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The two of us were sharing a bench in the shade of the Temple of Calistria—ironically enough, the god of rogues.

“Never be looking at what ya be picking,” Loose Fingers Winny continued his discourse, “whether it be pocket, pouch, purse or rucksack. Ya also want a mark who looks to be easy goin’. They less likely to react when you ‘accidentally’ bump into them. Drunks are also easier.”

“Now watch there,” he said when nodding his head at a line of supplicants waiting to make their appeal in the Temple of Hygieia, the goddess of health. “A crowd like that makes for easy picking with the bumping and crowding. It be easier when there be two or three cut-purses working the marks. One can jostle them and while distracted, another can lift their purse.”

I gazed out across the Plaza of Deities. A quarter of the temples stood abandoned with the downfall of the Old Gods. Only younger divinities like my favorite, Ninkasi, the goddess of ale brewers, still drew devotees.

“Why ya wanting to hear all this,” my fellow patron of the King’s Wart Inn asked. “Being a ferret not pay enough?”

“That be private inquisitor,” I responded automatically to the flippant slang for my profession. “It be part of the required continuing education for renewing my PI license. Either this or dreaded fiscal forensics. Lucky for me, I have a new employee well-versed in the matter.”

“Well, I told ya all I—”

“Shush,” I interrupted Loose Fingers. “What do you see there?”

I pointed to a lean figure attired in the blue tunic of a courier. Clutching a flat box that spoke of documents, he was hurriedly cutting through a milling group of foreign pilgrims.

“Aye, ya spotted the trick. He be reaching unseen beneath the packet. Bet a hayphenning he took the fat one’s purse.”

“Gotta run,” I abruptly announced. “I owe you a week of ales.”

It was not that I recognized the ploy. It was the sneak thief who drew my attention. I briskly made my way across the square to follow the supposed courier, who quickly disappeared between two abandoned temples. I felt a chill and stopped midstep when realizing one of the boarded-up temples was that of Dorga, the Fish-Headed God of Death. Even knowing the corpulent divinity was no longer of this world did not slow my racing heart.

It be bad enough visiting the god’s main temple perched high above the Duburoake harbor, now the residence of the Witch Morganna. At least she had ridden the horrific edifice of the giant Dorga idol, sacrificial altar and torture room implements—all of which I do not have fond memories of.

I forced myself to continue to the back. A ten-foot gap was between the back of the temples and the wall enclosing the plaza. Rubble blocked the way to the left. Why me? Unless I wanted to give up the chase, the only option was to turn right and continue behind Dorga’s temple.

Tracks in the dirt showed the temple’s heavy bronze door had been recently opened. Just looking at its bas reliefs depicting sacrificial victims being... Never mind. If given a choice, I would rather jump into a pit full of elephant maggots than take another step into the vile confines of a Dorga temple. I am said to be prone to heavy sighing. Sometimes it be hard not to—as now.

The hinges remained well-oiled and the door quietly swung out. A stained-glass dome lent a sinister cast to the nave. Colorful shards of broken glass and ceiling plaster littered the floor. As I feared, a giant statue dominated the hall. The squatting idol had the lower body of a man, the drooping breasts of a very corpulent woman and the head of a carp.

A well-worn path through the litter disappeared behind the idol. As with layouts in other Dorga temples, a trap door was located at the back of the malevolent image. It would lead to crypts, dungeon cells and a chamber of horrors well supplied with instruments of torture.

I took a deep breath and made my way down the steps, silently cursing my quarry for leading me into this abysmal catacomb. A light flowing into the tunnel led to an open doorway.

Listening briefly to an ongoing conversation, I stepped into the room and barked, “What in Hades are you doing here?”

“Good to see you, too,” my friend Lorenzo Spasm cheerfully replied.

“See for yourself,” he added, waving his hand at a table strewn with thick scraps of parchment, quills and bottles of ink in assorted colors.

It was easy to see what he and the gnome were up to. The vellum, a fine grade of parchment made from calfskin, was used almost exclusively for identification credentials. A closer study of the table revealed IDs for the Kingdom of Glavendale and at least a half-dozen neighboring principalities and provinces.

“I have often wondered where you come up with so many fake identifications,” I said while shaking my head. “And let me guess, that pickpocketing was to secure an uncommon passage permit.”

“It be one from the floating island of Aeolia,” the gnome excitedly answered. “Been wanting to print ones up forever, but never knew what they looked like.”

I picked up a travel permit from Rum Island, a semiautonomous island in the Amnesian Isles.

“They still be the easy ones,” the gnome said. “Too many others now need a likeness sketched in the corner.”

I shook my head when examining some of the credentials. “Really? Mel Born, Sid Knee, Mycro Sawft, Chuckie Cheeze? Where do you come up with these names?”

“I’m hurt you so dismissively demean my family names. I hate to think what Grandpa Duncan Doenuts would say.”

“And why here?” I asked while waving my hand at the dank surroundings.

Lorenzo laughed. “What better place? Dorga may be gone, but his temples still creep out most people. Taggers don’t even want to graffiti them.”

If Lorenzo speaks in near gibberish, it be because he be from what he calls an alternate universe where magic does not exist.

“Parallel firmaments,” half-brother and alchemist Olmsted Aunderthorn exclaimed when told of Lorenzo’s origins. “Fjsten, a great metaphysicist, hypothesized such manifestations.”

I believe Lorenzo’s tale, since he has proven impervious to spells, and those thrown against him rebound upon the casters. Lanky and about six feet in height, he appears to be in his early fifties. Traces of grey can be seen in his shoulder-length hair and a black mustache hangs to his chin. It be his garb that most stands out—short-sleeved tunics with images of palm trees and topless women in skirts of grass.

“What brings you to the shopping mall of the gods?” Lorenzo asked. “Finally repenting after all those years of ugly inebriations and wretched overindulgence in vices frowned upon by the dour, dwarfish priests of your troubled childhood? I hear there is a special this week at the Temple of the Black Moon. Sacrifice two chickens for a soul cleansing.”

“Studying for a continuing education test tomorrow,” I answered, ignoring his usual prattle. “It deals with pickpocketing. Loose Fingers Winny was giving me tips.”

“Really? How interesting,” Lorenzo spoke as he walked behind me to where his sword and scabbard hung from the wall. “Still, Winny is rather amateurish.”

“What? Winny has been lifting purses for more than twenty years. I suppose you think you are...?” I stopped midsentence.

He smiled as our eyes met. I had to sigh. I reached down to find my belt pouch a handful of coins lighter.

“Time for the King’s Wart Inn,” Lorenzo announced. “Drinks are on me.”

I took in a deep breath once out of the temple.

“You dah ferret?” a piercing voice disturbed my savoring the bright daylight and air free of rot and dankness.

“That be...”

“Yah, yah,” the waist-high wizened priest cut me off. “Whatever. Ya him?”

“I am Jak Barley,” I huffed, “a licensed private inquisitor with the Glavendale Royal Ministry of Public Safety. Can I help you?”

The priest intensely regarded me—and I, him.

“Kulan!” I exclaimed, shocked at realizing the dwarfish priest was whom Lorenzo had just referenced.

“Humpf,” Kulan grunted. “Hear ya become the wastrel I always warned your mother of, bless her poor soul, ya would become.”

“And I see you shriveled even more,” I snapped back, “and still as foul-tempered. Well, I would like to say it was nice seeing you, but it was not. I am now off to consume vast amounts of the demon brew and carouse with fellow ne’re-do-wells and miscreants.”

“I need hire ya.”

“What?” Nothing could have shocked me more.

“Need ya to solve a kidnapping.”

“I, uh, a kidnapping?” I sputtered.

“Be ya deaf, too? That be what I said,” Kulan barked in the surly voice I dreaded for most of my childhood.

I knew I would later regret asking, “Who was kidnapped?”

“Algo.”

“Algo!?”

Lorenzo looked startled by my outburst, and I explained, “Algo, the demigod of pain and suffering.”

Turning back to Algo’s priest, I asked, “Just how does one abduct a demigod?”

Kulan looked about nervously. “We need talk more privately. Come to the temple.”

Kulan spun on his heels and walked away before I could protest. There was nothing to do but follow. As one would guess, a deity of pain and suffering appeals to a limited number of adherents. Both Algo’s flock and his lone temple are modest in size. His place of worship also lacks the architectural embellishments enjoyed by the more prosperous godly hangouts.

“Your mother is a follower of a demigod, the offspring of a god and human, devoted to pain and suffering?” Lorenzo whispered as we trailed Kulan across the plaza. “I can see why you chose a profession that provides for both.”

“It would not be if someone would quit involving me in such cases.”

That be no exaggeration. My friend and editor of The Weekly Tattler, Sergey Varvervane, has reported on a number of our cases involving vengeful mages, voracious piss dragons, irate assassins, cursed manuscripts and restless shades—most initiated by Lorenzo.

Why me? Still traumatized by descending into the bowels of Dorga’s temple, I was now being dragged back into the abode of a demigod that had made my juvenile years a nightmare. Though Algo was usually absent in either body or spirit, Kulan’s cruelty was ever present. At age fifteen, I swore never to set foot in the temple again.

“Quit your lollygagging,” Kulan sniped from the open doorway.

“With Algo gone, I could safely gut his priest,” I grumbled under my breath.

“I heard that.”

The interior seemed smaller than I remembered, with the same roughly sawed pews prone to splinters. The altar featured the all-too-familiar statue of Algo, which towered above us. With greased-back hair, glaring eyes and a twisted smirk, the idol held a whip similar to the one Kulan used for flogging unrepentant followers—many of whom were more than eager to feel the braided wyvern leather lash.

“Again,” I demanded impatiently, “how does one kidnap a demigod? Even the Witch Morganna would be powerless against a minor deity.”

“No,” I snapped when seeing his nervous fidgeting. “No way.”

“I will pay you all the meager tithings we have,” he broke down and pleaded.

“It could be all the gold beneath Three Witches Mountains,” I roughly answered, “and I would refuse. First, the world be better off without Algo, more a demon than demigod. And second, tell me the truth. You suspect another deity.”

His silence was answer enough.

“No way will I get involved in some unholy war,” I firmly declared.

“Your mother pleads for you to find our Lord,” he replied.

“You lie. We are only having this talk because you conveniently saw me crossing the plaza.

“I was about to travel to your office.”

“Well, make an appointment. I have more important things to do at the moment.”

“I believe your mother be already there and waits for you.”

~ * ~
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“I know,” I groaned before Osyani could sound a warning. “Reschedule today’s appointments.”

She answered with a sympathetic smile.

No one would guess Osyani was hatched a harpy who bonded to me soon after breaking her shell. As a harpy, she matured magically fast. It be a long story involving an arduous trek through the Megaoulas Mountains. After being severely injured while protecting me, Osyani became fully human following a blood transfusion from Lorenzo Spasm.

Magic maintains the harpy form through the generations of human/harpy interbreeding. With Lorenzo being immune to magical spells, his blood released the human side of the young harpy. Osyani looks to me as a father figure—and Lorenzo as an uncle.

As for my mother, Hanala, where do I begin? My aunts and uncles claim she always had a bitter outlook on life. It did not help her being abandoned when pregnant with me.

The subject of my father had carried a mixture of emotions. It was a topic never discussed in my childhood home. Though my stepfather was kind enough, I knew he did not like dwelling upon my mother’s past relationship, no matter how brief it was. I grew up knowing I was a constant reminder of her “mistake.” What I learned about my real father was only what I could glean from my other half-siblings, and what they had been told in turn by their mothers.

Father was impartial when it came to pretty women, whether they be scullery maid or duke’s daughter. His whereabouts and state of health remained a mystery 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.

My Frajan sister, Jennair, be among the few half-siblings who know of our true parentage—King Garsten Stee Hragen. We discovered our father’s identity during a trip to the Glavendale capital of Stagsford. We met Baron Garsten Stee Hragen on the way through the Megaoulas Mountains. I did later play a part in his assuming the throne from the depraved King Kenton.

In other principalities, such birthing might be of some import, but given the formidable proclivity of our father’s youthful indulgences, it mattered little. So we kept silent on the riddle of our siring. I do like to believe my fleeting times with Garsten through some rather perilous ordeals endeared me to him. It was a card I preferred not to play unless faced with the direst of dangers.

All these thoughts played through my head as I paused before my inner office door. I had not seen my mother for almost twenty years. I took a deep breath and walked in.

The frail creature sitting before my desk was not the darkly looming figure from my childhood memories. Her thick black hair was now thinning and the grey of dirty snow. The eyes were still piercing, but now deeply sunken in a face more like a skull seeking to shed the last remaining scraps of flesh. What could one expect of a longtime supplicant of a god of pain and suffering?

Seeing her so brought back a rush of guilt. Had she taken the cruel religion as a form of self-punishment for having me? All I knew was once she became a follower of Algo, I couldn’t remain at home.

“Please,” I said with a wave of my hand as she began standing.

I didn’t speak again until safely sitting behind my desk. We silently contemplated each other until I spoke, “Kulan says Algo has been kidnapped.”

“Ya look well.”

“Ah, thank you,” I managed to answer, thrown off by what would be a normal conversation starter. It was not something to expect from my mother.

“I told Kulan you would refuse finding what has happened to Algo, but he had me come anyway.” Her voice of frost-covered iron was now weak and raspy.

“No, I will.”

I do not know who was more shocked, my mother or me. The words flew out of my mouth before hers were barely spoken. What have I done?

My mother looked shocked. “Why?”

“What? Why?”

“Yes, why?”

“I, uh...” I struggled to answer.

She waved her hand. “I know I was not a good mother. I often thought it be too late to make amends, especially now that I come asking for your help. I came prepared for your refusal.”

“But why?” I almost cried. “Why should you care about a deity who destroys his followers? Look what he has done to you.”

“You would not understand.”

“Try me. I am not a child anymore.”

She sadly smiled. “No, you are not. I will not go into why I became a devotee. This be not the time or place, but I will say why I never left the temple. Algo drains your life forces as pond leeches suck blood. It be gradual, but he will completely drain those who attempt to leave.”

“Osyani told me your mother be here. Am I intruding?”

I was caught off guard. “Ah...”

“Please, come in,” my mother answered for me. “I would meet my son’s intended.”

“Morgana, this be my mother, Hanala,” I awkwardly introduced the two.

When spoken of, most first think of the infamous mother witch, Morganna (two Ns). My Morgana, a recent graduate of the Kuu Academy of Mystical Arts and Witchcraft, be now a partner in our private inquisitor agency. I handle the more mundane cases of thievery and murder while she takes the lead in cases of the occult—though they are often not that easy to separate.

My mother rose and turned to greet Morgana. Both reached out to clasp hands.

“Oh-h-h,” Morgana gasped as their fingers touched. She stepped back to ask in a shaken voice, “What curse has befallen you? I, I have never felt such a dark force.”

“Algo,” I simply answered.

“I can see Jak has spoken little of me,” my mother said in reply to Morgana’s shock.

“I was at the Plasa of Deities...” I began recounting the morning’s events, beginning with my meeting Priest Kulan and ending with my mother’s revelations.

Morgana looked to me in complete confusion. “This be horrible. Not the kidnapping, but what be happening to your mother.”

The young witch began pacing as she continued, “What I felt was not that of a celestial manifestation, but of a demonic nature. How could this not be known?”

“Kulan orders we speak little of our order, unless to draw in new members. To go against this will draw Algo’s wrath.”

“I must see my mother, Morgana said. “There must be a way to help Hanala.”
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“You jest,” I replied to Lorenzo. “Go from temple to temple asking the priests if their god kidnapped Algo? I displeased enough of them as a youth without reminding them.”

We were in the King’s Wart Inn. I tried distracting myself from my friend’s pestering by glancing about the dim interior of the ale joint. A thick fog of incense hung in the air, burned to cover the body odor of the great unwashed masses. Many of the inn’s clientele are not that fastidious about bathing regularly. In a good mood, I lovingly describe my fellow patrons as loathsome scoundrels, gutter dregs, scofflaws, ne’er-do-wells, debaucherous rogues and blackguards.

I noticed several of the ever-present barflies at the tavern had met their ale consumption limits. They were lying on their backs with tiny feet straight up in the air. I swept them off the table. At least they were not buzzing when passed out. During an exceptionally warm day, a low drone of the inebriated insects can fill the tavern.

“Where’s Hanala? She’s not back at the temple, I hope.”

“Only briefly to tell Kulan I will take the case. She now be with Morgana at the mother witch’s. They at least hope to stop further sapping of her life force. That might be easier with Algo held prisoner.”

“Or dead,” Lorenzo added.

“Believe it or not, Morgana says they hope the demigod still lives. That might allow them to force Algo to reverse my mother’s waning. I know the mother witch be the most potent spellcaster in Glavendale, but what could she do against an actual deity?”

If any mortal witch or mage could do that, it would be Morganna. Just the mention of her name can cause panic. Many believe she be in league with those of the Great Abyss.

“I have told you more than once that I do not practice the dark arts,” the mother witch once spoke. “There are those who rumormonger that I am a demon sorceress and I must admit I often encourage such whispered tittle-tattle. It does help my trade. I have studied blasphemous hexes and communicated with demons and damned souls that would sour your blood. I have examined cursed parchments that for you to read aloud would turn your tongue into rotting meat. But I have never called on such curses, performed those vile rituals, nor asked favors of soul eaters. I have done only what was needed that I would not be ignorant of those who would be my enemies.”

“Just how am I to find out who or what kidnapped a demigod?” I said as much to myself as to Lorenzo.

“You say Algo is half human, half god. Who are the parents? Does he have siblings or children? Where did he grow up? Where do demigods hang out?”

Lorenzo’s queries reminded me that this was now an investigation and I should be the one asking such questions. “Temple teachings say Algo was born to Ishtar, the goddess of sex, power and war—and to a handsome sailor. Since that was more than two centuries ago, we will not be interviewing any human relatives. We need ask Kulan about any of Algo’s half-sibling deities.”

“Wouldn’t a priest of Ishtar be a better source?” Lorenzo asked.

He looked at me curiously when I did not answer. I finally replied, “You do not want to draw the attention of demigods, let alone the Young Gods. It be like kicking a sleeping basilisk. On a whim, they might turn you inside out or into a boneless chicken. For whatever reason, the immortals have been mostly absent for the last couple of decades, Algo being the unfortunate exception. I would keep it that way.”

I paused the ale mug halfway to my mouth. “What am I whining about. If any mortal could answer my questions, it would be Olmsted.”

Olmsted Aunderthorn, my half-brother, be a noted alchemist, historian and student of the metaphysical arts. I anger quickly at those who see him as only a hunchback and not the clever and kind soul that he be.

~ * ~
[image: ]


My brother be now a successful alchemist, so I cannot imagine why he does not move to better quarters. The alchemist’s laboratory and library be in a guild section of Duburoake. Hanging in the air be the stench of wet sawdust, rotting animal hides awaiting tanning, coal-burning forges and workmen’s sweat concentrated like the collected essences for some noxious perfume.

The cobblestone alleys are wide enough for freight wagons to pass in opposite directions, but the sidewalks are little more than narrow ledges. They are raised just enough to be above the street rivulets of slop thrown unceremoniously from the second-story windows of cramped and squalid apartments. One always keeps a wary eye cocked upward when walking those streets. At each corner are stepping stones spaced to allow wagon wheels to pass between them, while offering pedestrians safe fording above the rancid rivulets. It is not my favorite neighborhood and there be talk of the quarters being next in line for Duburoake’s urban renewal projects.

My brother cleaned up his laboratory from when he first began—once a disaster scene of pitted walls, ratty furniture and shelves of dusty jars containing aborted creatures, pickled eyeballs, shrunken organs and scaled parasites looking like grotesque, armored dew worms. Then he got married.

“You what?” Olmsted demanded.

“I would like all the information you have on the demigod, Algo, including siblings and enemies. You must have mentions of him in those dusty old tomes.”

“No.”

“No? What are you saying?” I asked in surprise.

“Do you have brainworms? Do you want brainworms? Are you tired of living?”

I studied my brother before answering, “It be for Hanala.”

“I could have guessed, but nothing you can do will persuade her to leave the temple. It be well known Algo has an unbreakable hold on his followers. He also makes unpleasant visits to those seeking to free his subjects.”

“Algo will be visiting no one at the moment, and Hanala now seeks to break his hold with the help of Morgana and her mother.”

Olmsted’s eyes widened at my unexpected announcement. “What do you mean? What happened to him, and why your mother’s decision to leave the temple after all these years?”

“And that be why I need that information,” I finished after relating the morning events.

“Let Morgana and her mother take care of Hanala and forget about the demigod,” Olmsted spoke in a worried voice. “Think of all those childhood tales told by fairies. Nothing good happens when mortals mix in celestial intrigues.”

“Hanala will never be safe as long as we are ignorant of Algo’s fate,” I firmly stated

“Why free Algo?” scoffed Olmsted. “Do you think he would show his appreciation by freeing your mother from his curse?”

“I promised only to solve the kidnapping, not free him. Morgana also believes there could be a chance to force Algo to restore my mother’s health.”

“I do not like it, but I will start looking,” my brother reluctantly answered. “I will begin with Imer Nosfereck’s ‘Lineage of the Divinities,’ though it be outdated.

He paused for a moment before asking, “You refused to see your mother for years, and suddenly you are ready to become ensnared in some divinical plot. What brings this about?”

“Damned if I know,” I shrugged.

“You probably will be.”

~ * ~
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“This still be a bad idea,” I said as we returned to the Plaza of the Divinities.

“Don’t be such a whiny butt,” Lorenzo responded. “You should look at this as a way to broaden your horizons. You might even make new friends in high places.”

We were stopped in the middle of the square and surveyed the surrounding places of worship. Being in what Lorenzo keeps referring to as a shopping mall, these places of worship are not as impressive as the main temples scattered throughout Duburoake. Still, the wide array of architectural styles make for a unique plaza. One boasted an alabaster façade with translucent, intricate carvings that glowed from within when struck by sunlight. A colorful temple for Faunos, a woodland godling, had columns carved as leafy tree trunks covered in blossoms. A blackness deeper than any sea abyss are the stones for the abandoned temple of Azathoth, the god of the Void.

“Really, when was the last time you even spoke to a god?” Lorenzo continued his arguing.

“You do not speak with gods,” I replied. “You just listen to their threats and demands.”

“Which is why we start with your favorite, Ninkasi, the goddess of ale. How bad could she be?”

I could only roll my eyes.

Ninkasi’s temple was the drollest one on the square—a two-story wooden keg. I paused just as I reached for a doorknob resembling a spigot.

“You’re not telling me something,” Lorenzo spoke from over my shoulder.

I grimaced when replying, “I, uh... I once had a slight run-in with one of Ninkasi’s priestesses.”

“How slight?”

“It was a youthful indiscretion. I was but fifteen or sixteen. On a dare, I slipped into Ninkasi’s temple near the harbor to steal a pale of her sacramental ale. A priestess’s blessing be said to result in a brew fit for the gods.”

“And...” Lorenzo urged me to continue.

“The holy ale may be fit for the gods, but its potency proved too much for my two friends and me. It be given by the thimble-full during temple rituals. We each quaffed a full mug. I had no memory of what mischief followed, but it was enough for the Duburoake constabulary to invoke the services of the city’s blaze fighters and exorcists. I awoke naked in the city square’s fountain covered in licorice syrup and goose feathers.

“The city authorities never discovered who was to blame, but an unhappy Ninkasi came to me in a dream several nights later. Still not sure if it was an actual visitation or only a nightmare.”

“Hmmm. Then we should start at that sanctuary for Lakshmi, the goddess of good clothing and fashion sense.”

“Well, actually—”

I was saved from relating another embarrassing youthful indiscretion by the swinging temple door almost knocking me off my feet.

“Why the dithering? Enter or move on,” barked a rather disheveled priestess with a drunken slur to her voice.

She stumbled while stepping aside and waved us in. “I, Nammu, devoted servant of her sacred holiness, the goddess Ninkasi, welcome you to within these hallowed walls. I aid in guidance to all who seek solace in the cup. May the blessings of Ninkasi pour upon you.”

She managed to finish the greeting before releasing a loud burp.

“The tithe box be at the bar. It be a free will offering since Ninkasi refuses to be encumbered by such mortal contrivances as a liquor license. Of course, it be just a coincidence if the quantity and quality of the ale be consistent with the generosity of the donation.”

Nammu was of slight build, greying hair and with the bloodshot eyes of someone constantly inebriated. Instead of the usual pews, the hall featured four or five barstools at each of the two dozen ale kegs.

She noticed me taking in the near-empty seating. “The temple does not fill up until services. Our congregants come to commune with the goddess through the blessings of the holy ale. That be in three hours. Will you be partaking?”

“Ah...” I was all I could utter, the thought of again ingesting the blessed brew making me nauseous.

She quizzically stared at me. “This be your first time in a temple of Ninkasi?”

“I, uh...,” I began to awkwardly answer, knowing some representatives of the deities are sometimes truth-tellers.

“May I ask your names?”

I was hoping she would not ask that and looked uneasily at Lorenzo. What if I was still on file, even after all these years?

“I’m Chimie Changa and my friend is Enchill Ladoes,” he spoke up.

“Strange names,” she commented.

“We were adopted by carnival people.”

“Your friend cannot answer for himself?”

Lorenzo sadly shook his head. “The poor soul has a degenerative brain malady after multiple intercourses with syphilitic-riddled centaurs made him almost a mute. Good thing his tunic hides most of the oozing ulcers and rat bites.”

“Poor soul. Same thing happened to my uncle.”

“He’s been committed to an asylum for the criminally insane. I signed him out for the day for some fresh air and sunshine. “

“How thoughtful of you. Follow me to the bar and we can at least dampen his misery with a stout ale.”

“How am I to quiz her now that I am brain-damaged?” I hissed as we lagged behind.

“It’s never stopped you before.”

At least a dozen small casks were in a row behind the bar. Nammu smiled when Lorenzo dropped several silver coins into the tithe box. She poured us each a large stein of the amber drink.

“You know, I should not do this, but the holy ale blessed by the goddess Ninkasi has helped some of her followers with a number of ailments,” she spoke in a hushed voice to Lorenzo. “Just last week it cured constipation and rid another of tongue grubs. We must keep this among ourselves, but what say we give your friend a sip?”

“I say it’s worth a try,” Lorenzo readily replied.

“Why did you agree?” I snapped when she left the room. “I told you what happened before.”

“Don’t be such a wuss. We’re talking only a shot glass of the stuff.”

The priestess returned before I could reply. As Lorenzo predicted, the holy ale was served in a shot glass.

“Here ya go, Enchill,” Nammu murmured, pressing it to my lips as if presenting a spoon of mush to an infant. “Come on, open up.”

It was as honey-sweet as mead and I immediately felt a numbness to my face, along with feeling flushed. A wave of euphoria followed and all about me took on a blinding brilliance.

“... still with us?” I heard minutes later as the fog lifted.

“What?”

“Are you still with us?’ Lorenzo repeated.

“Whoa, that was intense.”

“He speaks,” Nammu excitedly declared. “The holy ale worked. Blessed be Ninkasi.”

“Where, uh, how did I get here?” I mumbled, playing the part.

“Take it easy,” Lorenzo spoke sympathetically, “I know it must be a shock suddenly finding yourself not covered in your own waste, nor among your fellow raving lunatics. We’re in the Temple of Ninkasi.”

“Wonderful. I need a chilled ale,” I answered, meaning it.

I continued as one waking from a daze until finishing the second mug, then to speak as fully recovered, “I owe Ninkasi my wits. Does she often make her presence known?”

“Rarely, though she was here several days ago. She has temples all about Glavendale, and this being in the Plaza of the Deities means it be one of her smallest.”

That was good to hear. I was in no hurry to meet the goddess.

“She must take some time off. Maybe hangs out with other gods or demigods? Does she ever talk about the other divinities?”

“You sound just like that scribe from The Weekly Tattler,” she laughed. “He was here yesterday wanting to know of any juicy gossip about them. Told him that was a good way to be turned into a toad.”

I was frustrated. As someone who had been brain-dead for a while, I could not ask about rumors dealing with a recently kidnapped demigod. Luckily, I did not have to.

“But I did hear that Algo has gone missing,” Nammu leaned over from behind the bar to whisper. “Good riddance, there. Ninkasi despised the upstart, him being not even a godling, but a half-breed.”

“Really? Do you think most of the gods felt the same way?” I asked, though trying not to seem too interested.

“Even the other demigods. And it be one thing to torment his own followers, but he be known to mock and terrorize those of the other temples. That angered many.”

She looked up and said, “Oh, I need prepare for the evening service. I see some starting to arrive.”

I kept my head down as we exited the temple, not wanting to be identified in case I needed to return.

“A degenerative brain malady after multiple intercourses with syphilitic-riddled centaurs?” I grumbled. “Why not a head injury from protecting an old lady from muggers?”

“I had to go with what looked most likely in your case. Be happy, we now know Algo was very unpopular among the god crowd.”

“Which means not only are there now numerous suspects,” I complained, “they are suspects that can turn me into a toad, and maybe even you.”

“Nope. One tried it a couple years ago. Why do you think no one has heard from that crazy crocodile-headed Sobek? Their superpowers are still just magic, enhanced as they may be.”

“Where to now?” he changed the subject before I could ask more. “What say we visit the goddess of lunch, Annapurna. I’m feeling kind of hungry.”

~ * ~
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“All right, Kulan,” I snapped as we ended our investigations for the day by returning to Algo’s temple. “You should have told me nearly every godling and demigod in Duburoake despises Algo. We visited half a dozen temples and just by mentioning his name, I was threatened with plagues, Hades’ fire, disgusting transformations and severe pummelings. You do not rank high on their lists, either.”

“Envy,” he barked.

“Whatever. Has he recently received any threats?”

The priest shifted uneasily.

“Do you want me to find out what happened to him or not? Speak up.”

“Well... he paused before continuing, “His Holiness did receive what could have been a death threat from some jealous god.”

I shook my head. “And you did not think to tell me this until now?”

He shrugged. “Did not think it was important.”

“Not important!” I shouted. “Why would you think that?”

“It be nothing but petty jealousy.”

“What petty deity are you speaking of?”

As if having a tooth pulled, Kulan grimaced before answering, “Angra Mainyu.”

“Augh...” was all I could choke out before going into a coughing fit.

“What, what are you talking about?” I finally managed to gasp. “Angra Mainyu was exorcised from this world along with the other Dark Lords.”

“He managed to return, though weakened from his exile.”

No wonder Kulan failed to mention this. If there be a deity associated with pure evil, it be Angra Mainyu. Ancient sagas have him not as one of the most powerful gods, but one of the most reviled—due to his cruel and sadistic nature. Those tales made Algo look like a nursemaid. My stomach was churning at just the mention of an Old God.

“Why?”

“Why what?” answered Kulan, clearly irritated by the questioning.

“Why would Angra be threatening Algo?”

“Who knows the minds of the gods?”

“The priests of the gods,” I persisted. “You dragged me into this, now answer my questions. If not, I am sure Morgana can loosen your tongue. And when I say loosen, I mean loosen.”

I waited for the not-so-subtle threat to sink in.

Kulan’s words burst from his mouth as pent-up floodwaters from a buckling dam. “Algo violated the Eridu Isolation Accord. He breached the veil and aided Angra Mainyu’s return. I had no part in it.”

The enormity of what the priest had just admitted was beyond belief. “Why? Why would he do such a thing?”

“He was angry.”

“So? I am angry right now, but I do not feel like unleashing a monstrous god on the world.”

“Algo began as the demigod of pain and suffering, appealing to those seeking penance. But for the last century, he has grown increasingly cruel and abusive. The result was the loss of devotees, which in turn infuriated Algo all the more. It became a vicious cycle, with the temple now reduced to but a handful of supplicants.

“Not only does he face mockery from the other deities, his powers are beginning to wane. Gods and demigods feed off the belief of their followers. They faded away when their devotees were drawn to other gods, decimated by war, starved by droughts or perished from plagues.”

“Why would he possibly think Angra Mainyu’s return would help him?” I asked.

“I lied not when asking who knows the minds of the gods,” Kulan sighed. “I can only guess he thought a god of torment might take pity and aid a little brother.”

“Angra Mainyu, pity?” I snorted. “So, Algo aided Angra Mainyu’s escape. How could a demigod do that? The fabled weirdstone and the malevolent writings of the Necrothaumaturgy were both destroyed. I thought they were the only ways to free the Dark Lords.”

“You believe Algo would confide in the priest of a plaza temple? He looks upon me with the same contempt he does as your mother. I can say that Algo had help, but he made only the vaguest hints as to who it might be. “

Each new revelation was like a spike being painfully driven through my brain. As Lorenzo once described a situation, this was above my pay grade—and I did not know who to turn to. No witch or wizard was powerful enough to face Angra Mainyu.

“There be one good thing,” Kulan added.

“It better be real good.”

“The Old Gods were exiled to the Void where time does not exist, which be why they did not fade away. But back in our world, he will need gather adherents to survive.”

“I will remember that. Now just tell me where Angra would be?”

Kulan shrugged. You find Algo and you will find Angra Mainyu.”
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