity. He stood in a state comparable to my own—that of obviously having just risen from bed. I guessed him to be middle aged, with a black mustache that hung past his chin. Olmsted was still hoarsely begging me to shut the door.

The wizard gave my neighbor but a brief glance and said scornfully, “This buffoon is not who we seek.”

“Who, dunghead, do you think you’re calling a buffoon,” the man grumpily answered in an unfamiliar accent. “You got a
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