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I had a haircut so my collar itched,
making it more difficult to conceal my blade and poisoned needles
comfortably but as always, I managed. It was my first haircut in a
month with no time to bathe. Actually, I wasn’t supposed to stop
for the haircut, but... necessary necessities and all. Besides
that, I’m forty one years old. If I want to take an extra hour
before killing a Goblin merchant, then Damnit, that’s what I’m
going to do. I’m fairly sure the little guy would appreciate me
giving him an extra hour of life.

This is my ninety second
contract. I started life in ‘The Guild’ at fifteen, there is only
one guild. The ‘Extermination Wars’ decided that. After a
successful decade I earned the right to freelance, after another
decade I was allowed to keep my profits. And now, six years after
that I’m building a little pile of gold to last me through the
twilight years. Maybe I’ll move to an island of Nymphs, or just
stay put and get fat. Either way, I’m already one of the lucky
ones, a freelance assassin over forty, with the Guild’s permission.
I know of only one older than me, “Howe Jons.” Don’t get me started
on that bastard. He damn near killed me twenty years ago when he
left me in a ditch. Anyone else I would have killed for that twenty
years ago, but when it comes to Howe Jons, twenty years
might be enough time to
plan revenge. He’s for another time, today “Vrek,” the Goblin
merchant has a date with me. Why live anyway, with a name like
Vrek?

I carry a minimum of nine
blades with six types of poison. Everything is balanced through the
power of the three. You never know what you’ll come across on the
wild roads of the world, better to be prepared. I took this
contract on the merchant for its unusually high payoff. This poor
guy, his four ex-wives want him gone… yesterday. Now when I was
young and starting out, my morals would only allow contracts on the
worst kinds of criminals. The people I worked back then were below
animals, deserving of what they received, but now, with employees,
ex-wives of my own, wayward children, ruined properties, and habits
to feed…like I said, huge
payoff.

There are still folks in ‘The Guild’
that don’t believe in giving humans the freedom to operate
independently, but the hell with them. I’m the only human to make
it this far in life, and it’s only through contacts earned over the
years that I was able to leverage the weight against the powers
that be and open my own agency. Of course, they wanted me to report
to them indefinitely, which meant take my profits indefinitely.
That never happened. I won’t go into it now, but those ideas aren’t
in ‘The Guild’ anymore, and more enlightened minds are in charge.
There’s still a strict moratorium and harsh rules on any humans
wanting to join.

I believe in two things in this life,
always carry a magic blade for when your normal blades just don’t
work. And second, before making any decision I consult ‘The
Collective.’ This is one of the secrets to my success. I found The
Collective twenty years ago and have benefitted ever since, kind
of. When you take into account their demands and insults, we’re
even.

What is ‘The Collective?’What is
sunshine made of? Hell, I don’t’ know! I found a blue crystal in
the mud of the jungle on a contract to kill an Elven rebel king
twenty years ago. When I picked it out of the mud I was instantly
transported to a meeting hall filled with dozens and dozens of
nightmarish little creatures, spiky and red, glowing and bouncing
frightfully. The first one spoke to me.

“Hey ugly give me a
beer!”

We’ve been friends ever since, well…not
friends…partners. I can’t get them to say, but it seems they were a
race of magical energy. Why they decided to live in a crystal, who
can say? They’re weird like that, probably wanted a vacation and
just stayed.

I consult them before each contract to
get their thoughts, I’m not sure why? They usually help me in their
way, but enjoy insulting me more. I’ve gotten used to them, and
like visiting. I brought out the crystal and regarded it for a
moment. I was in their meeting hall instantly, I’m pretty good at
the transition now, it used to sicken me.

“Hey, it’s ugly!”

“Hey look everybody, ugly’s
here!”

“UGLY!”

“UGGggLLllYYY!”

Cheers rang through their meeting hall
as they greeted me by the name bestowed upon me, Ugly. There was
Kray, Zeborn, Leive, Neiatha, Verix, Krelnab, and Bob etc, etc.
There’s too damned many for me to name.

“Yeah, yeah… ugly’s here…” I
answered the chorus call in a deadpan voice. They just kept
screaming ugly, while several slapped me on the back the head
teleporting place to place. “Listen everyone, I have a
question.”

“No questions ugly!” One of
them yelled back.

“You know the deal ugly,
answers for gifts!”

“I brought gifts. What do
you think I’m stupid and ugly?” That really got them
going.

I laid several vials of their favorite
poison on the floor, literally poison. They love “Rat Bane” poison.
Like the name implies it’s for killing rodents. These guys in ‘The
Collective’ gobble it up like candy. They say they are storing
magic. Whatever the hell that means.

“MMMmm gifts,” one grumbled
sucking down the poison.

“Share!” Another
yelled.

“MMMMM gifts,” they all
hummed together. Being magically linked has its
advantages.

“Question ugly?”

“What is the
question?”

“Question us
now!”

“Question us! Question us!”
They were screaming in unison like wailing banshees.

I said I was used to them. All I have
to do is give them the name and occupation of the current contract,
and then I listen for their responses. Their agitation or lack
thereof has revealed many hidden paths since I learned to look
through their insanity.

“You should choose contact
spots more careful ugly.”

“What does that mean? That
answer doesn’t make any sense Verilaxus.”

“You’re about to be hit with
a board, does that make sense?”

“Huh? Oh shit!” Contact was
broken with a thump as I fell into unconsciousness.

I was lazy, I didn’t check before
contact and what did I get for it? Robbed… Someone knocked me out
from behind and took the crystal. They won’t be able to contact
‘The Collective,’ but that’s beside the point. Waking and standing
in the mud, my pride was hurt worse than my head. I checked the
time; there was still plenty to try and retrieve my crystal and
continue on the contract. I took out some illumination powder from
a leg pocket and sprinkled it over where I fell. The powder would
replay the scene as it happened, ten seconds before and
after.

Alright, there I am with the crystal,
there’s my robber from behind, there’s the mud in my mouth, and
there goes the crystal. “Damn, he was fast and covered with a spell
to hide from illumination. O.K. you clever bastard, try this one on
for size.” I said aloud and ‘fixed’ my eyes on the footprints. What
is fixing? I can’t give all my secrets away can I?

“There you are sneaky,” I
could follow his footprints for two days or so. Hopefully it would
lead to a destination. One thing about fixing, no one knows it
exists. I learned it from ‘The Collective,’ there is no magical
defense. It’s not possible to prepare a spell against the fixing
when no one knows about it. Because magic is like drying laundry,
you must first hang your spells out to dry in preparation for a
specific attack.

The footprints were almost human and
left lightly in the mud. Judging by the shielding spell, I was
dealing with a professional. “The old make it appear random trick
ay?” I said while tracking the prints for six miles north then
looped back on themselves, crossed rivers multiples times, and once
went thirty miles into the canyons just to turn around and take
another route back to town.

“Definitely a
professional.”

I doggedly tracked the prints to a shop
in the goblin section of town, where I was headed anyway. It was a
merchant store and I’ll be damned if…

“Good day sir, I am Vrek,
purveyor of this fine establishment. Is there something I may help
you with?”

“Vrek you say?”

“Yes sir, named after my
second mother on my third father’s side.”

“I see,” I didn’t want to
get into Goblin genealogy. “Someone came in here a few hours ago
with a large blue crystal, a half breed, very dangerous. Did you
purchase this from him?”

“You with the Agency of
Artifact Enforcement?” He asked me, the tone of his voice
completely changed since my entrance.

“No, I’m not.”

“Then FUCK OFF PINKSKIN!
Either buy something or take a long hike off a short cliff.” He
bared his fangs. “Damned humans.”

“Now I see why they want you
dead.”

“What…who…but…” His green
face turned a sheet of sickly white and he gave me a closer
inspection. Goblins have very keen eyes, better than a cat in the
dark. He tried reaching under the counter. I slapped two blades
down, one onto his claw, a handle side warning.

“Don’t even twitch Vrek.” I
showed him my fangs. “Just tell me who the seller was, I’ll buy my
crystal back, and I’ll even let you live. I swear to whatever you
believe in. I need this information Vrek.”

His cat like eyes relaxed and he smiled
sensing financial opportunity. Well, a Goblin smile anyway. “Why
didn’t you say so friend?” I released him, he didn’t try to
run.

“He looked like a pinkskin
but not, dressed like you but better and he had a scar under the
left eye.”

“With two black armbands
against a white sleeve on the right arm?”

“Yeah, how did you know
that?”

“Shit… Howe Jons.” Why would
he attack me and steal the crystal? Does he know what it is? Is he
working for someone else?

“Give me one hundred
Silverloons so I can get
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