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Chapter One

 


“This reminds me of a humorous fable,” I
observed while eying Snot, the dwarf, with suspicion. “A priest, a
shaman, and a soothsayer walked into a tavern. The innkeeper looks
up at the three, pauses, and says, ‘Is this some kind of
joke?’”

The dwarves eyed me in what appeared to be
honest befuddlement.

“What I’m trying to say is, you wouldn’t be
joking me, would you Snot?” I continued the conversation as I
meaningfully fingered the hilt of the short saber hanging from my
belt.

The squat dwarf (of course all dwarves are
short and stout) vigorously shook his head no. So did his six
brothers lined up behind him. They were a grimy band. I had arrived
before any of them were able to wash off the coal dust after a long
day at their small mine. The shaft was located halfway up the hill
behind their quaint little cottage.

I hate quaint.

They looked at up at me with what appeared to
be a heartfelt faith that I could help them. That was questionable
enough. Dwarves and puppy dog eyes do not go together. The little
beggars are usually a villainous lot, digging about for whatever
their stock specializes in. Those furrowing for precious metals and
jewels make up the greediest and least trustful broods.

But these were coal dwarves, looked down upon
by their more affluent cousins. Since coal dwarves are not averse
to trading the fruits of their labor, they also mingled the most
freely with humans.

Still, I felt as if my cronies at the King’s
Wart Inn were setting me up for a jest. I turned again to the glass
coffin containing the pallid, young woman. Her beauty made my chest
tighten, a feeling alike to the way a very sweet confectionery can
make your teeth ache.

Her skin was as white as her hair was black.
The girl’s garb matched her features, a black dress with a front
that plunged to reveal a white blouse strained by her full breasts.
Until now, I would not have believed anyone could have had such an
innocent and yet seductive face—open like a child’s, but with just
a hint of adult sensuousness about her mouth

I turned again to Snot, so named because he
seemed always to be suffering from a cold. “I will take the bait.
What happened to your Frost Ivory?”

“A wicked witch fed her a poison apple.”

“I am out of here,” I said with renewed
wariness. “That is it. Seven dwarves, a spellbound maiden, and a
wicked witch. Do I look to be the fool? Next you will be telling me
that...?

I stopped dead in my rebuke. Several
bluebirds had swooped in to drop a wreath of heather and violets
upon the coffin. At the base of the glass encasement lurked two
doe-eyed bunnies, the missus wearing an apron and bonnet. They were
wringing their little rabbit paws and forlornly gazing up at the
still figure.

It was too much. The husband hare in the
straw hat was not quick enough. I dove and caught the rascal before
he could dart into the surrounding shrubbery.

“All right, my fine furry fellow. What be
this charade? What jest do you play?”

His reply was but a squeak. I shook him once
then glanced to see the dwarves staring at me in alarm. I looked
back to the rabbit to see it gaping at me in stark terror.

“He, ah, he be just a rabbit, Sir Ferret,”
Snot weakly protested. “They cannot speak.”

“That is private inquisitor,” I snapped back
by habit, then again considered the rabbit.

“Are you sure it cannot speak?”

“He be just a hare.” Snot replied again as if
humoring a madman.

“But they are wearing clothing.”

“They be cold.”

“I knew that,” was all I could think of to
retort as I sheepishly placed the rabbit back on the ground and
made a halfhearted attempt at patting his head. He scampered to the
side of his mate, twirled about, gave what would have been the
finger if their little paws were more like human hands, and
disappeared into the bushes.

I should have shaken the little eyeballs out
of its head. Being city born, I was more used to rats than rabbits.
And though city rats do not speak, they can carry the nastiest
little slivers of whetted iron.

This was maddening. Bards may depict the life
of a private inquisitor as a bold quest filled with damsels in
distress or bringing scofflaws to justice. But mostly it is finding
an errant husband or pursuing some common thief. At worst, it is
providing proof of a spouse’s unfaithful ways.

“I accept the task,” I blurted, surprising
myself as much as the dwarves.

I may be slightly vain, but I could not
believe my drinking cohorts would go to this length to taunt me.
But what was I to make of a child’s tale come to life?

I also had to face the fact that my office
rent was overdue and since proving that a neighboring fuller was
not culpable in the arson of a competitor’s warehouse, I was
unengaged.

And besides, I hate witches. I am not
speaking of the female druids who relish running naked beneath full
moons or know the healing powers of herbs and chants. My mother was
such as they. I am talking about those who have fallen into the
dark ways and associate with ghouls, ghosts, zombies, demons, and
their loathsome ilk. I shudder just to think of such
apparitions.

I have always felt uncomfortable with shades
and the like, even as a child when one of my playmates drowned 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 half-brother 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 stepfather would have beaten us both if he had not
also loathed the old bat.

“I charge five marks a day, plus mileage and
expenses,” I told Snot, “plus a ten-mark retainer.”

The dwarf turned to his brothers and they
formed a huddle. Their mutterings were just loud enough to be
heard, but not understood.

“Could this debt be paid through barter?”
Snot finally asked. “We be poor coal dwarves and have not the trove
of our cousins. But we can tender you a warm winter with all the
coal you need.”

“Give me a break, Snot,” I snorted. “Don’t
tell me that an occasional emerald or ruby does not come your way
while digging beneath these hills for coal. Look, it is not that I
cannot use coal this winter, but I have overhead. There are costs
keeping an office and help in Duburoake.”

The dingy dwarf returned to the huddle.

“We can pay the ten-mark retainer, plus
another ten marks towards fare. But after that it must be in coal,”
Snot said as he again stepped to the front of his comrades.

Some may relish the haggling that goes on in
the many markets of Duburoake. I never did. I sighed and nodded my
head in agreement. At least I would not freeze this winter.

I walked over to take a closer look at Frost
Ivory. She was very comely. And, I thought, what maiden would not
be very grateful to the one who saved her from such an
enchantment?

The dwarves nervously watched as if they half
expected me to break the glass and begin shaking her as I had the
rabbit.

“And just what were your relationships to the
victim?” I asked, getting back to business.

“We be her friends,” peevishly answered a
dwarf I had been introduced to as Cranky.

“I pry not for ribald interest.” I attempted
to delicately broach the subject in the speech dwarves fall into
when discussing formal matters, “but to carry out this charge, I
must know everything. You are seven males dwelling with a young
maiden...”

The dwarf known as Snooze puffed out his
chest and pushed the others to the side. “You go too far,
ferret.”

“That is private inquisitor.”

“You go too far, ferret,” he repeated as if I
had not corrected him.

“Do I, troll?”

“Dwarf,” he grunted in irritation.

“Private inquisitor,” I reminded him.

We private inquisitors weary quickly of being
called ferrets, and I held myself back from smacking him on his
pointed little head.

“Our Frost Ivory is as pure as...ah-h-h”

“Driven snow,” I volunteered.

“Yes. Do not slur our Frost Ivory,” Cranky
joined in as he absentmindedly began slapping the handle of his
pickax against a knobby, calloused palm. “You speak like a man with
a parchment asshole.”

“All right, all right. Don’t get your
dwarfish bowels in such an uproar,” I said as I waved my hands in
front of me then paused, inclined my head, and scrutinized Cranky
for a silent moment. “What in Hades does that mean?”

“What?” Crank warily retorted.

“Talking like a man with a parchment
asshole.”

“I don’t know,” he answered in a defensive
voice, caught off guard by the sudden shift in conversation.

“What do you mean you do not know?”

“It be something my mater would say.”

I sighed. Sometimes even though we all speak
Glavendalian, talking to dwarves, elves, munchkins, and dwebs is
like conversing in a foreign language.

“Are there any witnesses to this dastardly
deed?” I quickly turned the inquiry back to the subject at hand.
“How do you know it was a poison apple that induced this and the
fruit came from this wicked witch?”

“It had to be the witch, Morganna,” piped up
one of the dwarves whose name I’d forgotten. “She hates Frost Ivory
for her beauty.”

“But did any amongst you see this Morganna
give the apple to Frost Ivory?”

The dwarves took on a sullen quietness and
looked down at their feet.

“Did you save the remnants of this
apple?”

Again, sulky silence.

“Did this witch make threats against your
Frost Ivory? Just what proof do you have that she was
poisoned?”

“You sound just like the constables,” the
dwarf named Goofy said with bitterness.

“And that be another point. Just what did the
Baron’s Examiners have to say?”

“That be why we summoned you,” Snot said.
“They say she be just victim to some languorous malady. They say to
call a bloodletter.”

“Did you?”

He snorted. “The lecherous leach wanted only
to rub her naked body with oils—in private. We sent him on his way
with a few bruises for his wages.”

“It be plain she suffers no common ailment,”
Snot continued. “It be two weeks with no nourishment and Frost
Ivory remains as if she but laid down an hour ago for a nap.

“Did you summon a soothsayer or wise
woman?”

Snot shrugged as if irritated by all the
questions. “None will answer our call. They be indisposed when they
hear Witch Morganna is involved.”

Fantastic. Wait until Osyani hears that not
only am I to receive my compensation in coal, I could be
antagonizing a powerful and evil witch.

“Where does this Morganna dwell?”

“Above the Mystic Swamp, on the harbor cliff
overlooking Green Island,” Snot answered. “She lives in what once
was a temple for Dorga, Fish-Headed God of Death.”

I cringed at the mention of Dorga. I’d had
more than one unfortunate run-in with the followers of the
carp-headed deity. They are an odious cult, and I was pleased to
hear a couple months ago the King had closed down their temples in
the capital for seditious acts against the crown—an attempt at
sacrificing one of his nieces.

The loathsome devotees of Dorga covet girls
of great beauty or of high birth; tastes that tend not to endear
them with the powers that be. I have noticed that the more
unassuming cults with simpler tastes in victims, though no less
vile, attract less official attention.

“This Morganna has wasted no time in taking
up residency at the temple,” I noted.

“She is whispered to be a devotee of Dorga,”
Snot answered.

Wonderful, I thought again. This witch could
not help but know of my participation in the recent demise of the
main Dorga temple in Stagsford, capital of the kingdom of
Glavendale. I was only still alive by the King’s decree that stated
if anyone involved with that incident were to meet suspicious
deaths, the sect would be scoured clean from the country.

Sometimes I believe they carry freedom of
religion too far. I’ve always been in favor of partition of cult
and state. At least the King was keeping sacrifices out of the
school, though you would have thought he was banning incantations
the way some of those numskull parents reacted.

The dwarves grudgingly paid my retainer and I
retraced my way to my mount. The cottage was set back in a colorful
yard teeming with bird baths, flowering trees, cobblestone paths,
fountains, rose bushes, and statues resembling the inhabitants of
the house.

I stopped to examine one of the small stone
figures that resembled Cranky. I had to admit the tiny bearded
figure with its little red stocking hat and potbelly was kind of
cute. Maybe I could market them in Duburoake as lawn
embellishments? No, I finally decided, there would probably be as
little craving for them as those long-legged pink birds the dwarves
also had scattered about the yard.

Hazel was glad to see me. The giant old war
steed swung her head and gently nuzzled me as I took her reins. She
was not the usual steed for simple transportation, getting very
poor mileage per pound of feed compared to those little compact
ponies. But I had saved her from the cooking pot and in return, she
has rescued me from a number of dire straits. There was now a bond
between us and I valued her brave heart.

I was glad the dwarves had not escorted me
out. I had to struggle to climb onto the lofty saddle. I knew I did
it with little grace.

The swollen sun was low and turning the sky
into a mural of rosy clouds and silhouettes of gnarled oaks and
tall poplars. The vegetation had taken on that dark, rich green of
evening. I paused briefly to enjoy the sight before turning Hazel’s
head back to town.


Chapter Two

 


It is never a formidable task to find the
hack scribe. I begin with the beer joints closest to his journal
office and worked my way out.

It was a pleasant evening and I took my time
walking the myriad cobblestone alleys that snake up and down the
rugged section of Duburoake bordering the sea. From different spots
one can gaze out over the stone structures covering the slope and
see the sparkling water. The distant warehouses next to the wharves
were dark, but the homes and shops up the hill were softly lit by
the yellow gleams of oil lamps and candles.

As part of the town assembly’s economic
development endeavors, gas lamps have been installed throughout the
shopping and inn areas in an attempt to attract more commerce from
the outlying quarters. Swooping about the lamps were small
nighthawks that normally hunt only at dawn and dusk, but the new
gas lamps drew in bright blue breadmoths as big as one’s hands.
With this all-night luncheon available, the small birds of prey now
seem to hunt throughout the night.

As this little-noticed life and death game
flittered above my head, I sauntered past the shops and gazed into
their windows. Here was a pawnshop obviously patronized by sailors.
On display were ship trunks, whaling boots, tusks of ivory carved
into mythical monsters, oilskin coats, and dangerous-looking blades
of every shape and size.

A millinery shop featured the latest in
female garb. It appeared stuffed animals were the rage for hat
embellishments. One large hat featured a metallic-green skink
sprawled around the rim. A straw beret resembled a nest upon which
perched a quail.

A litter of diretoads with their tiny dagger
fangs hopped about in the window of a pet shop. I have to admit
they are cute when they’re little.

It took only three tavern stops to find my
friend in the Inn of the Six Toed Cat. Sergey Varvervane was loudly
reminiscing about one of his many close calls with either outraged
provincial officials, alley brigands, or accidents resulting from
ill-advised actions commonly invoked by lengthy bouts of lurid
inebriations or elixir-induced dementia.

“Isn’t that chronicle number ninety-seven, or
maybe one hundred twelve?” I shouted over the din of the itinerant
band playing that night.

I often joked that after having retold his
many tales so often, Sergey should just number them and save the
trouble of relating the entire epic.

“You could just cry out, ‘Chronicle one
thirty-two,’” I would say, “and we would roll on the floor laughing
about the time you were caught eavesdropping on the ambassador from
the Amnesian Isles while masquerading as a boot glazer.”

Sergey paused as if considering the chore of
repeating the tale now underway, cocked his head, smiled at me, and
dove once more into his yarn. I pulled a stool from a nearby table
and dragged it to his side.

He finished his narrative and waved the
serving wench to bring another round for the table.

With him were my hunchback half brother—a
metaphysician/alchemist named Olmsted Aunderthorn—and his wife. She
is the once infamous Selladora, who began her childhood as an
orphaned singer with a traveling troupe of musicians. After
becoming a famous siren of the music halls, she went on to marry a
troll named Tgnatys, the richest guildmeister in Duburoake. Tongues
had wagged at such an alliance, and the fact that Selladora was a
beautiful woman and Tgnatys the ugliest of trolls made the gossip
even tastier.

It was while I was investigating her
husband’s death she met Olmsted and fell in love—to prove that here
was a woman who esteemed the inner person over outer comeliness.
Not that I do not love Olmsted dearly, but he can cut an oafish
figure despite his genius. Of course, he says the same thing about
me—but that is what brothers are about, even half ones.

Also at the table was Jennair, a slim Frajan
girl who just also happened to be a half sister. There is a tint of
blush to her cheeks missing from the pale full-blooded Frajan
maids, a heritage from our father. It was not the first time I had
cursed the fate that made the beautiful Jennair my half-sister. It
was because of our kinship 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 Frajan
immigrants moved in. Their cliquishness commonly translated into
downright rudeness to those not Frajan. I like Frajans, but they
act as if they have icicles up their arses. They remain behind an
imperturbable facade, an aloof nature that sets them apart from the
rest of the more demonstrative Duburoakians such as myself. That my
father had been able to seduce a Frajan maid spoke more of his
prowess than any other conquest.

At the shadowed end of the table was Examiner
Hald, one of the Baron’s constables—and you portended it, another
half-brother. Of all my half-siblings, he is the most orthodox with
his well-groomed countenance of neatly trimmed hair and tidy
apparel. Hald sat, quietly savoring the noise about him. As an
agent of the Baron of Duburoake, he is not welcomed at many tables.
Though we run very different quarters, I cannot help but look at
his neatly trimmed brown hair and square chin and feel affection. I
know the feeling is returned.

Father might not have been a very good
parental figure for his numerous offspring—a downright miserable
one since he did not remain to see even one of his many offspring
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.

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

It was only during my last adventure in
Stagsford, capital of the kingdom of Glavendale, that I discovered
who our real father was, the Baron Garsten Stee Hragen, now the
King of Glavendale. In other principalities such birthings as any
at this table might be of some import, but given to the formidable
proclivity of our father’s youthful indulgences, it mattered
little. So we all kept silent on the riddle of our siring.

I like to believe that my fleeting time with
Garsten through a rather perilous ordeal did endear me to him. But
it was a card I preferred not to play unless faced with the direst
of dangers.

And last but not least of the table troupe
was Osyani, my secretary. She smiled prettily at me as I pulled my
chair between her and Sergey. No doubt he had been flattering her
through the evening. Osyani’s appearance is of a lissom maid of
eighteen or nineteen with skin the color of honey. I was suddenly
aware she resembled in some part the sleeping Frost Ivory. Yet
Osyani radiated a sweetness that even the sleeping beauty could not
rival.

One would never guess this maiden sitting
next to me was hatched a harpy who bonded to me soon after fighting
through her shell. It is a long story that is entangled with the
arduous trek through the Megaoulas Mountains to the capital city of
Stagsford. Through the anti-magic properties of a foreigner named
Lorenzo Spasm, she became fully human.

I can honestly say I love Osyani. But sadly
the affection is on a level of what I feel for my half-sister
Jennair. Because of my initial role as a parental figure to the
once harpy hatchling, I can only feel a nurturing warmth when I
look at her sweet face. I am lucky Osyani has recently shown an
interest in a young baker down the lane from my office.

There normally need be no reason for me to
patronize the Inn of the Six Toed Cat other than that of
refreshment and agreeable company. But tonight I was here to query
Sergey about Morganna, the evil witch. As a printer and scribe, he
was privy to many shadowy occurrences and aware of things the more
mundane citizens of Duburoake were of ignorant bliss.

Sergey and I are of the same age, racing into
our thirties. And yet for all his intemperate lifestyle, he still
appears to be but twenty-two or twenty-four—except mornings. After
a night of roustabouting, he often looks twenty years older. Of
middle height and slim build, and with brown hair to his shoulders,
Sergey cut an unassuming figure.

“What?” Sergey finally asked me. “You are as
nervous as a whore in a temple. What brings you to me?”

“Why, I am here only for your scintillating
wit and conversation,” I replied in mock injury.

“Well then, you shall pay for it by getting
the next round.”

I laughed and answered, “I did not say your
wit was that precious.”

“You are on a case seeped in great danger and
you have come to me for help,” Sergey spoke in a grave voice in
what I knew was his attempt at mimicking a private inquisitor. “It
involves a beautiful woman in frightful danger.”

“And how do you know this?”

“You but jest. Am not I an investigative
scribe, known for my prowess of uncovering misdeeds and injustices
to satisfy the inquisitive minds of my readership?”

I looked at him with little feigned
skepticism. “Sergey, are we speaking of your scoop involving the
youth raised by savage chickens in the sewers of Duburoake? Or
maybe the swine mutilations perpetrated by denizens of our moon?
No, I believe it was the report that the deceased minstrel Elfin
Pulley was really alive and flipping muskrat paddies in a mineral
springs spa.

“It was frying apple rat fritters at a wagon
train stop,” Sergey corrected me. “No, I guessed it because all
your cases involve damsels in distress. That is why you are always
bordering impoverishment. Distressed damsels never have any
money.”

“You did get a retainer and some fare in
advance?” asked Osyani with more than a bit of concern since she
was the one handling the office bills.

“But of course,” I huffed, not liking to
speak of finances in front of friends. “I demanded ten marks as a
retainer and ten marks in fare.”

“And just what be you charging as a standard
fee?” asked Sergey.

“Ah, I work on a sliding scale stipend,” I
was purposely vague.

Osyani caught my hesitancy and gave me a
questioning look.

“I made quite the bargain. No matter how
frigid this winter, we will stay warm. I am being paid in
coal.”

“Coal?” hooted Sergey, slapping the table so
hard that the mugs of ale skipped about the table. “Is the bonus a
load of path-gravel?

“There be a hundred court jesters out of work
and yet everyone at this table wants to be one,” I sighed.

‘You be working on the slumbering maiden
case?” Hald interjected.

“Slumbering maid?” Sergey asked with his eyes
lighting up at the hint of a sensational tale for his rag.

I looked at my friend with a stern eye.
“Sergey, we have an agreement. You do not record my cases until
they are concluded.”

He held his hands up in an innocent gesture.
I turned to Hald.

“What do you know of this, Hald? It is not in
your precinct.”

“I listened to hearsay of it down at
headquarters. Some say it is an illness this Frost Ivory be
afflicted with, others hint of something darker. But the fact that
this lass lives with seven dwarves tends to discredit the case in
some eyes.”

“That be outrageous,” Selladora snapped, her
beautiful eyes blazing. No doubt her own sufferings of public
disdain from once being married to a troll made her sensitive to
such aspersions.

“I only repeat what I hear,” Hald flinched
under her stare, holding his hands up in much the manner Sergey had
done only moments before.

“Wait but a moment,” Sergey interrupted. “Did
someone speak of seven dwarves as well as a slumbering maiden named
Frost Ivory?”

“Does Hald stutter?” I asked, prepared for
Sergey’s derisive wit.

“This be fabulous! It will be one of my best
pieces. I cannot wait until this case be solved,” my scribe friend
reacted instead. “I will aid you. We must unravel this knot within
the month before the next journal survey is executed. This time I
will thrash that cursed Weekly Planet and take the Sweeps.”

“So, aid me,” I said and looked at both Hald
and Sergey. “Tell me what you know of Morganna, the witch.”

It was if I had waved a magic wand and placed
the two under an ice spell. Hald and Sergey were frozen for several
moments before quickly glancing at each other then down at their
drinks. I took that as a bad sign.

“You best be careful, Jak, if your case
involves this witch,” came word from an unexpected corner.

Olmsted was nervously rapping his fingertips
on the table as he wetted his lips with the tip of his tongue.

“You have heard of this witch?” I asked the
alchemist as I turned to him in surprise. My brother normally shied
from the murky chaos of the occult, preferring the hard science of
metaphysics.

He reluctantly looked about the table before
replying. “Some dread to even whisper her name, fearing it will
draw her unwanted attentions. They say she is a demon in human
form. The witch was unknown but until last winter when she
commandeered Dorga’s vacated temple.”

Olmsted nervously again looked about the
shadowed areas of the tavern before continuing. “They say all of
the hideous practices of the carp-head god continue in the temple
with this woman.”

I turned angrily to Hald. “This is why the
Baron’s constables fail to investigate the maiden’s plight? They
are fearful of this witch?”

“This witch is not one to speak lightly of in
a tavern,” Hald hissed at me as quietly as possible while still
being heard over the music. “You be too quick with your
accusations. I know naught of the maiden’s investigation. It is in
the hands of our provincial constabulary. But I can tell you that
this witch is of great interest to the Baron’s Duburoake
examiners.”

Hald quickly downed his stein of ale and rose
to his feet. Still speaking as low as possible, he added, “I would
advise you to drop this case, but I know such urgings are futile.
But tread carefully and out of the sight of whom we just
spoke.”

At that uttering, Hald doffed his hat and
walked solemnly to the door.

I turned to Sergey, who appeared less eager
after hearing a witch was involved. “Well, friend, I know you be
anxious to begin this adventure.”

The hack scribe gave me a sickly grin. “Oh,
yes. The hunt is on and all that rot. Still, we should not rush off
without first being properly prepared. And that could take
weeks.”

“You are always the jester,” I laughed and
heartily slapped him on the shoulders while enjoying his squirming.
I stood to make my way to the water closet. I could feel Osyani’s
worried eyes upon me as I worked my way across the crowded tavern
floor.

Being the evening before St. Grulog’s Day,
the tavern was crowded with celebrants who had returned home for
the holiday. Luckier patrons had found tables or stools at the bar.
The rest leaned along the walls with mugs of assorted spirits
gripped tightly in their hands.

The itinerate musicians were absorbed in a
turbulent tune that had the strutting fiddler making his instrument
wail like a tortured banshee. Their music was a hybrid that
combined the earthy pulse and abandon of the southern wilds of
Chicoleans and the more sophisticated melodies of the northern
lands. Young girls danced next to the stage and intermittently
stopped to shout their love to members of the ensemble.

The water closets are at the end of a long,
narrow hallway barely lit by two sourly smoking yimp fat lamps. The
“Sir’s” facility is almost as poorly lit, which is fortunate
because it is best one does not see too clearly in such a
malodorous chamber.

Upon opening the door, a herd of small
insects scuttled for cover. I had interrupted the slaughter of a
number of army roaches. I was glad I had not gotten a good look at
whatever vile bug could bring down an armored cockroach.

Then again, how many times had I been kept
awake at night by the peeping bellowings of bull cockroaches as
they fought in my walls and under the floor during mating season? I
especially hated the tiny clicking sounds as they butted antlers,
which were extensions of their exoskeleton. What if these other
bugs could be bred as exterminators and released in pest-ridden
homes? It was a thought.

The writings on the wall were visible, if not
always legible. Some were in cryptic runes, others in the lettering
of those beyond the Misty Mountains. In the script of Glavendale
were a number of witless musings, crude drawings of what appeared
to be fertility goddesses, and the addresses of maidens said to be
exceptionally friendly.

“This wall soon to be made into a major
theatrical production,” read the only graffiti not dealing with
body functions.

After relieving myself, I again contemplated
the scene that had met me when I first opened the door. I crouched
down, my nose wrinkling from the odor rising from the floor, and
pushed a half-eaten army roach to a crack in the wall. The
iron-grey cadaver, as big as my thumb, was sheathed in shattered
scaly plates.

A furry green insect leg reached out and
began pulling the carcass into the crack. I placed a finger on the
dead roach and began sliding it away from the wall so I could
observe what manner of bug I was dealing with.

This obviously was not what the mystery
creepy-crawly had in mind, for suddenly a pair of wicked pinchers
shot from the crack and latched painfully onto my finger. I jerked
back in surprise and stumbled to my feet before slamming through
the door. I floundered into the hall while wildly waving my hand
above my head. Attached to my finger was what appeared to be a tiny
lobster with long spider legs.

My hasty exit took three very unattractive
giants by surprise. Wearing the bizarre facial tattoos and black
hooded cloaks of Reverian Assassins, they had been standing just
outside the door with knives drawn—which does not augur well for
making new friendships. The loathsome insect finally let loose,
only to fly into the face of one of the rogues. The thing gripped
the scofflaw’s nose with its pinchers and the would-be killer
howled in both pain and surprise.

Gathering some of my wits, I kicked the
second of the trio in the shins and dodged a dirk thrust my way by
the third hooligan whose aim was hampered by his howling
confederates. I took advantage of the confusion to hasten down the
hallway and back to my friends. I doubted the Reverian Assassins
would try anything in a crowd. They did their foul work in the
shadows.

I wished Hald had remained. Why is it that
there are always constables underfoot until you need one?

“What be the matter?” Osyani asked as I sat
down.

“I, ah, had a run in, ah with three Reverian
Assassins outside the water closet,” I answered while trying to
catch my breath.

“What?” shouted Olmsted. “Reverian
Assassins?”

They looked at me blankly, as if I had
claimed to have been sharing a beer with the top ten demons of
Hades.

“Are you sure they were Reverian Assassins?”
Sergey finally asked in a doubtful tone. “Reverian Assassins are
seldom seen except by their victims, and their victims do not
survive as witnesses.”

I scowled at the scribe. “No, I guess they
could have been young damsels selling Maiden Scout pastries, and
the tattoos were new types of badges. What? You don’t think I know
Reverian Assassins when I see them?”

Sergey retained a look of doubt.

“Look at me,” I commanded my friend. “Now
lean over closer.”

He bent forward as if to hear some secretive
message and I rapped my knuckles on his head. The sudden appearance
of death-dealing thuggies had sapped any bit of patience I
possessed.

“I wager they are on the roof as we speak.
That is where they would be waiting for me to leave the inn,
someplace out of sight,” I exclaimed.

Jennair looked at me with worry. “My brother,
Reverian Assassins be almost mythical. One is said not to be for
hire except for a fabulous fee, beyond what many dukes or barons
can afford. And you say three of such executioners waited for you
outside the latrine?”

“What can we do if they be on the roof?”
asked Osyani as she took my hand.

The young girl’s explicit faith in me was
like a balm. I took a deep breath and gathered my thoughts. I had
every right to panic. Knowing that Reverian Assassins are after you
is like being told you suffer from brain grubs—you are doomed. And
yet I could understand the incredulity of my friends. Reverian
Assassins are next to legends. I know of none who has seen such an
assassin and lived.

“How did you elude them?” asked Olmsted,
always the curious alchemist.

“I, ah, threw something at them.”

“What, a knife?” he persisted.

“A thing.”

“A thing?”

“Yes, a thing,” I snapped at the hunchback.
“A thing.”

He eyed me speculatively. “A thing?”

“A bug.”

“A bug?”

“Am I in Echo Gorge? Do you try to drive me
amok? Yes, I threw a bug at them.”

Now even Osyani was looking at me with a bit
of apprehension.

Sergey nervously coughed. “You fought off
three Reverian Assassins with a bug?”

I exhaled deeply and tried to speak calmly,
though I wanted to rap Sergey on the head again.

“There were these bugs in the water closet
that had massacred a brood of army roaches. I was endeavoring to
see what creatures could slay army roaches when one bit me on the
finger.”

I looked about to see how they were taking my
words. Sergey’s mouth had dropped open and Olmsted was looking
anxiously at Selladora.

“Be as that may,” I persisted, “I tumbled out
of the water closet into the arms of the Reverian Assassins.
Flinging off the bug, it landed on one of the assassins and began
biting his nose. That gave me a chance to escape.”

“And just what did this bug look like?” my
half-brother asked.

I gazed at him suspiciously, wondering if he
was just humoring a madman, but answered, “Like a bright green
crawdad, but with the legs of a spider.”

“Such a creature be unknown to me and I have
made an extensive study of flora and fauna native to Western
Glavendale,” my hunchbacked brother observed in a soothing voice,
as if he were speaking to a lunatic he did not want to send into a
tantrum.

“If they were mundane creatures, do you think
I would have been squatting on a piss-covered water closet floor
sliding a dead army roach about as a lure?”

“You were squatting on the floor?” Jennair
half asked and half exclaimed as her upper lip curled back in
disgust.

It was too much. I had demented friends more
concerned about aberrant bugs than my dreadful demise at the
bloodstained hands of Reverian Assassins. I slammed my stein on the
table and pushed back my chair.

“Maybe you would like me to be introduced to
my executioners? That way you can discuss rare insects with them
after my funeral,” I shouted above the din of the band so that
heads turned at the tables about us.

I stormed to the oak front door of the tavern
and threw it open.

“Salutations, Reverian Assassins. Before you
again attempt my extermination, I would like you to meet my
friends,” I shouted out into the now foggy street. “My brother
would especially like to discuss insects with the unfortunate
fellow bitten by the crawdad thing with spider legs.”

I turned to glance at the shocked faces of my
compatriots then back into the night—to see a trio of Reverian
Assassins dropping from the sky.

“See, I told you they were probably up on
the...,” I began until what was before me sank in.

I yelped and slammed the door shut just as
one threw a knife. A muffled thunk could be heard through the thick
oak planks. With trembling hands, I frantically swung down the
heavy latch and slid home a stout deadbolt. The Reverian Assassins
began belligerently pounding on the door, sending shudders through
the entire front wall.

I turned with my back leaning against the
door. “Happy now?”

Occupants of several tables surrounding ours
had already bolted, knocking chairs over in their haste to find the
back exit. The disturbance caught the attention of the musicians.
The band stopped in the middle of a ballad about a young girl with
a tooth cavity who died after sucking venom from her boyfriend’s
snakebite. That song always made me tear up.

“It be Reverian Assassins,” someone in the
fleeing throng cried, to send others wildly joining flight. In but
an instance the entire chamber was empty except for our table.

“Now look what you have done,” Jennair said
in what was to have been a jesting voice, but quavered
nonetheless.

“I guess it is too late to try and lose
ourselves in the crowd,” I finally said to break the silence.

At least the assassin’s hammering had
stopped.

“The back door,” shouted Sergey, who leaped
to his feet. “I must bolt it.”

He quickly made his way about the overturned
tables and chairs and disappeared into the narrow hallway.

“I wish he had not done that,” I tried to
calmly observe. “In those frightful melodramas performed by
journeying troupes, the actors are unceasingly and painfully slain
one-by-one because they will not remain together.”

It was then a faint rap could be heard from
the other side of the front door. The polite knocking was repeated
when there was no answer.

“What? You think I will let you enter just
because you are now mannerly?” I shouted.

“It was a thought,” said a muffled voice that
was strangely familiar.

“Next you will be telling me you only want
but a beer.”

“A light ale would be nice.”

I sniggered then observed, “You do not have a
Reverian accent.”

“That’s because I’m not Reverian.”

That accent! It could not be.

“Lorenzo?”

“Jak?”

I quickly threw back the bolt and latch.

“Jak, what are you doing?” yelled Sergey in
alarm as he returned from locking the back entrance.

But it was no trick. There stood Lorenzo
Spasm, the mysterious traveler who had saved my life more than once
in Stagsford. I threw my arms around him in relief and joy then
began anxiously pulling him inside the tavern.

“Quickly, Lorenzo, there be assassins about
who mean me harm.”

“You don’t mean those thugs, do you?” Lorenzo
asked as he motioned with his head to three cloaked figures
sprawled in the gutter. “I hope they weren’t the door greeters
because they were an exceedingly insolent bunch. Kept trying to
stick me with their knives.”

“They are...” I tried to force out the
words.

“Dead? Sorry, I hope they weren’t friends of
yours.”

“You just killed three Reverian
Assassins.”

“Hey, I said I’m sorry, but they were so
damned persistent. One was more irate than the others. It looked as
if someone had gone after his nose with a pair of pliers. Say, what
does a guy have to do around here to get a drink?” Lorenzo asked as
he strode past me and looked behind the empty bar, and then about
the equally empty room. “This place is sure dead tonight. Where is
everybody?”

Olmsted and Jennair interrupted his questions
to embrace him as I had but moments before. He gave my brother a
bear hug and kissed Jennair on her reddening cheek. Sergey watched
in bewilderment, though I had related my exploits with this
mysterious traveler to him upon my return. Sergey even wrote of
them in his journal.

Lorenzo had not changed since I last saw him
in Stagsford while I recovered from injuries inflicted by the
followers of Dorga.

There is nothing exceptional in Lorenzo’s
visage, but a shrewdness lurks behind Lorenzo’s brown eyes that
belies his casual demeanor. He is tall and lanky. His black hair,
with traces of gray, hangs to his shoulders. A graying mustache
falls almost past his chin.

I had tried guessing his origins when we
first met through his facial features, but it was impossible. His
narrow nose could be Gevonish, but the brow and cleft chin were
more that of the Brisbon sea folk. His high cheekbones and brown
eyes suggested elfin blood. And as before, he was wearing a
mishmash of clothing from a number of provinces and nations—some
recognizable, others not.

Despite the outlandishness of Lorenzo’s
explanation dealing with his origins, I had come to believe him. As
a professor at my private inquisitor academy once said, “When all
that is probable has been ruled out, then only an improbable
solution remains.”

There are many worlds that exist side by
side, divided by intangible curtains that can sometimes be parted
with the right knowledge, Lorenzo had explained to me. Some of
these worlds are very different and others amazingly similar.

“Parallel firmaments,” exclaimed Olmsted when
he first learned of Lorenzo’s claim. “Fjsten, a great
metaphysician, has hypothesized such manifestations.”

“Where is everybody?” Lorenzo asked
again.

“They fled when they heard of the Reverian
Assassins. It is now just us,” I answered.

“Cool,” Lorenzo answered in his puzzling
dialect. He easily swung his legs over the bar and dropped behind
it to begin digging through the shelves. He stood and held up a
bottle of Duburoake Star Ale to a lamp for inspection. It must have
met his satisfaction because he plucked the cork out with his teeth
and spat it to the floor then tilted his head back and took a long
draw.

“If we only had music,” Lorenzo said as he
came back around the bar with several bottles of the brew tucked
under his arm.

“Are you sure they be dead?” It was the
fiddle player, sticking his head out from the kitchen door. Behind
him was the rest of the band. “We were hiding in the water closet,
but there are these strange bugs crawling about. I thought I heard
someone say the Reverian Assassins are dead.”

For the rest of the night during our reunion
we had all the spirits we wanted, plus music. It does not get any
better than that.

 


~ * ~

 


I lay bewildered just after waking. My head
hurt, but that was not unusual for a Saturn morning. The late
morning light was coming through the small hexagonal window above
my cot. I have a sleeping room off my third-floor office I use when
I remain out late. It comes in handy since Madam Gebob gets very
irate when one of her boarders wakes her in the middle of the
night. She also allows no overnight women guests at her
lodging.

I was attempting to recall whatever was
nagging at the back of my mind. Then last night’s misadventures
came back in a rush. I lurched to my feet, which in turn set off a
searing surge of agony behind my eyeballs. What the Reverian
Assassins had failed to accomplish, I had almost done with a
voluminous amount of Duburoake Star Ale.

Reverian Assassins! What was that all about?
Who would want me dead so badly they would spend a fortune to have
it accomplished? The enemies I acquire through my line of work are
the miserly kind who would hire some mulish wharf brigand to do the
job.

Word of three dead Reverian Assassins would
have spread by now to all parts of Duburoake. If the person behind
the attack lived in the city, he or she would surely have heard of
their henchmen’s demise. Which meant, I uncomfortably surmised,
there would probably be another try.

I tottered to the window and grimaced at the
bright daylight. Through squinted eyes I surveyed the street below
me. There was 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.

Two unwashed street urchins were trying to
distract a pieman while a third was sneaking up on the cart to
snatch pastries. A wagon filled with coal rattled across the
cobblestones.

Coal...the dwarves...Frost Ivory... Each
thought was swiftly followed by the next until they ended with
Morganna, the evil witch. If she was moneyed enough to acquire an
entire temple, the witch might be able to afford the assassins. But
how could she have so quickly procured the exotic executioners when
I was but retained by the dwarves yesterday afternoon? By
magic?

I shook my head in an attempt to clear my
thoughts but only succeeded in reigniting the pain.

There was a rap on my door. I softly stepped
to the door and was about to put my eye to the peephole when the
image of an assassin plunging a needle dirk through the opening
gave me pause. I was quickly looking around for my side blade when
Osyani’s voice asked if I was awake. I willed myself to look
through the peephole and saw that it was Osyani with a streaming
cup of tea. Behind her stood Lorenzo.

“Whoa, you look as if you’ve been dragged
behind Hazel,” Lorenzo observed after I opened the door. “You
better shut your eyelids before you bleed to death.”

I attempted my nastiest scowl as I took the
tea and walked to the desk, there to collapse in my chair. Behind
me was a 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 the window was now the pride of my office.

I motioned for them to be seated. Lorenzo
instead approached the desk and emptied a leather pouch. Along with
a large number of coins, some of them gold, fell a pair of brass
knuckles, several keys, a glass blue eye, garroting cord, set of
lock picks, small folding blade, a glass vial of bluish liquid, a
dozen yellowed teeth strung on a gold wire, and a variety of
parchments.

“Been pilfering through your mother’s purse
again for change? Where be her poison darts?” I drily asked as I
eyed what must be the pocket contents of the three Reverian
Assassins.

He shook the bag once more and out fell two
small darts.

I reached across and picked up one of the
parchments. It was a border pass made out for a trader. The
assassins must have traveled in disguise until attempting my
murder. Another foolscap bore strange scribblings. One by one I
unfolded the remaining parchments to find additional border passes,
what appeared to be a shopping list, and an unflattering sketched
likeness
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