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I watch Weasel his eyes shifting all over the tavern, you’d think he was looking for something but his just nervous.  The table behind us held three dwarfs earlier having a right old time singing a bit of doggerel about a young maiden who just couldn’t say no to a dragon.  Not surprisingly Weasel knew the words but when he joined in he got into a nasty stare-down and decided to give it up.  No matter how hard he tried tonight no one was letting him have a good time.  Thunk is seated opposite me his giant feet along with the giant legs that go with them up on another chair as he thumbs through some book of poems or another, his pince-nez glasses perched on his nose.  His long shaggy locks get in the way as he thumbs another page over.  The barmaid sashays up and looks me over giving a nasty smile with a twist of her hip.  I must admit she does have a nice body and pretty face if you’re into cheap.  I just smile and go back to my scroll.  I’ve been writing the damn thing for three weeks and I’m still not done.  I hate piecework.  “Can I get you anything else?”  What she means is, can she roll Thunk.  

He looks up smiles and asks, “might I have another drop of your splendid brew my dear?”  She titters at that.  I think she really means it too.  After all how many people come into a place called the Pig’s Head and order like that?  

“What’s your name handsome?”  She asks and I roll my eyes.

“Montague Fortran and yours?”  Thunk answers politely.

Weasel looks up at the girl with a leer saying, “we just call him Thunk.”

“Oh!  Is that the sound of the bed when your, ah occupied Montague?”  She asks her eyes doing back flips.

“Naw, that’s the sound his mace makes when he bashes a Goblin’s skull in.  Last time the brains; mind you not many of those in a Goblin head; flew clear across the room!  Covered me from head to foot!  I smelled like Goblin for three days!”  Weasel offers.

The girl glowers at Weasel saying dryly, “you still do.”  Then awaits our order.  

Weasel, undefeated pipes up with, “I’ll have another flagon!”

“No, he won’t.” I answer quietly, “he’ll have a glass of clear water.”

“I will?”  Weasel asks as if he’s being offered a choice between hanging to death or being tortured to death.  By the way, he’s had that offer.  More than once.

I order a small aperitif which in this dump means a small glass of the same swill that Thunk is drinking at double the price.  But the glass is nice to look at.  Growing tired of the waiting I finally ask Weasel where our new employer is.  He shrugs “damned in I know.  Should’ve been here by mid-day.  And what’s the idea of water?”

“I want you clear headed.  You’re the business end of this little enterprise.  Now who should we be looking for?”  I ask.  Weasel’s eyes slide away from me and I already know we are in trouble.  “You never met this person did you?”

“Well, not as such.”  Weasel offers.

“You told us you had met.  And he talked to you for twenty minutes,” Thunk says looking over his book.  

“Okay I didn’t actually meet him, I met with his butler.  Anyway, he said he was the man’s butler.”

“Great,” I grouse as my drink is dropped in front of me.  “You have no idea who we’re meeting.  And that assumes you met with anybody in the first place.”

“I met with the butler that much is true,”  Weasel says defensively.  “I wouldn’t lie about a meeting or a job.”

“Just everything else in life,” Thunk observes gets a sneer for his pains, and goes back to his book with a grin.  Weasel catches a glimpse of a tall elegant man coming into the tavern.  He’s dressed in all black and red his doublet is garnished with gold wire and gem buttons.  Weasel slides off his stool popping his eyebrows at me and heads over then passes a few cautious words with this worthy and both start coming back our way.

“Okay time for your angry barbarian act,” I say nodding toward the glasses Thunk pulls them off hides the book, and fluffs out his hair ready to grunt.  

The man is young, perhaps not even shaving yet.  But he has a black magic aura you could cut with a rusty broadsword.  He looks me over carefully and gives me a smile promising better things to come.  Yuck.  He sits glances at the drinks swallows as if he’s about to throw up and looks into my eyes.  “I presume your partner explained my task?”

I pull up prim and proper not to be outdone in the who’s more important contest, and let my violet eyes rest on his black ones.  “Our partner was not informed of your needs just told to meet you here.”

“My mistake, I’ll have Albert beaten when I get home.”  I’m still trying to figure out how his mistake ends up costing Albert, whoever he might be; presumably the butler; when tall, dark, and evil continues.  “But first where are my manners?  Who are you my Elven beauty?”

The tips of my ears are tingling after that clumsy swipe, “Elleweena.”  I say offering no more.

“What a lovely name, wood elf if I am not mistaken.  Means summer rain, am I correct.”  Score one for the punk he’s right.  I nod and give a girly shrug of my shoulder with a giggle at his worldliness, after all a girl’s got to eat and this kid is loaded.  “And a student of the arcane I see.”  Pointing to my half finished scroll.  He’s not trying to bed me, he’s testing me.  That much I can tell.  “I believe my little job will intrigue you particularly.”

I should say, “not particularly, but the money will.”  However, I just raise my eyebrows waiting to be particularly intrigued.  

He continues as if I am hanging on every word, “ten days travel north of the city is an old ruin it’s called the Driver’s Hole.  Actually, that’s a corruption of its real name Lord Driver’s Hold.  It was a castle of some considerable construction.  That was many years in the past of course.  Lord Driver was a collector of, how should I say it?”  He begins with a smile and my skin crawls.

“Just say it.”  I offer dryly.

He seems crestfallen with me not biting on his charm, “a collector of unusual and forbidden things.”

“Is anything forbidden these days?”  I ask.

“Some things are still considered beyond the pale,” he offers and there I cut him off.

“And you collect these sorts of things as well?”  I ask.  My turn to test.  My eyes slide over to Thunk who is listening with rapt attention while pretending to watch the barmaid’s backside, okay half pretending.  Weasel is eyeing the man’s purse.  Not to steal, at least not yet.  Just weighing it.

“To use dear lady, so I expect discretion in your handling of my wants.”

“Discretion is our middle name,” Weasel says.  This is not true, if we had a middle name it would be Break Things Loudly, “gonna cost you.”  Now Weasel takes over and starts the dickering which he is so good at.  By the time he gets done, the man has agreed to double his original offer.  Not bad for a few days work.

The young man flicks back to me takes a quick peek down my blouse then travels back to my eyes and says, “I want the Black Cards of Osiris.  Can you obtain them?”  He must sense my, ah, affinity with magic.  Not his sort, but magic never the less.

Weasel sputters into his drink and whistles saying, “the Dead Man’s Hand?” Thunk grips his mug tight enough that it bends in the middle. 

“That is what I want.”  The man answers flatly.

I reach down and feel the community purse it has two round somethings in it, what type of coins is pure conjecture at this point.  The critical thing here is those two coins won’t get you very far anywhere.  I nod with as much confidence as I don’t have.  “We’ll get them for you.”

“Are you sure?”  He asks.

“Are you?” I offer and challenge him to say no by boring into his orbs not blinking once.  He leans back and nods.  

Throwing a hundred crowns on the table he says, “a down payment.  Three hundred when the cards are in my hands.  We will meet here for the exchange if that suits you?”  It does so I nod.  Then his face loses its youthful cast of enthusiasm and naiveté, “oh, and if you decide to say, cross me by keeping the cards or selling them to the highest bidder?  I have very dark friends.”

“Whelp,” I think but don’t say so out loud.  Instead, I say simply, “I’m sure you do.”
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The next morning finds us up before the sun, the red moon setting in the west.  Weasel is packing his things and Mrs. Bucket is scuttling around her kitchen putting a breakfast and some odds and ends together for us.  “Don’t expect your rooms when you get back, if I have hot money waiting, I’m taking it.”  She always says this and we always get our rooms back.  I think she holds them for us regardless.  I give her a light peck on the cheek.

“You do what is best for you Mom.”  We’ve been here so long that Mrs. Bucket is just Mom at this point and we’re grateful for her.  There is no Mr. Bucket anymore, whether he left or died I’m not too sure.  “Mr. Bucket is no longer with us.”  Is all Mom will say.

“I suppose this is something dangerous?  Monsters, ghouls, and the gods know what all?”  She says as she hands me a stack of flatbread that should last us three weeks along with the dried fruit.  

I nod, “something like that.”

“Why you three can’t settle down to some honest work I’ll never know.  Montague, you could be a city guardsman.  Winnie, you could be a teaching wizard they make lots of money.  Weasel,” Weasel looks up an innocent look on his face.  First one in years.  Mom struggles for an honest job for Weasel.  “You could find something I’m sure that would suit
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