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      I didn’t used to hate dwarves. Now, I can’t stand the little buggers. I never should have gotten involved with their ilk.

      Sounds bad, but I have my reasons, and they all start with a girl named Gwen.

      It was two weeks after Midsummer Eve when she first walked into my office, and threw me for one hell of a loop.

      I was sitting at the battered old oaken table that serves as my desk. Drinking, as usual. Ever since that damned ogre stuck me in the ass with a flint spear, the wine is the only thing that lets me sleep. Or sit.

      Outside, thunder rolled through a gloomy sky and the air smelled of sorely needed rain. Hell, I’d be glad of any moisture that could knock down the ever-present dust clouds. The streets of Malvern still haven’t been cobbled, even though our old goat of a Lord Mayor keeps promising. Typical nobleman.

      Carts rumbled past, full of farmers heading home after market. People shouted, cracked their whips, stumbled and fell against each other. Most of them would be drunk by now, at least if the day’s trading had gone their way. Ah, humanity at its finest. Non-humans weren’t allowed in town on market days back then.

      Inside, the fruits of my long career surrounded me. Cobwebs, peeling paint, cracked and yellowed plaster. I couldn’t go barefoot for fear of picking up splinters from the unwaxed floor. Gaps in the dust dunes reminded me of furniture gone to the rent man. Furniture I should probably replace. A dump, in other words.

      At the moment, I wasn’t exactly a roaring success, but I was still my own boss. Mick of Malvern, Seeker for Hire. Ten silver pennies a day, plus expenses.

      Damn, I was hungry. But this morning my coin purse forced me to decide between food and wine.

      An easy choice, most days.

      So there I was, feet up on the table and bottle in hand. Ruff undone and doublet open. My jerkin draped over the sideboard. Clean, but washed so many times the fabric was more pink than scarlet. I really needed some new duds, but gold was in short supply. My sword stood in the corner behind me. A plain weapon with no decoration except the stains from my hand on the grip. I never trust people with fancy swords, myself.

      It was well on toward sunset. I’d been working on the accounts, struggling through the columns of numbers. Maybe I could find enough coppers to rehire Lucien, my old scribe. Letting him go had been a mistake, but it was ether him or food.

      And wine. Can’t forget that.

      I’d given up on the sums and was relaxing, drinking my evening medicine, when a shadow crossed the oilskin window in my front door. I couldn’t see who was out there, since the window was something else I’d been putting off replacing, but I certainly wasn’t expecting anyone this time of day.

      I reached under the table where I kept my customized hand crossbow, loaded with one of my special homemade quarrels, the razor-sharp tip honed out of an old steel plowshare and coated with concentrated henbane.

      What doesn’t kill you makes you sleep like the dead.

      I aimed waist-high at the door as it slowly creaked open.

      And quickly slid the bow back under the table.

      A tall, willowy vixen walked in, topped by a flowing sea of hair the color of new spring honey. A face with skin like cream, from which two azure eyes punched through me like lightning. A nicely-padded figure which spoke of decent food and good hygiene.

      Her brocade gown and gold jewelry spoke of a decent cash flow. Much more attractive than her physical looks, given my current lack of wealth.

      I’d seen her at Fair Days a few times, but only from a distance. Ladies of means tend not to associate with the likes of me.

      To say Gwendolyn was a knockout would be selling her short.

      “Pray, are you Mick of Malvern?” she said, her voice husky, dripping with appeal. “The Seeker for Hire I have heard tell of from Bishop Xavier?”

      “Aye, so I am,” I said, trying to keep my stony demeanor intact. I’d done a few little jobs for the head of the local abbey. Most of them involved procuring runaway nuns, but a fellow has to eat.

      “I am Gwendolyn de Lacy,” she said with a curtsey. “But you may call me Gwen. We are in need of assistance,” she said. “I am here to beseech your aid.”

      She was a hell of a looker, but more importantly, she was someone who could ensure I kept a roof over my head and food in my belly.

      And wine of course.

      “Have a seat,” I said, motioning toward the less rickety of my two visitor chairs. “Tell me what vexes you so, and we shall see what may be done.”

      She eyed the chair’s seat with pursed lips and wrinkled brow, so I grabbed my poor old jerkin and draped it over the wood. I know I need to spend more time with a brush and bucket around the place, but I get awfully busy. Drinking takes time, after all.

      Once she was perched on the edge of the seat and I was pretending not to notice how she tried to not touch anything, I sat back behind my desk and waited.

      For a few minutes.

      “Um,” I said with great suaveness, gesturing to my bottle. “Wine?”

      “No, thank you,” she said. “We really should be on our way. The coach awaits.”

      “Shouldn’t you tell me what is needed, first?”

      “Nay, such is not my place. I am merely to bring you before my Lady, who will explain the task.”

      So Gwendolyn wasn’t the head honcho? Hancha? Whatever…

      “And who is your Lady?”

      “My Lady is Her Majesty, Queen Ealswitha.”

      Blessed bovines, the queen? Suddenly, my financial situation looked a lot less dire.
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      I collected my sword and crossbow, retrieved my jerkin, and followed Gwen out to the coach. Four sleek black horses, tricked out with purple plumes and bleached white trappings stood as still as statues. The coach itself stretched nearly twice as long as most, painted a black so glossy it reflected more than most mirrors I’ve seen.

      My clothes really needed another washing. And perhaps I should have shaved.

      A footman who I doubt could bend due to the large stick up his keister opened a door with the royal crest inlaid in gold. Real gold, not paint. I started running through various replacements for my shabby office furniture as I helped Gwen step up.

      I climbed in after her and settled into the opposite seat, sighing as I sank back into the thick red velvet cushioning. I could definitely get used to this.

      The footman jumped on the back perch, the driver cracked his whip, and we set off toward Slewsbury Hill, where stood the Queen’s residential castle.

      On the way, I tried to pry information from my lovely companion. But between her damned duty-bound tongue and a road that even royal springs couldn’t smooth out, I had no luck.

      After half an hour or so, the coach passed through a massive gatehouse with walls fully twenty feet thick, and came to a stop in the castle’s bustling courtyard. Everywhere I looked, servants dashed hither and yon with buckets, baskets, or crates. Men-at-arms marched in formation or stood at post, some of them looking our way with nocked arrows. Here and there, highbrow gents in fancy clothes gesticulated randomly, talking about important state matters, like how much to bet on which hurley team, no doubt. Ladies draped in silk and chiffon lounged under eaves, or strolled easily about under large cloth canopies to avoid the effect of either sun or rain.

      And people thought the market was a sea of riff-raff. I’d take honest peasants over this bunch any day. Too bad peasants can’t afford to hire Seekers.

      Keisterstick helped us down from the carriage and I offered Gwen my arm. We walked up the great entrance stairs and through a pair of gigantic iron-bound oak doors which towered at least double my own height.

      Inside, Gwen whispered to a young girl in yellow servant’s livery, who curtsied before dashing away. She returned in less than a minute, leading a portly, red-cheeked and grey-headed steward in better-tailored livery. He carried a tall staff of office, topped with a heavy bronze ball. No doubt it served both to mark him as a man of importance, and to gently admonish those who displeased him. A drooling, slack-jawed fellow pushing a mop around in the corner had probably been one of them, judging by the dent in his skull.

      The steward bowed low to Gwen, then gave me the hairy eyeball up and down. Literally. Twice, he had to push his overgrown brows out of his line of sight.

      Since no one jumped to break the silence, I gave the pompous old fart a half bow.

      “Mick of Malvern,” I said. “Seeker for Hire.”

      The steward shot a quick glance at Gwen, who gave a discreet nod. He then looked back at me and harrumphed.

      “Mr. of Malvern, I am Uppiton, Her Majesty’s High Steward.”

      Amazing how you can hear capital letters.

      “If you will follow Me, I shall take you to Her Majesty’s Receiving Chamber.”

      We began the long, arduous trek toward the castle’s sitting room. Actually, it was only down the hall and up one flight of stairs, but Uppiton insisted on a measured, dignified pace.

      Meaning it took over five minutes to walk less than a hundred yards. Have I mentioned I don’t like posh places or people?

      Finally, we arrived at yet another big, heavy door. The kingdom didn’t have much imagination when it came to architecture. Uppiton banged his staff against the door and shouted, “Here arrives Lady Gwendolyn de Lacy, Daughter of Hugh and Genevieve, Most Honored Ward of Her Majesty Queen Ealswitha.” A pause, then, “And the seeker for hire.”

      Nice.

      The door opened, pulled from within by a strapping guardsman in full chain armor and spectacled spangenhelm. His jerkin was elaborate and picked out with gold and silver thread, but his sword hilt was plain and his helmet nicked. His mail polished but the wire pitted in places. Mid-thirties, maybe. Lean of
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