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CHAPTER ONE

 


Let the games begin.

 


 


In a strange and opulently decorated room, an
ancient old man lay in a large and even more ancient four-poster
bed. He hadn’t moved a muscle in hours. Not that most people would
notice the ancient old man. The reason for this was the things in
the room. Nearly every flat surface had some sort of puzzle or game
on it. There were three different chess sets next to each other.
There were dozens of Chinese puzzle boxes. There was a shoji game,
a go board, mahjong tiles, dominoes and games not so common. After
a first look, you also realized some of the games had differences
from the ones you knew. One of the chessboards had three ranks of
pieces per side rather than two. After staring at the camels,
elephants, and other new pieces, one came to realize the rules had
to be totally altered to accept them. The next thought which would
filter into the mind of anyone looking over this room, was all of
the games had to be custom made. Not one of the games were the
cheap kind. The game pieces were all made out of metal or stone.
The same was true about all of the game boards. Whoever had
assembled this room had a lot of money and time.

As sunlight streamed in through the window,
the door to the bedroom opened. The door didn’t make the slightest
sound. Bailey, the elderly man who opened the door, was thin and
just over six feet tall. He was dressed like a very old-fashioned
butler. He didn’t say a word as he stepped aside. The reason Bailey
was dressed and acting like a very old fashion butler was simple,
that was what he was. He had served the Master far longer than he
could remember. He would see the Master’s wishes carried out to the
letter, no matter how crazy he believed them to be. He knew it was
quite possible, the Master had gone insane at some point. Then
again, maybe he hadn’t. He had definitely become obsessive, but had
it become true madness? It was hard to say. The Master had loved
riddles, puzzles and quests, so he had spent his declining years
making his great game. Ok, that was definitely strange, but was it
true madness? Well, it no longer mattered.

Bailey waited until the two people following
him had entered the room. After quietly closing the door, he
followed them in. They all lined up next to the bed the ancient old
man lay in. The Master’s lawyer, Mister Winter, was the person
nearest to the headboard. He wore a black band of mourning on his
right arm.

The second person in the line was Miss Tannin
from the Cartulary. She worked in the Will Registration Department.
Today she wore a light blue business suit with a black tie. She
also had a black pillbox hat and a matching armband on. She took
her place and waited.

Taking up his place at the end of the line,
Bailey waited for the others to speak first. He felt this was the
proper way this should be handled. He had done everything, as his
late master would have wanted. He had seen to everything for the
ancient old man for the last fifty years. Or was it sixty years? He
was starting to forget. However, he wasn’t going to let anything
taint his Master’s ideas or plans, even if he did think the whole
thing was silly. It wasn’t for him to decide what the Master and
his kind did, he was there to serve. And he would serve to the best
of his ability no matter what happened.

Miss Tannin realized the two men were both
waiting for someone else to say something. She looked at the man in
the bed and nodded. Then she sighed and said, “Well it wasn’t like
we haven’t been expecting this. After all, he was only given five
years to live and that was what? Ten years ago?”

The butler shook his head and said, “No,
Ma’am. It was twenty years ago last week. I think planning out the
game helped him forget about his …” The butler trailed off as he
saw a look of surprise show on both of the other people’s faces.
Turning to see what they were staring at, he saw his Masters eyes
had opened.

“Ah, Bailey, I see we have guests.”

“Master?” Bailey said as he stepped up and
looked over his master, “I do apologize, but I thought you were
dead.”

The old man in the bed looked surprised as he
said, “Really? How strange. What gave you that idea?”

“You weren’t breathing when I brought in your
breakfast this morning so I called Mister Winter and he said your
heart stone no longer glowed,” Bailey said as he shot a withering
glance at Mister Winter.

“Really? My heart stone no longer glows?” The
ancient old man said as he reached out an arm to pull open a small
drawer on the nightstand. As he did this, every joint he moved made
a cracking or popping sound. From this drawer the Master drew out a
stethoscope.

“Well, better a faulty heart stone than the
alternative, eh?” Mister Winter said as he wiped his brow. He had
taken a shock when he saw what he thought to be a dead body moving.
Maybe he should think about retiring to his island retreat for a
few weeks of quiet fishing, he pondered as he replaced his
handkerchief back in his top pocket.

Miss Tannin sat down on the only empty chair
and said, “I need a drink.”

Coming to his senses, Bailey moved to a
nearby drinks cabinet. The Master hadn’t left his room for some
years. He did all his entertaining in this one large room. A drinks
cabinet along with a few other items had been brought in for this
purpose. Though of late it was only the doctor, lawyers, and
workmen who the Master entertained.

From the drinks cabinet Bailey said, “We can
offer you beer, wine, scotch, gin or whiskey. What will you
have?”

“None for me. It’s a bit early in the day for
such things,” Mister Winter said in disapproval.

Miss Tannin said, “I’ll have the wine.” She
didn’t care what time of the day it was. She didn’t like this whole
set up. It made her skin crawl. To wait around for someone to die
wasn’t as easy as she thought it would be. She really ought to get
a transfer to another department.

As Bailey started to fill Miss Tannin’s glass
he said, “We have tea or coffee if you’d rather.”

During this time, the Master had pulled on
the stethoscope, and placed it over his heart. He shifted it around
a bit and finally said, “No heart beat, body cooling, manna and
quintessence depleting. Yes, Bailey, I am dead. I will soon leave
you and you can finish up with this shell. I won’t be needing it
anymore. Have you given my last set of letters to every one?”

For a moment, everyone stood perfectly still.
They knew such things had happened before. However, they never
expected to encounter it in person.

It was Mister Winter, the lawyer who
recovered first and asked, “Are you saying you’re dead?”

“At least three or four hours I think but I’m
not very good at that sort of thing. Feel free to have an expert
in. Might be best in the circumstances. Ho and I want … OH
dear!”

Miss Tannin looked nervously around and
asked, “What is it?”

The self-proclaimed dead body muttered to its
self, “I’m not sure I can legally change anything at this
point.”

The lawyer looked at his client. No, that was
late client if he was right. The strangeness held him for a moment.
However, only for a moment, then fifty years of doing his job took
over and he said, “In normal law—”

“You mean canaille law,” Miss Tannin
said.

“Yes, I mean the laws which govern the masses
of normal people. What you and the other magical types call
canailles. That law doesn’t allow for the dead to change or request
anything. Although this is mainly due to most dead not being able
to speak clearly. Also the magical laws are very strict about not
letting the walking dead into canaille courts.”

“Yes, Mister Winter. I am aware the Cartulary
refuses to let the walking dead into canaille courtrooms,” the dead
man said. He sounded slightly miffed.

Miss Tannin stared at a set of stone six-inch
hippos as she thought. Finally, she said, “I have always thought it
was rather silly to hide magic from the canailles. However, in this
case I can’t see any good coming out of trying it.”

The body thought it over. As he did this, it
muttered to itself the same way it did in life. “I wonder if there
is still danger in me telling canailles that true magic is out
there? How bad can it hurt me now?”

Miss Tannin thought over the question and
finally said, “I never studied the foundation spells to any great
in-depth. However, if you were to try doing that, I think some of
the charters would use it to break their agreements with regards to
your game.”

The dead man looked concerned as it said, “We
can’t have that at this point. Bailey, have the invitations been
sent out?”

“Not yet sir,” Bailey answered.

Bailey’s late master looked at him and asked,
“Why not,”

It was Mister Winter who answered the
question, “We have roughly sixteen weeks before the game is to
start. Or at least the first round. Are you sure you won’t make it
a bit easier?”

“No. If anything, I would rather make it
harder to win. There’s nothing like winning a difficult game!”

“You can’t change things now. We have to
prove your body isn’t being controlled by magic. I, um … mean
someone else’s magic. Until we have that, nothing can be done,” The
men turned to look at Miss Tannin. She shrugged and said, “It so
happens this is one of the few areas the Cartulary has jurisdiction
over. By the way, who represents the local charter now that you are
dead?”

“Well now that I’m dead … it depends on if my
plan worked.” Turning to a map of the northern end of the lake, he
flipped his hand and color overlays appeared over the cities of
Coppergate and Rubyridge. Rubyridge had a red color and the city of
Coppergate had a copper one, with a shimmering dot for Riddle
Manor. To the north was a green area labeled the Department. To the
west, past Rubyridge, was an area listed as the Blueridge Charter.
It was also blue on the map. Barely visible at the bottom was a
gray overlay. The dead man smiled and said, “Yes everything worked
as planned. So far at least.”

Mister Winter looked the map over as he
asked, “Is that the boundaries of your charter?”

“No, they are the boundaries of my charters,”
The dead man said happily.

Miss Tannin’s head spun around as she
exclaimed, “You split your charter?”

The dead body in the bed said, “Yes. The part
on the right, the one shown in red is now called the Rubyridge
Library Charter. It had a few rules I couldn’t change which would
have messed up my game. So I shifted things around and got
Coppergate free. This let me rework the Coppergate Charter to
protect my new game charter. Whoever wins the game will take it
over. Until then Bailey will handle any problems which aren’t
covered.”

Mister Winter looked puzzled as he said, “I
thought the judges were to control things?”

Miss Tannin stared at the elderly man in
surprise as she exclaimed, “You made a new charter just for your
game?”

The corpus in the bed laughed and said, “Yes.
It was the best way to make sure everyone played by the rules. Mind
you that may be harder after a few years, if no one guesses my
riddle.”

Miss Tannin just stared at the dead man dumb
founded. She had never even guessed to what length he had been
willing to go for this crazy game.

After a long pause, Mister Winter asked, “And
who controls Rubyridge?”

“For now Bailey will as well. Only, Oh…”

Bailey looked the Master over and said, “All
magic and life are gone.”

“I wonder what he wanted to change?” Mister
Winter asked himself.

“Bailey, make my drink a double whiskey,”
Miss Tannin said as she watched the no longer moving body.

“Very well ma’am. Sir?”

Mister Winter nodded and said, “I think I’ll
have a whiskey as well.

“Very well sir,” Bailey said as he
poured.

“You know what that is going to do to all the
charters in the Cartulary?” Miss Tannin said as she pointed at the
map.

Mister Winter thought about it for a moment,
before saying “Bailey. Fill mine all the way up then send for
Mister Moonscar and a magical doctor.”

“Very well sir,” Bailey said as he went about
his duties. As he left the whiskey bottle on the table, he removed
the glass of forgotten wine. He had it himself after leaving the
other two in the room.

Miss Tannin tilted her head, as she looked
back at Mister Winter. After a while she asked, “Why the doctor?
Don’t get me wrong, but isn’t it a little late for him?”

“Yes. If he was right, it has been past that
particular point since before sunrise. However, all things so far,
I think I want an experts opinion on this one. I’m not use to, to
people talking after they die,” Mister Winter flatly stated, before
draining his glass.

“Good point,” Miss Tannin said as she looked
back at the map. Suddenly she stood up and walked over to the map.
After peering at it closely, she swore.

“Don’t tell me. He left another surprise,” it
wasn’t a question. Mister Winter knew his late client. Wishing he
had given this case over to one of the younger lawyers at his firm,
he moved over to stand next to Miss Tannin. Seeing where she was
pointing Mister Winter groaned. There was a group of islands. They
weren’t that big but they were colored purple and in the waters
around them was a purple line. At the center of this area around
the islands were purple letters. They read Pirate Haven Charter.
Then Mister Winter spotted an island which was a different shade of
purple. Just above it were words which read as Shifter’s Island
Charter. Giving the map one more look over, he saw the light green
overlay south of Coppergate city. It read as Wildlife Sanctuary
Charter.

Miss Tannin turned to stare at Mister Winter
and asked, “Did you know he planned to split his charter?”

“I know little about such things. I didn’t
even know you could split them,” Mister Winter said. Then he waved
his glass at the map as he asked, “Just how bad is this going to
be?”

Miss Tannin shrugged as she said, “It all
depends on how well he thought it through. Some charters would go
to war to get a foothold in this area. They would then protect it
by calling it an embassy. Once that was done, things will calm
down.”

Mister Winter looked at the map and said,
“For a charter only a little bit larger than one small city? It
doesn’t even have anything worth taking, or am I missing
something?”

With a sigh Miss Tannin said, “Within old
Akbar’s old charter, there was a major portal. I don’t know which
charter controls it now, but all the surrounding charters will be
willing to fight for it,” after a moment’s thought Miss Tannin
said, “For that matter if it goes to all out combat, many of the
foreign charters will send in their own troops.”

Mister Winter refilled their drinks as he
asked, “Then this portal is worth a lot of money?”

Miss Tannin slowly nodded her head as she
said, “Oh yes. I know the department has been trying to buy it out
for over fifty years. In the last twenty, the Blueridge and Slag
town charters have been after it as well.”

Mister Winter sighed and asked, “Is there
anything we can do to stop it?”

Miss Tannin looked around as she paced.
Finally she said, “Now that the old charter has split, no one will
know where the control point is. So, they will try for all of them.
Best thing I can think of is to give them copies of the new
charters. If old Akbar did a good job they won’t go to all out
war.”

“That has already been taken care of,” Bailey
said as he came back into the bedroom.

Mister Winter nodded and asked, “What was the
reply from Mister Moonscar?”

Bailey went about refilling the glasses
again, as he said, “His office said they would tell him the moment
he came out of a meeting. The doctor and healer will be here within
the hour. Would either of you like to look over the rules of the
game while you wait?”

“Might as well know the worst,” Miss Tannin
said.

Just as the doctor and the healer were
leaving after a rather easy examination, they nearly bumped into
Mister Moonscar.

Mister Moonscar nodded in greeting and said,
“Ah, yes the professional verdict. Always best. So Akbar Solomon
Agin is truly dead?”

Both of the experts nodded and said, “Yes.
Mind you, we can see why Mister Winter wanted an expert opinion. It
isn’t often that the manna holds the spirit in the body past
death,” the doctor said as if he had seen such a rare event all the
time.

The healer nodded her head and said, “And …
the other side effect was more than half expected I believe.”

Mister Moonscar narrowed his eyes. He didn’t
like surprises. Inwardly he fumed, but outwardly, he showed nothing
passed his eyes narrowing. With a nasty looking smile he asked,
“Are you telling me someone expected he would split his charter and
they didn’t inform anyone or is there some new side effect I
haven’t been told about?”

The doctor stepped back and said, “I think
you mustn’t have heard yet.”

The healer only slightly less nervous said,
“It’s only just happened—” she broke off as something floated past
her.

Mister Moonscar frowned at the transparent
image floating in front of him. It was a silverish white blur, but
even as he watched, Mister Moonscar saw it was getting more
distinct. He raised his silver tipped cane and tapped his chin with
it. As he did so, Mister Moonscar mumbled, “Obsessive to the point
of ignoring pain. Not conventional in his ways. Seeks to control
things past his own end,” then speaking louder Mister Moonscar went
on saying, “Yes. I can see why some expected this. I wonder if he
will be just an echo, a true ghost, or will he make specter?”

Relaxing the healer said, “We will have to
wait. So far he just keeps asking about the game starting.”

Mister Moonscar gave a cold laugh and said,
“He should have no worries there. He set it up very prettily. Any
charter arguing with his precious game doesn’t get a chance to
play. And all the smaller ones around the world oppose any larger
charter taking a smaller one by force. Therefore, the game will go
on. However, how did he totally separate the dueling orders from
his new game charter?”

Suddenly the transparent image snapped into
sharp focus. Moonscar knew the much younger version of Akbar
Solomon Agin. Akbar hadn’t looked like that in seventy years.
However, this was an effect Moonscar knew about so he ignored it.
He was paying much more attention to Akbar’s echo or was it a
ghost, as it smiled and said, “I loaded all my personal things into
the sea chest I was given long ago.”

Mister Moonscar nodded and said, “You put the
items you won dueling into the chest,” it wasn’t a question. Akbar
answered anyways, “I had to get them separated. I also put all my
old magic into the chest as I was still in a duel with someone at
the time I started my game. For this reason, I bought this house
and started building my game in it after I had come up with the
idea of using a charter as the heart of the game. Of course I had
to tell all the charters I shared borders with about what I was
doing.”

“Which is why you made your game charter in
the middle of your Coppergate Charter. Then you only had to tell
the four surrounding land charters, you were in negotiations with
another charter. You could do anything you wanted with the game
charter without anyone realizing what you were up to,” Moonscar
looked impressed as he turned the problem over in his own mind.
Finally he asked, “But why split Rubyridge and the others off from
Coppergate?”

“My old house in Rubyridge had a few rules I
couldn’t change, and it was won by a dueling order at one point. It
would have weakened my game charter, and so had to go. As to the
island charter, I gave it away to pay back the different werewolves
and other infected beings. They did most of the work on the house
and made the toys I needed for my game. I placed rather strict
rules and spells on them. My part of the bargain wasn’t only giving
them a place to be themselves, but also a place where all the
nearby settlements could send them during the full moon.”

“I need to thank you for that bit of
kindness. We have many shifters. It was a great idea to enchant the
island so only the infected could get there during the full moon.
Accidental attacks have dropped to only two in the last five
years,” Mister Moonscar said.

Akbar’s ghost smiled and said, “It has been
done before in Britain. And I had the islands in the lake. It
seemed like it would be a good place to try it out here. However, I
don’t see why they can’t do with the island as they see fit the
rest of the time. I believe six families are now permanently living
there.”

Mister Moonscar smiled and said, “It’s now
seven families on the Island alone. Another ten live on nearby
islands to keep the canailles from going there by accident. Now I
need one last question answered, who is to take control of your old
sea chest until the new owner shows themselves?”

Akbar’s form started to blur around the edges
as he said, “I gave the chest to the Cartulary fifteen years ago.
They were to hold it until someone from my blood line showed
magic.”

Mister Moonscar nodded and said, “Very well.
I will be off as I have found out everything I need to know. Tell
the judges for me I am perfectly satisfied with the arrangements so
far.” Then he turned and left the mansion.

Just outside the door, a glow started around
Mister Moonscar. Dim at first, but slowly growing brighter. Within
a minute, he was too bright to look at. Then the light shrank to a
dot. For a moment, the light hovered over where Moonscar had been
standing, then it flew away to the north.

The healer and doctor who had listened to
everything exchanged glances. The doctor laughed and said, “For a
moment there I was worried he was going to take this badly.”

“I know what you mean doctor. Why do you
think he dropped by?”

The doctor thought it over and said, “I think
he might have wanted something the old man had.”

“If that’s true,” the healer said as she
thought it over, “I wouldn’t want to be the one inheriting that
chest.”

Akbar’s ghostly form turned and wandered off
down the hall. As it floated away, they heard it saying, “Now to
see how it turned out. Oh my, they did a nice job on this
room.”

The doctor raised an eyebrow and looked at
the healer. She said, “He hasn’t been outside of that sickroom in
years. I rather expect he wants to see everything first hand.”

“Well, he seems to be a rather passive
ghost.”

“Most of them are, doctor. It’s just the
other kind make all the headlines,” the healer said as they
left.


CHAPTER TWO

 


The funeral.

 


 


Mister Cyber sat in his office reading over
the latest treaty suggested by the Blueridge Land Charter. The same
old sticking point was the problem, the new finds within the
uncontrolled land charters. When Akbar Solomon Agin had split his
original land charter, he had set off a set of entirely new
problems for Mister Cyber. Mister Cyber was the Sector control
officer for Mat-corp, and wouldn’t you know it, all the new
charters shared a border with Mat-corp. The one bright spot was all
of these new borders fell within his sector of control. Well, there
had been two little areas on the bordering sectors. However, to his
surprise, the two neighboring sector control officers had
petitioned the head of the board of directors to change the
boundary lines. Cyber didn’t mind at all, and the twenty-one miles
of added territory were easy to oversee. No one lived there and
only one company factory was added to his list of things to keep
track of. At the same time, it removed him having to have meetings
with the other two sector control officers every week. Cyber’s one
wish was that Akbar had thought to make some sort of arrangements
with the Cartulary for watchers. It was the one sticking spot with
all treaties meant to keep peace between the land charters. Cyber
was sure Akbar Hadn’t meant for the mistake to happen. Akbar had
split the old Coppergate Land Charter into seven parts at his
death. He left only the most basic laws, and handed the control
equally over to everyone living within each new charter. It was up
to each new charter to decide on their own immigration laws.
However, all of them knew better than to let too many people in
from other charters. That would let the new people out vote the old
members and force a joining. None were giving out voting rights so
far.

Cyber understood this and it wasn’t a big
issue to him. In four of the new land charters, everything went as
Akbar wanted. The problem was two of the other three land charters.
At the moment of Akbar’s death, they didn’t have anyone living
within them, so they became uncontrolled. Normally this would
dissolve a charter. However, both of these charters weren’t normal
land charters. They both had nodes within them which somehow kept
them running. The Cartulary had sent people into the two charters,
but for some reason they hadn’t found the control point. This was
unusual itself. This meant they would run along uncontrolled until
its new owner turned up. The last of the seven new charters was
meant to go this way, and had been turned over to the Cartulary in
the mean time. Cyber wished Akbar had done the same with Coppergate
and Rubyridge.

The problems were Coppergate and Rubyridge,
or more to the point, policing of these areas was the problem. The
Cartulary had long ago ruled neighboring land charters were allowed
to send in their watchers and Eroteme whenever a land charter they
bordered wasn’t doing their job. This often had to be proved.
However, Coppergate and Rubyridge didn’t have anyone at all, let
alone watchers or Eroteme. The people who Akbar had expected to
take over these jobs had moved during the last years of his life.
When the charter split, these people had all been living in areas
which became Pirate Haven, Wareland, and the Wildlife Sanctuary
Charters. No one had been in Coppergate or Rubyridge. It had been
an oversight. This didn’t surprise Cyber. What Akbar had done was
so utterly complex, Cyber never would have tried it. The thing was,
Cyber admired the crazy old fool. He was also glad the person who
found all these loopholes, had only wanted to play one immense
prank by starting a game to deal with his estate. The Cartulary had
closed the loopholes so it couldn’t happen again. However, Cyber
shuddered every time he thought of what could have happened if
certain people had realized what old Akbar had.

Cyber turned his attention back to the
problem of Coppergate and Rubyridge. Every land charter around
these areas were allowed to send their watchers and Eroteme into
them. They weren’t to get into each other’s way. That was the idea,
the problem was that many of these watchers and Eroteme didn’t like
each other. Fights were breaking out on a regular basses. The
Cartulary had ordered cooperation. This lead to treaties, and that
was why every week Cyber had a new one on his desk. The Cartulary’s
order hadn’t stopped the fights. It had just started the paper
flying along with all the people blaming everyone else for the
fights.

Every charter wanted to change the policy in
some way. Normally to their own benefit. This latest one from
Blueridge was no different. Cyber stopped reading, and looked up as
a young woman wearing gold studded black leather ran in.

As she did so, Mister Cyber’s secretary was
trying to hold her back. Even though the secretary was larger, he
had no chance to stop the young woman. She quite easily dragged the
larger man along.

“I said Mister Cyber is busy! You will have
to make an appointment…” The secretary was firmly saying. However,
the young woman ignored him.

“Sir, we have a problem!” The young woman
said as she came to a stop in front of Mister Cyber. She acted like
she wasn’t dragging a man over ten inches taller and who outweighed
her by a hundred pounds. However, size and weight weren’t
everything. Neither were the secretary’s over abundant muscles.
Cyber decided it was time for this new man to learn this little
fact. Before she taught him the hard way.

Mister Cyber nodded and said, “Carter, this
is Dracaena. She is one of the top members of our Eroteme. It is
best not to get into their way.”

Dracaena gave the man a cold smile as she
forcefully removed his hand by bending it back. When Narg had
dropped to his knees in pain, Cyber sighed and said, “If you break
his hand like you did to the last two, you will be doing his job.
At least, until one of them can use a quill again. Now what has
happened?”

Dracaena released Narg’s hand and forgot
about him. Turning to look at Cyber she said, “It’s the chest! It’s
gone.”

Mister Cyber looked puzzled as he said,
“Chest, what chest?”

“The one old Akbar Solomon Agin left with the
Cartulary. You know, the one with all the—”

“Ah, I remember the one you mean Dracaena,”
Mister Cyber’s eyes narrowed and he snapped, “What do you mean it’s
gone?”

“I’ve talked to the people over at the World
Orders archive, and it seems the damn thing can move on its own.
They believe it has found its new owner.”

Cyber leaned back and sat playing with his
quill for a moment, then he calmly asked, “Any idea as to where
it’s heading?”

“It’s making its way to the Coppergate area.
However, that isn’t surprising,” Dracaena said with a shrug, “All
of Akbar’s blood kin are there for his funeral.”

Carter stood up and said, “He died years ago.
Why are they doing the reading now?”

“The canaille side of things were held up by
a slight mistake in the will. They had to identify who had magic,
and therefore wasn’t to receive any canaille money.”

Mister Cyber nodded and went back to his
reading. As he looked down he said, “I see. Keep me posted on this,
and find out where the new owner lives. Set as many watchers as you
need to keep tabs on this.”

“Yes sir,” Dracaena said as she turned around
and strode out of the office. After a moment Mister Cyber
distractedly said, “Carter you may leave at any time.”

 


***

 


Omar stood at the back of the group. He had
managed this by making sure he got separated from the rest of his
immediate family. This wasn’t hard. His mother had been very strict
when she had explained he was to be on his best behavior. This
didn’t surprise Omar at all. This was a funeral after all. It was
the twins who had to be watched. His father had a firm hand on
Isaac and his mother was holding onto Jasmine. This was to stop the
twins from saying they needed the bathroom. Only two days ago,
Isaac had snuck out a different door, leaving their mother waiting
outside. Their mother had waited outside the bathroom door until
she could find someone willing to look for Isaac for her. When that
man came back out he said, “No kids in here at all. He must have
gone out the other door.” That was when she realized that Isaac had
skipped out on her. An hour later, he was found in a nearby video
game parlor. She had returned fuming to the car only to find Omar
was the only one there. Omar was quite enjoying the peace and quiet
as he read his book for his English lit class.

“Omar, where is your father and Jasmine?”

About ten minutes after you and Isaac left
for the bathroom Jas had to go as well. I thought you would have
run into each other near the restrooms.”

For some reason Isaac had snickered at that
point. The look she turned on Isaac told both of them to behave.
Finally, she got herself under control and said, “Omar, you will
watch your brother while I find the other two.”

Omar nodded sadly and put his book away. It
was a good book, but he knew there wasn’t any point in trying to
read. Not while watching one of the twin terrors. They would be up
to some deviltry before Omar would notice. Omar thought it over as
their mother let Isaac into the backseat of the car. Before their
mother could close the car door, Omar said, “Ok Isaac, time to do
some homework. Pick whether you want to start with math, reading,
or writing.”

Omar wanted his mother around for this first
bit. He knew Isaac would try and get out of it. Omar knew his
little brother well and Isaac started to whine the instant he heard
Omar’s Idea. Omar also knew, if it was just him telling Isaac to do
his homework, Isaac would never settle down.

Isaac looked at their mother and whined, “Aww
mom, do I have to?”

From the look she gave him, even Isaac
realized he wasn’t going to get any help from that department.
Their mother gave a rather nasty smile and said, “You will start on
your math work right now!”

Even though math was Isaac’s least favorite
subject, he knew when to keep his mouth shut. At least when his
mother was in that frame of mind. As he pulled out his book she
said, “Remember, I will be checking tonight as well!” Then she went
looking for the missing two.

Isaac did his normal stunt of trying to get
Omar to give him all the answers. However, Isaac stopped this when
he realized Omar was only telling him what to do. Ninety minutes,
and three and a half pages later the rest of the family came back.
Jasmine was quiet as she was loaded in the back seat on the other
side of Omar. The twins always fought if they were next to each
other. As his mother drove them out of the parking lot, Omar found
out from the conversation in the front seat, Jasmine had talked her
father into going into a clothing store for her to use the
bathroom. When done, she had the sales lady bring something for her
to try out. She had gotten herself a new outfit by telling their
father they had to get something for using the store’s bathroom.
Their mother was livid. She knew he had only agreed to it to get
out of the clothing store. Omar smiled at the window. Jas had
learned that particular trick from their mother.

That night in the motel after the twins were
asleep, Omar over heard his parents planning the rest of the trip.
Omar heard his father say, “We will have to wake an hour earlier
and drive for an extra hour, but we will still make it on
time.”

“Only if they don’t pull that little stunt
again,” Omar heard his mother reply.

Omar’s father nodded and said, “You know what
we will have to do?”

“Yes. I will keep track of Jasmine and you
will have to keep track of Isaac.” From that point on everything
worked better. Omar didn’t know if the twins realized they were in
trouble, or if his parents were catching all the little pranks
before they got out of hand.

Omar didn’t normally mind all the pranks they
pulled. However, by the time they made it to the funeral, he just
wanted a little rest from them.

It had been easy to let Great Aunt Lucy get
in front of him with her walker. Everyone had said how gentlemanly
it was. However, Omar knew all the seats would be taken before he
got anywhere near the gravesite. Having to stand at the back in a
suit wasn’t so bad. At the moment, Omar was leaning on a large
stone monolith listing all the members of some long dead family. As
he leaned there, he saw some late arrivals coming up to the man his
father had talked to. He was some sort of lawyer or something.

At first Omar thought the late arriving man
was normal sized, or maybe like the lawyers chauffeur, who looked
to be six two or three. However, as the late man came closer Omar
started to realize he was well over seven feet tall, with large
muscles. He had dark reddish brown hair which was trimmed very
short. His beard and mustache were even shorter and neater. He
looked like a TV wrestler in a business suit. This giant of a man
calmly walked up to the lawyer and nodded a greeting. They seemed
to know each other.

Omar found the large man so interesting he
didn’t see who had come with him. When he did notice the
eleven-year-old girl with light blue hair standing next to the
giant, he found her looking around at everyone rather than the
service. Omar couldn’t blame her for this. He didn’t find the
service that interesting either. That was the other reason he
wanted to be at the back of the group. Omar figured the people who
knew his great, great, uncle would want and need seats closer in.
Omar had only met the man once when Omar was seven. That was at the
man’s one-hundredth birthday party. For the twentieth time Omar
wondered why his parents had brought them along to this affair.
Omar had tried to stay with his friend Ben back home, but it hadn’t
worked. His mother wanted everyone at the family reunion. It was to
take place after the funeral.

Suddenly Omar felt a strange tingling
sensation. Looking around he found himself locking eyes with the
girl with light blue hair. As Omar stared back at her, he realized
how odd her appearance was. She had oriental features. High cheek
bones, almond skin, and long straight hair. However, her bright
blue eyes and hair color didn’t match this. Omar hadn’t seen anyone
with light blue hair before. Was she the giants daughter? Her eyes
widened as they looked at each other.

Then just for a second Omar was blinded by a
reflection from her glasses. When he recovered from the bright
flash, he looked around to find out where the light was. He
couldn’t find anything which could have caused the reflection. When
Omar looked back at the girl, he found she was no longer wearing
the glasses. Now she was talking with three other people he hadn’t
noticed before.

He knew he hadn’t seen them among his
extended family before. Even if they had been wearing normal
clothing, they would stand out a bit. While Omar’s family had a
Middle Eastern stamp to their features, and one or two of his
relatives would be called swarthy, the Native American with long
white hair and the thirty year old black woman couldn’t blend in.
Not that they were trying to, everyone else was wearing black or at
least dark suits or armbands. However, only one of the three new
people wore black at all.

The old white haired Native American was
dressed in a vest and pants made of blue jean material. The vest
was worn over a flannel shirt. For some reason he had on bright
blue matching western hat and boots. Every item of his clothing had
some sort of jewelry. Some were silver, others were copper, and the
one on his hat was gold.

The black woman was wearing a dress with what
looked like a lab coat over it. She wore a set of woven silver
chains as a belt over her lab coat. She had different items hanging
from this strange belt. It reminded Omar of the charm bracelet his
little sister loved so much, where one chain around her wrist had
six little chains hanging down from it, and each dangling chain had
a different charm at the end. However, this woman had more than six
items hanging from her belt. Omar could make out three magnifying
glasses, two pocket watches, a lighter, a Swiss army knife, a
compact, and a pair of tongs. There was also a foot long stick in
what looked like a scabbard.

However, the strangest one was the last
member of the group. She was an athletic woman in her twenties. She
had very short black hair and was dressed in black. However, it
wasn’t the black of morning. It was a form fitting black leather
motorcycle outfit with golden studs. She also had at least seven
different kinds of earrings in each ear. Some were just small
pearls or stones while the one at the bottom and top were the long
dangling kind. Oddly, she wore the earrings with the longest
tassels, at the top of her ears. The clasp that held it to her ear
seemed to hold her ear into a kind of point. They didn’t look at
all comfortable. She also had rings on every finger.

As Omar looked the woman over, something
bothered him about her, but he wasn’t sure what it was. The giant
of a man was also watching the woman in leather who was talking to
the girl with light blue hair. Then the lawyer nodded to something
the girl had said and everyone looked at Omar. They saw he was
already watching them. They weren’t self-conscious at all. They
just nodded and went back to talking to the girl. Everyone but the
lawyer, he went back to the ceremony.

For the rest of the day Omar kept catching
one or the other of these people watching him. He was beginning to
wonder why. When great, great, Uncle Akbar was entombed, everyone
got slowly to their feet. Everyone walked by the crypt, as they
headed for the buses. As Omar looked at the marble door, he saw
what was carved into it. The carving read Akbar Solomon Agin, born
eighteen ninety-nine died two thousand three. Carved below that was
“A joker to the end.” Omar shook his head. Either they got the date
wrong, the old guy had them carve it wrong, or great, great, Uncle
Akbar Solomon Agin died years ago. Omar paused and suddenly
remembered attending a extremely elderly old man’s party. The
elderly old man wasn’t able to get out of bed. They had played
party games. Charades was the only game Omar could remember
playing. The elderly old man was disappointed when they had stopped
to eat the cake. He wasn’t really interested in the party food.

Omar shook his head to clear it and gave a
weak smile, if the date was right he had died not long after that
party. That would mean … the body had been laying around for
several years. Would anyone keep a body around so long?

As Omar looked up, he saw the white haired
old man watching him. They nodded to each other and then Omar heard
his mother calling.

Omar’s father drove them to the hall the
catered lunch was to be served at. They didn’t take one of the
buses, as his father had driven them there. Most of the other
relatives had come by airplane. However, Omar’s family lived just
across the lake. It would have only taken a day to take the ferry.
However, Omar’s father refused to get on one. So his parents had
pulled the kids out of a week’s worth of school so his father could
drive around the lake. Omar had liked the idea until he found out
he would be sharing a room with everyone else. His parents had
planned only to rent one room a night. That was when Omar had tried
to stay with Ben rather than going. It didn’t work out, although
Omar never found out why.

Every night his mother insisted they do their
homework. Omar was sure he was falling behind due to all the noise
he had to put up with from his younger siblings.

As Omar’s father was pulling out of the
cemetery, Omar spotted the girl with light blue hair, and the giant
of a man. They were sitting in a big black car. No one was in the
backseat. As they past the large black car, it pulled out after
them. It didn’t take Omar long to notice the large black car seemed
to be following them. However, somewhere along the way to the
dining hall, they lost the giant of a man. Within three blocks of
losing the giant, they caught up with the woman in black leather
and gold studs. She was riding a large motorcycle. They past her
and she fell in behind their car, but she didn’t pull into the
parking lot. Instead, she went on around the corner.

As Omar climbed out of his dad’s car, he saw
the giant of a man standing just inside the entrance of the dining
hall they would be using. Due to the dark sunglasses the man wore,
Omar couldn’t tell where he was looking. Could it be that the
lawyer had hired security people? For that was what the big guy
looked like. Then from behind the giant of a man, stepped the girl
with light blue hair. No, he couldn’t be security. No security
officer would take his eleven year-old daughter anywhere there
might be trouble. Finally, Omar decided they must have something to
do with his Great, Great, Uncle’s will. If Omar remembered right,
they were going to read the will after lunch. The moment the twins
came into the entrance hall, they needed to use the bathroom.

“Omar wait here. We will be right back,” his
mother said as they headed for the bathrooms. Omar was going to
wait there, but two minutes later the first bus started to unload
his relatives. Thinking it best to move out of the way, Omar took a
seat in a far corner. Soon he had to give up the seat to someone
who needed it more than he did. Omar went back to leaning against
things as he watched people come and go from the hotel the dining
hall was connected to. He saw a person taking down names as they
filed into the dining hall.

There were only two real problems. In a way,
the first caused the second.

Great, Great, Uncle Akbar had lived for a
long time, and for some reason the lawyers had collected all his
living blood relations. This meant there were a lot of people who
weren’t good at standing for very long. While Great Aunt Lucy was
trying to move up to the person at the door, Great, Great, Uncle
Akbar’s son tried to cut her off.

A woman glared at the rude man and said,
“Morty, what do you think you’re doing? You nearly tripped Aunt
Lucy.”

“I don’t know why you brought her out of the
rest home,” Mortimer snapped back, “there’s no reason for any of
you to be here. I can’t see why the law firm paid for so many
tickets!”

“They did it because your father told them
to, you old fool,” Great Aunt Lucy said in a bored tone. Then she
said to the person at the door, “Just sit the old fool so we can
get on with this.”

Omar tried to remember the relation between
Mortimer and Lucy. He had to give up. He hadn’t a clue. From others
waiting around for their turn to be seated, Omar learned a few
things. He found out the two had been bickering for years. No one
knew what had started the fight, or even what it was about. Omar
also learned that Mortimer was the only living child of Great,
Great, Uncle Akbar. There had been two others but they had died
years ago. Then he saw the black woman in the lab coat. As he was
getting a better look at the things dangling from her belt made of
woven silver chains, Omar heard a comment.

“Old Akbar was well off wasn’t he?”

“Yes Mildred, he owned a lot of land around
Coppergate city and some more in Rubyridge. Heck he even owned
several of the islands in the lake between the two cities.”

“Just there? Nowhere else?”

“He used to own some land overseas as well,
but he sold all of them after he wasn’t able to walk anymore.
Mortimer was furious for years after that. He wanted the overseas
properties to go to him with all the money. He’s always wanted to
be rich and important.”

“Isn’t he?”

“No. He’s lived off of old Akbar’s wealth for
most of his life.”

“Well, now that he will be getting
everything—” Mildred trailed off as she saw the look in her friends
eye.

This friend gave a rather nasty smile and
said, “Surely you remember what a joker old Akbar was?”

Mildred gasped and said, “You don’t
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