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Chapter One

 


“What-t-t-t?” I managed to croak in answer to
the incessant hammering on my sleeping room door. I keep it bolted
along with several magical wards after a number of tedious attempts
upon my life by diabolical assassins, blood-thirsty necromancers,
and numerous bat-turd crazy priests and neophytes of ancient and
deranged deities. Other than that, my life is fairly normal.

I am back to yawn-inducing cases dealing with
unfaithful spouses, stolen silverware, and runaway teensters—and I
intend to keep it that way. You will not be kidnapped by piss
dragons for investigating a horse theft, hounded by nasty wizards
over a missing spouse case, nor forced to traipse through
monster-laden wastelands to answer a simple paternity question. I
now choose my private inquisitor cases wisely in my hometown of
Duburoake, and again, that means no adventures. I hate
adventures.

“Come on Jak, open up.”

What kind of hedge-born miscreant would be
trying to wake a person this early in the morn?

“Jak, it’s almost afternoon. Open up, you
dipsomaniac.”

“Ugh-h-h,” was all my dry throat could sound.
I tried opening my eyelids, but it appeared some twisted jester
glued them together. I was forced to pry them apart with palsied
fingers.

What had that demented lunatic been shouting
last night as he kept refilling my ale mug? “There be no tomorrow.”
Yes, in principle there be no tomorrow. The clock strikes midnight
and it be today, with tomorrow pushed another twenty-four hours
away. We all chase a tomorrow that never comes. Unfortunately,
today has again arrived and it be not pleasant.

My idle thoughts were just about to lure me
back into a feverish slumber when the caller again began shouting.
“Jak Barley, get out of bed, you lazy ne’er-do-well sot.”

Like some pitiable prisoner coerced to climb
the steps to the gallows pole, I forced myself to sit up and then
fight the sudden centrifugal force that threatened to send me
rolling across the room to be plastered against the wall like some
youngster in a harvest carnival ride. The spinning slowly receded
to where I could safely pull on my trousers, though it set off an
angry outburst behind my eyeballs.

“Jak, get up, you wretched lay about.”

I lurched to the door and waved my hand
across the latch, letting the ring cancel the charms placed upon
it. The magical band and its wards were a gift from my betrothed,
Morgana, a novice witch at the Kuu Academy of Mystical Arts and
Witchcraft. Beginning at the top, I slid the five bolts over and
then hesitated at the latch. I knew the grotesque vision I would
see on the other side. I sighed in resignation and opened the door,
there to view the huge, mocking, obnoxious, leering, and gleeful
smile of my supposed friend, Lorenzo Spasm.

“Holy crap, Batman, what wizard cursed you
with that aging spell?” he exclaimed.

I was used to his outlandish phrases and
words because that is what they literally are—outlandish. Spasm
claims to be an inhabitant of a parallel firmament, one similar to
our world in many ways, but devoid of any magic. Partial proof of
that claim is Spasm’s immunity to spells. Any enchantment will
rebound off my friend and back onto the mage or witch who cast the
curse.

“What in Hades do you want? Cannot you see I
am ailing?” I managed to moan. I could not even lift my head to
look in him eye-to-eye without setting off another round of
thunderbolts.

Lorenzo is about six-foot, two inches, to my
five-nine. I took in his droopy mustache and slightly greying hair
that went to his shoulders—and the outlandish mixture of clothing
reflecting his exotic wanderings. It is difficult to estimate his
age, though I would guess in the late forties. He was taciturn when
it came to personal details and background.

“Downed by the brown bottle flu is my guess,”
Lorenzo observed with little sympathy. “You reek of a brewery.”

My answer was a glowering stare that failed
to wipe away his enthusiastic demeanor. “What do you want?” I
finally asked.

“I have a job for you. It seems . . .”

I slammed the door in his face and staggered
back to bed. Anything Lorenzo found so enjoyable could only mean
peril and hardship. I made the mistake of not locking the door and
Spasm pushed it open. He crossed the room to open a window and then
took a chair at the foot of the bed.

“Aren’t we the cranky one?” he spoke, as if I
were a tantruming toddler. “Someone got up on the wrong side of the
bed today.”

I rubbed my eyes, looked down at my feet, and
then gazed at the opposite side of the bed. What in Hades was the
right side?

“Why are you torturing me so? I am next to
death and your shouting pushes me closer. What have I done to
deserve this?” I whined.

“You’ve become a famous private inquisitor of
note—the slayer of vampires, destroyer of gods, and vanquisher of
malevolent necromancers—that’s what you’ve done to deserve this.
Your services are now in great demand.”

“And that be why I can now pick and choose my
cases, cases that offer no drama or surprises. Fat merchants and
wealthy ship owners pay me well for simple work that does not
demand a sword or travel.”

I lay back down and stared at the ceiling. I
waited several minutes. Lorenzo did not continue speaking, but his
silent presence gave me no peace. I gave up. “By St. Drubel, the
patron saint of brewers and drunkards, what is this case you
have?”

“Well, actually it’s a couple of jobs.”

I groaned again. One would be bad enough.

“You’ve heard of King Garsten’s recent
Indigenous Hominoids Protection decree. The King’s Clandestine
Information Authority sources point to two parties preparing to
violate the edict by exploitation or maybe even genocide.

“That sounds more like work for the
Clandestine Information Authority, not a private inquisitor,” I
countered.

“The king feels the CIA agents are not subtle
enough to handle the job. It’s not just a case of rounding up the
usual suspects and shoving splinters up their nose until they talk.
Some of the suspects are high in Stagsford circles. There must be
hard proof before any action is taken. He feels you are the best
private inquisitor for the assignment.”

“King Garsten! He is personally involved in
this?”

I first met the king when he was still Baron
Garsten Stee Hragen. It was during a visit to Stagsford, the
capital of Glavendale, that he assumed the throne thanks to help
from Lorenzo and me. King Kenton was the former ruler, most noted
for a number of sordid habits and vile entertainments best left for
the thoughts of those with baser imaginations. I have one more
connection to the current king—he is my father.

I grew up never knowing who my real sire was.
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 scions actually birthed. 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. I have half-brothers and sisters throughout
the city. Garsten was impartial when it came to pretty women,
whether they be scullery maid or a duke’s daughter. His whereabouts
and state of health remained a mystery during my childhood since
many good fathers and husbands of the berg nourished ill feelings.
Most believed he fled to a far realm to ply his talent among a less
suspecting populace. It was during my time in Stagsford when I
learned the truth.

In other principalities, such birthings as
this might be of some import, but given the formidable proclivity
of our father’s youthful indulgences, it mattered little. So, we
who knew about our parentage 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. Even so it
remained a card I preferred not to play unless faced with the
direst of dangers. I was now trapped. A request from one’s father
is one thing, but it’s another matter when he is also your
king.

“Just who are these parties fomenting
trouble?”

“Two of the largest guilds in Glavendale –
the Amalgamated Guild of Metal Workers and the United Mine
Burrowers. Their sources of iron, tin, and copper are becoming
scarce. They sent covert agents to the Great Knolls Desert last
year after residents of the reservation proved uncooperative. The
area is rich in ore deposits. There is reason to believe they are
planning genocide to open the area for mining.”

“Did you say the Great Knolls?” I barked.
“The only creatures I know of living there are…”

Lorenzo was again giving me one of his
guileless smiles.

“No, not the Blackwatch Goblins! You know how
I hate those pustulent, unwashed, grimy, stinking little
bastards.”

“Because of our several run-ins with them,
Garsten feels we are uniquely qualified for the job,” Lorenzo
continued.

I had brief brushes with the goblins when we
were tenuously allied on two different ventures. Besides their poor
hygiene, vile odor, and scab-covered bodies, the Blackwatch Goblins
are also recognized by their plaid black and grey kilts. Although
my first introduction was when they spoiled a perfectly good case
of mine about two years ago. I had been hired to solve a sinister
episode in a small village not far outside Duburoake. I had my
proof and was narrowing in on the villain when a rabble of these
dark goblins attacked me in a back alley and ate the suspect. It
was obviously a hired whack. My quarry was an annoyance to many
because of his lackluster social skills. Someone besides my client
obviously did not need official documentation of his sins before
taking action. I barely escaped by way of rooftops. Goblins hate
heights. I might have still risked my safety to save the rogue if
he had not been accused of such sinister outrages.

I had been moving in with leg irons and
handcuffs when the goblins came pouring down the alley like a flood
of junkyard pigs. By the time I gained a secure vantage, there was
nothing left of him but a bit of gristle, scraps of rag, and a
scattering of gnawed bones. I could not present the culprit and my
client would not accept a bucket of bones, so I was out the time
and expenses.

Another groan fought its way past my lips.
“What be this second case? How can I carry it out if I am in the
wilds of the Great Knolls Desert?

“Last week a Royal Depository of Duburoake
was robbed and the culprits are now believed to be disguised and
hiding in the Sunset Pleasantview Pine Scrub Elderly Recreational
Wagon Park. Coincidently enough, it is located on the top of an
unscalable butte in the middle of the Great Knolls. Your mission,
Jak, if you should choose to accept it, involves finding and
unmasking the culprits.”

I would have shaken my head in frustration if
not for the searing eruptions following any sudden movements.

“Who are these depository thieves? Amateurs?
Professionals? How many? How do we know they may be hiding in an
enclosed elderly wagon community? That brings up another question.
How in Hades do you get a recreational wagon to the top of a
plateau? Those RWs are heavy. And, Lorenzo, how did you manage to
find a case involving a retirement village that sounds
perilous.”

“It’s a talent, I know.”

“You have not answered my other
questions.”

“From the polished way they carried out their
heist, I’d definitely say they are professionals. Witnesses say
there were three, including the getaway carriage driver. As for how
we know they are staying at the Sunset Pleasantview Pine Scrub
Elderly Recreational Wagon Park, we have a charwoman at the Merry
Sot Hostel finding undated receipts in the trash for three dragon
seats to the RW park. That’s the only way to reach the park. As for
how they got the RWs to the top of the plateau, it was also by
dragon.”

Dragons come in varied breeds and
temperament. There be the mean and stupid creatures like piss
dragons, and the gentle and smart ones like regal coppers. The
worst combination is mean and smart, traits possessed by such
breeds as the Bone Reaper, which to add insult to injury can spray
an acid venom. Then there is the Cloudshark, a rabidly gluttonous
dragon of the Cadmium Isles that can pick sailors from a ship’s
deck like a chicken snapping up dung beetles. Any dragon that could
lift an RW had to be at least as large as a Scharzwalder, a dragon
used to haul logs from forest environs.

I was doomed. I did not want to turn down a
request by King Garsten.

I came out of my own thoughts to hear Lorenzo
still talking. “You’ll either have to wear make-up or maintain a
steady hangover. The makeup means you can’t take part in water
aerobics, though there is a basket weaving class. I personally
think it would be a great spot for hang gliding.”

“Lorenzo,” I snapped, “I have not said I
would be taking the cases.”

“What I have mentioned are the second and
third reasons for getting out of Duburoake for a while.”

How could this morning get any worse? “There
be a first reason?”

“Well, ah, it seems someone has been to the
Duburoake Assassin’s Guild and taken out a whack contract on
you.”

 


~ * ~

 


I was going to live. The three mugs of kaffe
after Lorenzo left were helping. I left my attic loft and walked
down to my office on the third floor. Across the office door’s
glazed window was, “Jak Barley, Private Inquisitor, Confidentiality
Guaranteed.” The office was dark. It was unlike Osyani to leave
early. I paused for a second. It was possible an assassin had bound
and gagged Osyani and was waiting in the darkened shadows for me to
arrive. Why me? I shook my head. I was letting my imagination run
riotous. Still…

I made my way to the back of the hall and to
a narrow window overlooking a cramped and abandoned courtyard—now
just full of trash and dead weeds. The wall encircling it was about
eight feet high and topped with broken glass.

After sliding out a few pins, the iron bars
covering the window swung out as if made for the task, which they
were. You never know when a hooligan, bill collector, or irate
husband may be waiting at the front door. Actually, the likelihood
of a jealous husband since meeting Morgana is nonexistent, but
being a private inquisitor, I have to keep up my rogue image.

Once in the courtyard, I made my way to
another concealed modification, that of a section of stone that can
easily be slid from its slot to reveal an exit big enough for me to
squirm through.

My alley was almost a duplicate of any back
passageway in Duburoake. The perpetual dampness of the murky lane
had tiny ferns and vines growing from the gaps and cracks of the
walls to the point that little of the brick could be seen. There
was a jumble of rubbish strewn along the alley sides. A wheeless,
decaying carriage body was surrounded by pigweed growing up through
the cobblestone.

After making my way through the courtyard
wall, I crossed to the back of my building. Emerging from a rusting
waterspout connecting to rain gutters at the roof was a cord. A
couple of jerks released a knotted rope that uncoiled to land at my
feet. I tested it with a few fierce tugs and then began climbing
until I stopped next to my office window. I leaned over to peek
between the bars. I expected to feel foolish at finding an empty
room. I would be glad any day to play the fool than see Osyani
lying on the floor bound and gagged. Sitting motionless like some
temple idol was Buba Ghanoush. He was dressed in typical assassin
garb; that of grey tunic and leggings.

I considered my options. I knew Buba from
occasional run-ins at the Kings Wart Inn. He was not overly bright,
but he had a murderous instinct that made up for his lack of wits.
The assassin’s creed declared bystanders were not to be killed
unless a peripheral death was necessary for the job. I have heard
of where a hapless family member was killed to infuriate the real
target enough to seek out the assassin. My question was, would Buba
give up sooner or later and leave behind a living Osyani? I was
already half a day late for the office. Would I have time to get
help before the assassin got tired and left?

The only answer I came up with was I could
take no chances. I retraced my steps to the attic loft and pulled a
sword and scabbard from beneath the bed. I never mastered
swordsmanship well at the Duburoake Academy of Private Inquisition
and Methodical Deducements, though I had attained the level of
black suspenders in KimChee, the ancient martial art of thumb
fighting. My blade work improved greatly since those days and not
by choice, but because for the past several years I have been
forced to progress or die. I was still not up to taking on a
trained assassin.

I have learned a few subterfuges from
Lorenzo. One such ploy I removed from a hidden drawer in my desk.
With instructions from Lorenzo, my half-brother Olmsted made the
canister and its ingredients in his laboratory. Olmsted shied from
the magical arts to follow the metaphysical sciences. I next
withdrew a small red tube I thought was magic when first seeing it
work. Lorenzo simply calls it a lighter. Crossing the room, I
pulled two mementoes from my last case dealing with
assassins—though those tattooed killers were from a desert world.
Olmsted calls it a parallel firmament.

Was the door locked, I wondered as I stood
before it? In Buba’s place, I would have secured it. The act of
unlocking the door would give the assassin a longer warning time.
Trying not to notice my shaking fingers, I lit a small cord
emerging from the cylinder, drew my sword, smashed the glass
window, and tossed in what Lorenzo calls a smoke bomb. I waited
several seconds for the smoke to fill the room before reaching in
and unlocking the door.

The mementoes from my last case were a cloth
mask that covered the nose and mouth and pair of goggles used as
protection against the blowing desert world’s sands. Though it was
still difficult to see, my eyes were protected from the stinging
fumes. A bout of coughing led me straight to the blinded assassin,
and I smacked him along side of the head with the flat of my blade.
I then quickly hauled Oysani out of the room into the fresh air of
the hallway. Pulling a slim blade from my boot, I cut her free.

“Are you alright?” I slid the goggles to my
forehead after kneeling to look worriedly into her watering
eyes.

Oysani coughed several times and reached for
a cloth from her tunic pocket to wipe a runny nose. She got to her
knees and gave me a tight embrace. Though she appeared but a dozen
years younger than me, I was like an adoptive father. Looking at
the beautiful young woman, one would never guess that she had been
hatched a harpy. Of course, that is another story.

“Oh, Jak. I was so worried you would be
killed. It was horrible and there was nothing I could do.”

I brushed a lock of hair from her face. “It
be alright now. Everything be fine. I am going back in to bind Buba
before he recovers.”

“Jak, there be a whack contract on you. They
will keep trying until they kill you.”

“Do not worry. Lorenzo is looking into it. If
he finds who hired the assassins, he says he will be able to
convince the perpetrator to drop the contract. Lorenzo can be very
persuasive.”

I took a pair of brass manacles from my desk
and shackled Buba’s hands behind his back. Flipping him over, I
grabbed his collar and dragged him into the hallway. Osyani was now
standing and leaning against a wall.

The assassin coughed several times and
blinked his eyes. “What...? Arg-g-g. My gods, what in Hades
happened?” Buba sputtered hoarsely. He opened his eyes to see
Osyani and me scowling down at him.

“Oh, good cheer there, Jak. I must say, that
was a good one. Caught me completely by surprise.”

There was no problem dealing with Buba. The
Assassin’s Creed said any of its members beset by their intended
victim could save his or her life by oathing to end the hunt. Of
course, a new assassin would soon be dispatched to complete the
job. Not every intended victim accepts the oath.

Buba Ghanoush laughed nervously. “Yah going
to let me free, ain’t yah, Jak? I mean yah dinna behead me, just
knocked me on the noggin. And yah got me bound. I know from yah
reputation yah would not be torturing me. I was just doin’ me job.
Nothing personal. And yah know I would never think of hurtin’ your
cute secretary.”

It would do me no good to interrogate Buba.
The assassins never know who is behind their contracts. “Alright,
give me your oath,” I sighed.

“Yah a good fella, Jak. I will ask me
replacement to make it nice and quick.”

“You are all heart,” I replied and then
listened to his oath binding.

Buba massaged his wrists after being freed.
“Well, it will be a bit embarrassing for me when I get back to the
guild. Will not be getting that six-in-a-row plaque next month, but
that be life.”

I heard footsteps coming up the stairs, and
Lorenzo paused when he saw the three of us. “What’s Buba doing,
trying to talk you to death?”

He sniffed a few times, looked at the goggles
and mask now hanging around my neck, and then to the broken door
window and the few wisps of smoke still drifting out. Buba told of
the contract while nervously looking at Lorenzo from the corners of
his eyes. I have never gotten the entire story, but I know the
Assassin Guild hierarchy has an unheard-of deference for Lorenzo.
It had something to do with the still officially unexplained
disappearance of three of their guild officers. Buba quickly
scampered down the stairs.

“Ready? Got you booked for a flight from the
Great Knolls dragonport. The flight leaves in three hours.”

“Already? I have not even packed.” I
complained.

“We want to get you out of here before the
guild assigns another assassin. Get your gear packed. I have a
carriage waiting outside. I’ll explain everything to Osyani and
Morgana.”

 



Chapter Two

 


“You do manage to get yourself into trouble.
I would think you could go at least a few months without becoming
embroiled in some lethal muddle,” Morganna said with disapproval
dripping from each word. The witch, the mother of my betrothed,
Morgana, spelled her name with two Ns.

“Two of my upcoming cases are because of
Lorenzo,” I countered, knowing the rather aloof witch loved only
her daughter, but did have a weak point for Lorenzo. I believed the
two saw each other now and then, though both are closed-mouth about
their personal lives.

How Morganna so quickly knew of my cases and
the whack contract was a mystery to me. She’d arrived at my loft
just as I was rummaging through my disguise kit. I had laid out
makeup, a grey wig, and padding to resemble an ale paunch.

Morganna shook her head at my kit. “What
happens if you get caught in the rain?” She did not wait for an
answer. “Here, take this.”

I looked at the plain silver ring she held
out. “What is it?”

The witch scowled. “Do not look a gift viper
in the snout.”

“Why would I want a gift viper?”

“Just take it.”

“But what is it?” Not that I distrusted
Morganna, but I have a healthy wariness when it comes to magic
articles and such a gift from Morganna could only involve
enchantments.

She sighed and slipped the band onto a
finger. A grey-haired, wrinkled old woman immediately replaced the
attractive middle-forties mother of Morgana. I managed to maintain
a noncommittal look upon my face.

“Well?” she asked.

“Well, what?”

“What do you think about the ring?”

“Like I asked, what does it do?”

Even as an old lady, Morganna still had no
problem flashing a frostbite stare. She brought up her hand with
index finger raised and others curled as if to cast a curse.

“Alright, alright. Cannot you take a joke? It
be great. It looks very convincing. Thank you for thinking of
me.”

Morganna slipped off the ring and was
magically transformed back into her normal appearance. Except for
the coal black hair and very pale complexion, the witch is an older
version of her daughter, though the mother’s face held hints of
strength yet to be a part of her offspring’s features.

She huffed once and then continued, “This
ring is only one of two in existence and be very valuable, so do
not go losing it. I am still mystified why my daughter cannot be
seeing a respectable sorcerer instead of a ne’er-do-well
ferret.”

“That be private inquisitor,” I sighed.
“Besides I am now the most sought after private inquisitor in
Duburoake.”

“Yes, sought after by all the assassins in
Duburoake. It must be wonderful to be so popular.”

I placed the ring on my left hand since there
were already two magical rings on my right. Though I felt no
different, a quick glance in the mirror showed that I had aged by
at least forty years. What dirty white hair was visible
half-circled my enlarged ears and webs of wrinkles surrounded my
puffy eyes. A double chin overlooked a throat more resembling that
of crumpled parchment.

Lorenzo appeared in the doorway. “Holy
senility, how did you manage to get another hangover so quickly?” I
ignored him.

He then turned to the witch. “Why, good
afternoon, Morganna. May I say you are looking as beautiful as
ever?” The witch would never simper at such flattery, but the fact
she did not turn Lorenzo immediately into a toad was a sure sign
she was not displeased.

“I hear you are partially responsible for
Master Jak’s coming misadventures. I will not lose sleep over the
ferret’s muddlements, but I hate to see my daughter despairing over
his violent demise.”

I rolled my eyes. Even though Morganna still
vocally maintains such feelings, I know that after the several
adventures we endured together, the witch now maintains warmer
regards toward me. That was coming straight from the daughter’s
mouth.

Lorenzo shrugged. “With that disguise and his
change of clothing, I doubt any assassin will look twice at him as
long as they see no connections. He’ll have to take his back-alley
escape in case the place is being watched.”

 


~ * ~

 


I changed into one of the many garbs I keep
for just such occasions. It was a conservative outfit best suited
for a retired moneychanger or depository officer. Along with the
grey vest and a tunic that went to my knees, I was garbed in black
leggings and mid-thigh boots. I was about as unassuming as one
could be.

For the second time that day I made my exit
by way of window and alley. Four blocks from my office and loft I
was met by a cab sent by Lorenzo, from there to be driven to the
edge of town where the Duburoake International Dragonport is
located. Many of the flights are over the Megaoulas Mountains to
Stagsford, the capital of Glavendale. They are mostly used by
merchants and royal officials. The flights are too expensive for
common pilgrims and holidayers. A ticket was waiting for me at the
Glavendale Dragon Lines desk now under the name of Doctor Hoo. I do
not know why he always has to pick out such odd sounding names. It
would not help to fume about Lorenzo’s odd sense of humor. A note
he gave me detailed my false identity—that of a retired bloodletter
specializing in hemorrhoids. “If anyone bothers you about curing
their hemorrhoids, just tell them your favorite treatment is
cauterizing,” Lorenzo advised in the note.

My flight did not leave for another hour, so
I picked up the latest copy of the Weekly Tattler, printed
by a friend, Sergey Varvervane. He publishes a so-called journal
that prints the likes of youths raised by savage chickens in the
sewers of Duburoake, a hybrid child known as Bat Lad, swine
mutilations perpetrated by denizens of the moon, and reports that
the deceased minstrel Elfin Pulley is really alive and flipping
muskrat paddies at a mineral springs spa. He be a faultless news
scribe in that his creativity far surpasses his flair as a fact
gatherer. He has also published accounts of my recent cases, such
as the Case of the Dark Lords Conspiracy, the Case of the Seven
Dwarves, and the Case of the Temple of Dorga, the
Fish-Headed-God-Of-Death.

With dragon flights still being fairly
recent, this dragonport was even newer. A large dome was overhead
and freshly painted on it were billowous clouds against a dark blue
sky, as well as several large dragons coming in for landings. Five
pink quartz pillars as large as ancient oak trunks were needed to
hold up the center dome. The floor was a green quartz, and it
glimmered in the glow of the witch lights dotting the walls. People
were coming and going as if in a rush, almost like the seaport on
the other side of the city. But this sparkling port did not reek of
fish and unwashed sailors.

I took a seat on one of the long back-to-back
benches spaced about the dragonport and opened the Tattler.
I jerked as if pricked by a needle. The cover of this week’s
edition had a headline screaming, “Assassin’s Guild Takes on
Duburoake’s Number One Private Inquisitor.” A subhead read,
“Lorenzo Spasm says Barley will take battle to the guild’s front
doorstep.” Beneath the headlines was a poorly drawn portrait of
me.

I groaned. Lorenzo failed to tell me he had
spoken with Sergey. If those headlines did not stir up the guild,
nothing would. At least it made the assassins think I might still
be in town. It might even make them a bit nervous. I remained
unsure how Lorenzo thought he could discover the name of the person
who took the whack contract out on me.

I glanced up to look at an announcement board
that would say when my flight came in. At the counter was a fat
assassin troll I recognized as Glurg. No doubt he was checking the
passenger lists. He briefly looked up to scan the waiting area, and
his gaze passed me by without so much as a pause of interest.

“Hey, gramps, how’s the snow bird?” a
familiar voice came from over my shoulder.

“Lorenzo,” I hissed. “What are you doing? You
are going to give me away to Glurg.”

“Don’t worry, I’m also in disguise.”

I nonchalantly turned to judge his cover and
was startled to see a tall, scrawny teenage boy. “What?” I
blurted.

“How do I look?”

It was Lorenzo’s voice coming from an acned
boy no older than fourteen or fifteen. I frowned. “So, Morganna
gave you the other ring. Why are you in disguise?”

“To find your would-be murderer.”

“How will being some phlegm-nostriled boy do
that?”

“Why, I am on my way to being an apprentice
assassin. I start the moment I join our plump little troll friend
at the counter.”

“You are jesting.” I found myself again
blurting in disbelief.

“No. I rather impressed the recruiter as raw
talent just waiting to be honed. I better be going. Glurg is eager
to win the bonus the guild has added to your whack contract.”

“Just a second,” I said, as I grabbed my
friend’s sleeve. “Did you really look like this when you were
young?”

“Of course. That’s the ring’s magic.”

“Hah,” I snorted. “You really were a ganky
mewling.”

Lorenzo just smiled. “Have a good
flight.”

“Wait a minute, how is the magic affecting
you?

“It isn’t. Beneath it I am still me, whereas
someone rubbing your face would actually feel the wrinkles and
saggy skin. The best the ring can do for me is create a hologram
around me.”

I watched him walk over to Glurg and trade
the secret greeting used between guild members. This year it was a
tilt of the head while rubbing the left earlobe. I made a practice
of closely watching the assassins I knew when they met. Last year
the signal was arching the right eyebrow while head scratching.
They were more subtle than the beggars’ guild that always
incorporated nose picking in any greeting.

I wandered around to inspect the new
dragonport and was glad I did, stumbling upon a small tavern filled
with several men in rumpled tunics of the type usually worn by
merchant vendors seeking new markets. They even had the ubiquitous
sample chests at their feet. Times are changing. A year or two ago
they would have been traveling countless days by caravan over
rugged mountains or through swamps and deserts—and vulnerable to
outlaws. They also might have traveled by ships and be plagued by
pirates and sea serpents. I suppose it is just a matter of time
that someone thinks of air pirating.

Thinking of the flight ahead, I quickly
downed several ales, though I fumed about the outrageous prices of
the drinks. It was more than a half hour before a dragonline
employee wrote on the board that my flight would arrive in five
minutes. I grabbed my take-on kit and walked past several numbered
gateways until I came to the one designated on my ticket. Since the
flight was to a less visited destination, the dragon would not be
of the larger breeds. There were three elderly couples already in
line at the boarding ramp. They turned and looked at me with just
the barest of interest—most likely because I was alone. They nodded
politely at me and then turned to scan the skies for our
flight.

I could not believe it. Two of the portly and
elderly men were wearing short-cuffed, brightly colored tunics
similar to what Lorenzo often wears. They were emblazoned with
semi-garbed maidens amidst a jungle of gaudy flowers and birds. I
groaned. Now Lorenzo was setting fashion tendencies.

“There it be,” spoke one of the matrons.

“No, that be too large,” argued her spouse as
the dragon grew in size. “I am guessing it be an Aligned
Dragonlines flight from the Amnesian Islands. See its webbed
feet.”

He was right. After circling the landing
field once, the copper colored dragon glided in smoothly to land at
a ramp several gateways away.

“Here be ours,” another fellow passenger
spoke.

He was correct. Even from half mile away, I
could tell it was smaller than the dragon that just landed. I was
trying not to think about the flight. I do not like flying, even
before having been kidnapped by a piss dragon. At least this time I
would be riding on a dragon’s back than in its talons. A plaque on
our dragon’s harness stated it could safely carry up to eight
passengers. One-by-one we were ushered by a flight assistant up the
ramp, there to be harnessed to a webbing of bright green rope that
covered the dragon’s back. The larger dragons actually have legless
chairs at the back for primary ranked passengers. Flight assistants
accompany dragons on longer flights to serve refreshments. I
brought along several bottles of ale to smooth the ride.

The flight into the Great Knolls Desert was
uneventful. That be a good thing. No thunderstorms, no attacks by
razor crows, no challenges from wild drakes. The Sunset
Pleasantview Pine Scrub Elderly Recreational Wagon Park’s
dragonport was small and at the moment empty of other dragons
except for three very small rental dragons used for short-distanced
hops. I was reminded of what another dragon told me when explaining
why he was working as a commercial flyer. “Need to think about my
elder age. It be not like the old days when a dragon could plunder
and pillage until his lair was full of treasure for retirement. You
humans get so finicky about such things.”

The RW park was an impressive sight from the
air. Unlike the few contained elderly communities around Duburoake,
this one had no need of a wall and gates. The table-topped
plateau’s sharp drop off was enough protection from anyone on foot.
The wagons were all parked within a grid of paths taking up at
least fifteen acres. Another twenty acres were filled with scrub
pines and a small lake. I am told that because of the plateau’s
higher altitude and cooler air, it can harvest the moisture-laden
clouds before they reach the higher mountains to create snow. This
precipitation be strengthened by spells and need renewed each
spring. The developers hired dwarves to tunnel narrow burrows that
direct the rains into an underground reservoir for use during the
dry season. All-in-all it made for a lofty oasis in the middle of a
harsh desert.

I am told the tops of the even higher
plateaus are continually wrapped in a fog so thick that it
resembles more the mist swamps of the Gevz delta. How the strange
denizens reached those lofty heights be still a mystery to scholars
like my brother.

We were met at the bottom of the ramp by a
balding man who quickly introduced himself as Gefard, a
representative of the RW park. His nose was a slightly rosy shade
and covered with large pores so that it resembled a strawberry. The
couples were obviously residents of the butte community and Gefard
shook their hands before they climbed aboard a waiting pony wagon.
He then turned to me.

“Ah, Doctor Hoo. So, glad to meet you. We
received a message from our office in Duburoake that you would be
coming to view our beautiful little community safely tucked above
the raw beauty of the desert. You will be staying in one of our
rental wagons while you consider our village. If you decide to
become a resident, we have an array of wagons for you to choose
from.”

With the ring, I needed not to draw upon my
disguise classes at the Duburoake Academy of Private Inquisition
and Methodical Deducements. I did use a technique from Vocal
Manipulation 101. I answered in a slightly wavering voice, “So good
to be here, Gefard. I have heard so much of your RW park. I am sure
I will be pleased.”

“We hope so. I have a pony cart on its way to
will take you straight to your assigned wagon. Here be your
key.”

This was the man of whom I could best learn
of recent arrivals, though asking too many questions upon my
immediate appearance would be suspicious in nature. Instead I
replied, “You have been most helpful. I hope you will allow me to
stand you a drink when I am settled.”

Gefard brightened, which made his nose even
redder. “I am sure I can find the time to aid in familiarizing a
new visitor with our community.”

The small pony cart arrived driven by a lad
of sixteen or seventeen. The gangly boy had copper-colored hair and
a sun-reddened complexion. He introduced himself as Yaakque, an
apprentice carpenter who worked summers at the park doing odd jobs
that included everything from picking up dragonport arrivals to
unplugging cesslines.

“If yah are in need of any assist, yah kin
find me at the village center or at the dragonport,” Yaakque yelled
over his shoulder as he drove away after depositing me in front of
my wagon. “You will enjoy your visit. It be like being a child
again. You get up when you want to, go out and play with your
friends, and return home when you are tired.”

The large wooden vehicle was built along the
lines of those used by Romzels, an itinerant tribe that made its
living at fairs and carnivals where their members entertained with
music or sold supposed magical charms. Some even traveled in
circuses with exotic animals, bizarre appearing peoples, and
amazing feats of skill like rope walking and blade throwing. To the
side was a small veranda enclosed by cane blinds that could be
rolled up or left down to provide shade.

My temporary home was also ornated like
Romzel wagons, with carved creatures of fantastical shapes crawling
about the doorframe and around a narrow window. It was painted a
bright blue with red and gold trim. Several taut ropes tethered the
undercarriage to hooks sunk into the ground. I flipped down a
three-stepped rung, unlocked the door, and entered the dim
interior. A faint hint of incense hung in the air. I immediately
slid aside the curtains to let in light and examined my quarters.
The room was tight but efficiently laid out. To the rear was a bed
that could be folded up against the wall or kept down for sitting.
A dividing curtain could be pulled across at nighttime. A tiny
cubicle was the water closet. Two chairs and a table were across
from cupboards and a counter with a basin. At the front were
several padded chairs. It felt snug.

I placed my traveling bag upon the table and
sat. There was much to do. Besides unmasking the two depository
thieves, I would have to make an unknown number of unexplained
trips to the guild base below. Though that would seem odd, it would
not be the type of activity my robbers would suspect of someone
hunting them.

I locked the door, pulled the curtains shut,
lit a small oil lamp on the table, and unlaced my croquet bag.
There was no mallet inside, but my sword. I did not want the
neighbors to wonder why an old codger like me was carrying such a
blade. The trip had tired me. I hung the sword by the bed and
slipped off my new boots. They were uncomfortable, that of a
blockish style most likely to be worn by a retired bloodletter
specializing in hemorrhoids. I blew out the lamp and went to
bed.

 



Chapter Three

 


What is wrong with the world? I grimaced and
attempted to wrap the pillow around my head to block both the
morning light and a raucous clamor from outside. What assemblage of
lunatics would be up at sunrise, let alone so noisy? I slid from
bed and parted the curtains just enough to peek outside. Flowing
both ways on the path outside my wagon were knots of elderly people
vigorously treading as if late for important engagements.

I dressed and brushed down what appeared to
be a sparse patch of faded hair. The wagon came complete with an
oil camp stove and after rummaging through the small cupboards, I
found a pot and a jar of ground kaffe. I stepped onto the wagon’s
running board with my steaming mug and nodded morning to the
passersby. My curiosity got the best of me, and I asked a couple
where they were bound in such a hurry.

“Why, nowhere. We be out for our morning
walk. Gotta stay active, yah know. Yah lay about, yah fade out.
This noon there be aquacises at the pond. Great workouts and it be
not hard on the back and joints.”

“Ah, yeah, that sounds great. Too bad I did
not pack my swimming garb.”

“Hah,” exclaimed the man. “Yah be jesting.
Yah need not such attire. Garb be optional.”

I smiled at the speaker, a pot-gutted elder
with chicken-like legs, and then to his wife who through the years
assumed the identical shape of her husband. “Yeah, that be
wonderful. I will have to make it.”

After finishing my kaffe, I began a leisure
stroll about the RW park. Many of the wagons had attached sheds,
their walls made of a lattice to allow the passage of breezes.
Wicker furniture was the norm. Charcoal braziers were also common.
Outside one wagon were several yard gnomes. They were busily
weeding about a patch of flowering cactus.

I came to what had been described in the
park’s promotional parchments as the Village Hub. It was an open
structure that could easily shelter several hundred people. Here
the residents would gather in the evening for games, drinking ales
and wines, music, and just mingling.

I was stopped by a young woman in the garb of
a bloodletter’s assistant. She also had more curves than the
Ickmore River and lips that were mesmerizing when they moved.
“Greetings. I am Nurse Prasilia. Have you had your annual
rectumoscopy? At your age, it be important. And this be ‘Guard Your
Rear; Have A Rectumoscopy Month’.”

“Ah…” I was taken by surprise, not used to
young bosomy females asking about such a procedure. It is comprised
of drugging the patient and sending a mud eel up the arse. The
procedure includes a spell that allows the bloodletter to view in a
crystal ball what the eel sees, though the newer facilities use
flat crystals. The thumb-wide creatures are trained to nibble away
any cancerous growths. I am told the worst part is having to drink
a voluminous amount of a noxious liquid that evacuates the
bowels.

“Doctor Hoo. I heard a fellow medical
practitioner was visiting,” a voice came from behind the maiden. “I
am sure, Nurse Prasilia, that someone in Doctor Hoo’s profession
would not neglect his annual rectumoscopy.”

He stepped forward with hand outstretched and
introduced himself as Doctor Gebbban. I could not help but think
where the hand had probably been, but I put on a smile and shook.
The bloodletter looked to be in his mid-fifties. He was several
inches taller than me, though a slightly stooped posture made him
seem shorter. He had an open, horsy face that some women find
attractive.

“Why, Doctor Hoo, that be quite the grasp for
a man of your age,” he commented.

“Please, just call me Hoo,” I replied,
feeling disconcerted facing a real bloodletter.

“We need to get together,” he continued. “I
would like to discuss trials now under way utilizing mordent
solutions to chemically sear hemorrhoids rather than the
traditional heated irons. Do you have an opinion?”

“Ah, call me old fashioned, but I still
prefer a red-hot poker up the arse,” I blurted out. By the looks
upon their faces, my reply was not typical bloodletter
phraseology.

“Ah, yes, well, as I said we must get
together sometime,” Gebbban stammered and retreated into the
shadows of the village hub. Prasilia gave me an odd look and
followed the bloodletter. Damn that Lorenzo. Why could not he have
made me a retired merchant or baker?

I decided to stroll to the dragonport and
check out the accommodations. I was wishing I had worn a hat by the
time I arrived outside a row of dragon hangers. Though the high
altitude of the butte made for a cooler clime, the rarer atmosphere
impeded less the rays of the sun. Two smaller dragons were lounging
within the shade of their adobe dragon hangers, and a third was
outside drinking from a wooden trough. All three turned their heads
to follow me with only mild curiosity.

“Ah, how often are there flights to below?” I
asked the purple dragon at the trough. He looked big enough to
carry only two or three passengers.

“Where to below?”

“The Trading Post.” The Black Watch Goblins
did allow a few merchants safe passage. It was either that or raid
for needed supplies and it was becoming less productive with the
king cracking down on such excursions.

The dragon slowly eyed me from boots to sun
reddened face. “The Trading Post be no tourist trap, old human.
Only the heavily armed or witless seek that place. If you are
looking for souvenirs, there be an outpost thirty miles from here
at the edge of the desert.”

“I am told the Trading Post is well guarded.
I am a bloodletter and I have a patient below. I would like to fly
there tomorrow as early as possible.”

“Hah,” the dragon snorted. “Those who
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