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That was a mistake—shaking my head. Bolts of burning pain stormed through my skull and emerged through my eyeballs. I blinked several times before the blurry surroundings came into focus.

“He be rousing, boss,” grunted a rasping voice, letting me know I was a victim of abduction and not from a horrific hangover.

The throbbing almost obscured the pain in my tightly roped wrists locked behind my back. I tenderly lifted my head to take in my captors. Sitting behind an enormous bloodwood desk the size of a gnome’s hut was the corpulent figure of Fetterarsch, the secretive head of one of the three most powerful criminal rings in my port city of Duburoake. But for his most loyal lieutenants, few have seen him and lived. If I looked Fetterarsch, I as well would not appear in public.

Still, Fetterarsch’s distinctive features were widely known—massive in bulk and a tattooed face covered in green lizard-scales. I could now add to that description. He resembled a lard-filled jellyfish with tiny limbs; his just-as-tiny head like a wart on a troll’s buttocks.

It hurt turning to view the rogues at my sides, but I was rewarded with seeing two gnarly Blackwatch Goblins.

“Ya been troublin’ us long enough, ferret...”

“That be private inquisitor,” I interrupted Fetterarsch. “Just what are—”

I, in turn, was cut off with a cuff to the head. It hurt.

“As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, you are a problem I can no longer tolerate,” he continued. “A trusted agent be now in the Baron’s dungeon. His incarceration would be reason enough for your disposal, but your meddling also ended the lucrative blackmailing of the head of the Duburoake Bakers Guild. And these not the first time you interfered in my business dealings.”

Fetterarsch’s Kofstamfen gang deals in blackmail, extortion and loans well above rates established by the Glavendale Royal Finance Commission.

“Hmm,” I murmured as if to myself, then scowled straight into the piggish eyes of the human blob. “Look at it in a positive light. The loss of funds could mean some needed belt-tightening—”

A nod from Fetterarsch earned me another cuff. It appeared he was sensitive to references to his waistline.

“I am no dolt, Barley,” the crime boss sneered. “It was way too easy kidnapping you. What did you plan being brought to my secret lair? To escape your bonds and turn the tables on me? Those concocted Weekly Tattler exploits have you and that Lorenzo Spasm made out to be some kind of super ferrets...”

“That be... ouch.”

“... but I know it be nothing more than absurd fantasies. What, your friend be from some other world? Such rubbish. You defeated the Dark Lords and drove the demons back to Hades? Hah! I am no fool.

“Still, reading those lurid tales was helpful. Even now you are finding your lock-picking tools no longer up your left sleeve—nor the different hidden blades. As for a miraculous rescue from Spasm, by now three of the most lethal assassins in Glavendale are discarding his body in the sewers of Old Towne. The next mention of you in the Tattler will be an obituary.”

“You forget about my agency partner, Witch Morgana,” I weakly countered, still barely able to think from either the blows to the head or poisoning. “She will curdle your innards until blood boils out your ears.”

“Again, do you think I have managed to gain the power I now hold through luck?” he snorted. “What will she know of your abduction? Nothing. The louts hired for your snatching are joining your friend in the sewer. I gave the rest of my underlings the day off. It be just you, the goblins and I.”

Damn. My picks and knives were gone. As for the assault on Lorenzo, that was a mistake on Fetterarsch’s part. My faith could be misplaced, but if past cases proved anything, there be no way just three assassins could pose a danger to Lorenzo. The assault would only result in leading him here. The question be, would he arrive in time?

I took stock of my situation. My ankles were not bound. If not for the Blackwatch Goblins, I could have stood and moved about, though my hands would still be chained behind my back. That would keep me from employing Kimchee, the ancient deadly art of thumb fighting.

I had forgotten how rancid Blackwatch Goblins smell, like the putrid odor drifting from some weedy ditch containing the maggot-covered remains of hapless roadway kill. Blackwatch Goblins are a knurly, twisted lot. Besides their poor hygiene, vile odor and scab-covered bodies, the Blackwatch Goblins are also recognized by their plaid black and grey dirty kilts.

My first introduction to the lot was when they spoiled a case five or six years ago. I was hired to solve a sinister episode in a small village outside Duburoake. I had my proof and was confronting the villain when a rabble of those dark goblins came flooding down the alley like a pack of junkyard pigs. It was obviously a hired whack. My quarry was an annoyance to many due to his lackluster social skills. Someone did not feel the need for the scofflaw’s sins to be addressed in court.

I barely escaped by way of rooftop. Goblins hate heights. By the time I gained a secure vantage, there was nothing left of the rogue but a bit of gristle, scraps of rag and a scattering of gnawed bones. The goblins were hungry. Their volatile nature and rude appetites usually keep them barred from the fussier establishments where eating other patrons be frowned upon.

I could not present the culprit, and my client would not accept a bucket of bones, so I was out the time and expenses.

I took a deep breath and spoke to my two scabby captors, “You two are as putrefied remnants of half-digested liver flukes. I’d rather smear my body with rancid goat butter and jump into a colony of army shrews than smell your slime-encrusted feet with nails like rotting clam shells and hair that sprouts from your hide as maggots erupt from corrupted flesh. Your mothers, in their blind hound-like heat, fornicated with the most simple-minded of mates, so they begat even dimmer-witted goblins.”

A shocked silence filled the room, with even Fetterarsch appearing stunned—and probably expecting to see his prisoner impaled upon the rusty blades of his hirelings.

The goblin to my left spun about, raised his hand and... slapped me upon the back in what was a pat for the goblin, but nearly knocking me off the chair.

“Hah-hah,” he roared. “Ya be all right, for a scrawny human.”

“While my gristle and sinew may be stringy, its flavor would be ambrosia compared to your pestilent-ridden carcasses that even the vilest cesspool maggot would scorn in favor of a ten-day dead, gaseous bloated corpse of a sewer toad,” I continued with more fervor. “I am sure your own mothers, as dimwitted as they had to be, first believed they passed a rotting turd before finding they had given birth to you malformed monsters.”

I flinched as the second goblin gave his slap of approval, sending another searing wave of pain within my head.

“Hah, me would not have believed a scrawny human could be so courteous,” he grunted in what was goblin mirth. He looked to his comrade and yowled his approval that sounded as from a dying creature being disemboweled in a hellish abattoir.

“Stop that heinous yapping at once,” ordered Fetterarsch.

“Ah, take yore wagging tongue and shove it up my arse,” the lead goblin rudely replied. “We be just welcoming a new comrade.”

The reply definitely surprised Fetterarsch. He looked from me to the goblins as if they were pulling a jest.

“Ah, though it be a repulsive experience for me to come into the odorous proximity of your pestilent-ridden presence,” I addressed the two. “I must be going.”

They appeared confused and looked to Fetterarsch, who angrily shouted, “I will have you two flayed and staked on a lava ant nest. You know your orders.”

Blackwatch Goblins might appreciate a good insult/compliment, but threats are a different matter.

They scowled at the sputtering gang leader, though the goblin to my right grumbled, “He did promise us this meal after this be done.”

“I know the way a simple meal can be turned into a great feast,” I quickly replied, guessing I was the intended snack.

It only took a nod of my head in the direction of Fetterarsch for the goblins’ eyes to light up and a bit of drool to seep from their blubbery lips.

It was challenging to ignore the following ruckus—a nauseating combination of wet gurglings, snapping bones and quickly ending screams and whimpers. Skirting the voluminous flow of blood and other body fluids, I made my way to where my belongings had been carelessly thrown. It was a great relief to find my picks and blades, including my trusty saber.

My bonds cut, I cautiously opened the stout doors to his study and surveyed the empty hallway. A following search proved Fetterarsch did actually send his minions away. Despite my pounding headache, there was no way I could let such a rare opportunity slip away. Working my way from room to room, I came upon a closet-sized vault.

Tsk-tsk. What hubris. Maybe Fetterarsch thought that because the vault was the property of the feared Kofstamfen gang, there was no need for the latest in security. The heavy iron door was stout enough, but the combination lock was outdated before I was born. It took but five minutes to be gazing in amazement at what could only be the Kofstamfen’s treasury. Bowls of rare gems and jars of gold coins laden the shelves lining the small room.

My eyes were drawn from the sparkling glitz to several lidless chests filled with papyrus sheets. A closer examination showed it to be the criminal organization’s files detailing its finances and how much and to whom bribes were paid. There was also a list of all Kofstamfen’s employees, from street thugs to its upper echelon—many thought of as stellar members of Duburoake society.

I filled a satchel with the most important and damming records. There was no sense in not depleting some of the gang’s wealth. All the jewels and some of the coins quickly filled a second cloth bag. There would be quite a surprise for those arriving the next morning. Because of Fetterarsch’s efforts at secrecy, none would be the wiser to who was behind their leader’s horrid death, nor the vault thefts. I could only imagine the ensuing panic at the news of the missing files.

It was nearing sunset when I exited the dark, brooding building that had served as Fetterarsch’s hidey-hole. I did not recognize my immediate surroundings but could tell I was in the ancient quarters of Duburoake known as Old Towne. Having donned a cloak found in one of the rooms, I pulled its hood low and stepped into the empty street.

“I met your friends,” an unnerving voice from behind made me jump in startlement. “I must say they were an ill-mannered bunch.”

“You should have met the ones upstairs,” I replied after turning to see Lorenzo. “What took you so long?”

~ * ~
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“So, there you have it,” I incompletely filled in my half-brother, Examiner Hald, one of the Baron’s constables. “I found Fetterarsch dead and here are his gang’s files. This should cause a stir in Duburoake.”

Of all my half-siblings, he is the most orthodox with his well-groomed countenance. Though we run very different quarters, I cannot help but look at his neatly trimmed brown hair and square chin and feel affection. I know the feeling is returned.

Father might not have been a very good parental figure for his numerous offspring, a downright miserable one since he did not remain to see even one of his many offspring birthed, but he did leave behind an expansive network of kinship for his whelps that transcends the usual social and economic barriers of a provincial capital like Duburoake.

Father was impartial when it came to pretty women, 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 be among the few half-siblings who know of our true parentage: King Garsten Stee Hragen. We discovered our father’s identity on a trip to the Glavendale capital city 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 all kept silent on the riddle of our siring. I did like to believe my fleeting times with Garsten through the rather perilous ordeals did endear me to him. It was a card I preferred not to play unless faced with the direst of dangers.

“I, I can hardly believe this,” Hald spoke with difficulty, staring at the documents spread across his desk.

He nervously glanced at his now-closed office door. “Speak of this to no one. These documents prove what I have always suspected; there are many within the constabulary on the grift. Our lives would be worthless if they found we had these documents.”

“We cannot ignore them,” I protested.

“Let me think,” Hald groaned. “Also mentioned are agents in the Clandestine Information Authority.”

That was a problem. Normally the CIA could be counted on to not be involved in local affairs.

“What?” he asked as I straightened up and smiled.

“Problem solved if this were to become common knowledge,” I answered.

~ * ~
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“No worry,” Sergey Varvervane, publisher of The Weekly Tattler, assured me for the tenth time. “I can have the Tattler distributed throughout Duburoake before the villains get out of bed.”

“Are you sure you can trust your typesetters and printers? What if one were to leak this before you publish?” I worriedly asked again.

Sergey sighed at my apprehensions. “As I said, they are a trustful lot. But as added precaution, we will hole up until the Tattler hits the streets. Quit your worrying.”

While some might be hesitant to deal in such dangerous knowledge, my friend was ecstatic at the thought of breaking such a momentous exposé. Normally, The Weekly Tattler 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 alive and flipping muskrat paddies at a mineral springs spa. He be a faultless news scribe in that his creativity often surpasses his flair as a fact gatherer. Sergey has also published accounts of my exploits, 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.”

“Three days from now,” he concluded, “your worries will be over, and they will just begin for these scofflaws.”
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Chapter Two
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“You need tell me when you plan to skip a day in the office,” my secretary, Osyani, chided me as soon I entered the front office.

“I would have, but—”

“No time for your excuses,” she cut me off. “You have a client waiting in your office.”

“Who?”

Her answer was a “I cannot wait for you to walk through that door” smirk.

Oh, no. I knew from experience she was not going to elaborate. She does this when the client be out of the ordinary, as with the time I was greeted by a swarm of Vispian bees representing the Hive Akkordia, which possessed a collective intelligence. Then there was the Marshland pooka, or the... Never mind, the list goes on and on.

I sighed and straightened my shoulders, girding myself for the mysterious visitor. It would have taken more than a change of posture to be prepared for my client. I jumped a step back and slammed the door.

“What the...?”

Osyani laughed at my horrified face. “What? You do not want to greet an old friend?”

I took a deep breath, taking the time to consider my secretary’s nonchalance. Though her appearance be of a young and comely woman, 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 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 due to him being a native from a nonmagical world, his blood released the human side of the young harpy. Osyani looks upon me as a father figure—and Lorenzo an uncle.

“Old friend?” I asked incredulously.

“Sure, Count Botis.”

“Botis?!”

“No other.”

“What does he want?”

Osyani shrugged. “He did not say. Only that he needed to speak with you.”

I am told I sigh a lot. It cannot be helped in times like this. I grudgingly turned and reopened the door. Sitting with his back to me and facing my desk was Botis in his actual demon form—broad-shouldered, scaly grey skin and horned head. His tail lazily stirred out the back of the chair.

He turned at the sound of my entrance and smiled, a chilling sight of bared fangs and glowing red eyes.

Once settled behind my desk, I spoke as calmly as possible, “Well, if be not the loneliest demon in the world. What brings you here?”

“The fact I am no longer the loneliest demon in the world,” he answered in an absurd hiss coming from such a large and fearsome figure.

It was a morning for surprises. “What?” I could not help but yelp.

Only a few years ago, the Codex Gigas listed the nineteen demons that plagued this world for centuries. I believed until now the list was winnowed down to just one, Count Botis. The other eighteen were banished to Hades after a failed plot to release the legions of other demons from their confinement in the netherworld.

Botis accommodated the purging of his fellow demons from this world, as well as preventing the release of hundreds more from Hades.

When asked why, he replied, “I have been on this plane for more than a thousand years and have nestled in rather comfortably. Opening the gate to Hades would release a flood of fellow demons to churn these calm waters, most of them inbred morons. I cannot have that. I get along nicely as it is. And you might have noticed that my former fellow demons on this plane were a rather loutish lot, always swirling up trouble.

“Though the Necrothaumaturgy has been destroyed and with it a way to release the demons of Hades, there still remained a way to send demons back to Hades. But with those other demons now gone, why bother with one causing no trouble.” “Are you saying there are now other demons here?” I asked.

“Singular. Just one. His name be Belial,” Botis answered.

“Just one?” I asked in semi-relief, having feared to hear of a mass breach of the spell-reinforced veil between Hades and my world.

“Hah,” he hissed. “You obviously do not know of Belial.”

I shrugged and waited for him to continue.

“Belial be one of the nine princes ruling over the nine orders in Hades. His order be that of iniquity and wrath. He was to lead the legions invading this world. Needless to say, he was extremely vexed when that did not occur.”

“And...” I prompted him when he paused.

“To be so thwarted infuriated Belial. Such was his fury; he focused his rage in storming this world.”

“And?” I again pressed.

“And?

“And how could he be here?” I impatiently asked. “I thought it impossible for a demon to break through that veil.”

“Ah, for one, yes, but Belial managed to unify the unruly legions. He promised once through, he would free the rest of them. Through that massive, combined demonic energy, it was just enough to briefly rip a breach in the veil.”

“How can he free those left behind with him being the only other demon on this side?

“Through a gate.”

“There be a gate? Not some tear in the veil?” I asked in confusion. You said with the Necrothaumaturgy destroyed, with it went how to open the way to Hades.”

This time it was Botis who sighed. “You humans can be so slow. I said “a” way of bringing forth demons from Hades was destroyed. There be another option—a secret portal.

“You are just now telling me this?” I barked. “Are you saying this demon prince be even now opening a way to Hades?”

No... not yet anyway,” was Botis’s failed attempt at reassuring me. “The gate was created as a one-way portal for the expulsion of demons. It be protected with wards that can only be canceled with a spell held by only a select few wizards and mages. But with time, I believe Belial will find a way to breach those safeguards.”

“You are telling me this, why?” I asked. “What can I do to stop a powerful demon? Why not alert a wizard cabal or witch’s coven?”

Botis again shook his head as if having to explain something simple to a toddler. “What wizard or witch would not like the boasting rights in sending the last remaining demon to Hades? I doubt I would even be able to speak one word before a battle would ensue.”

“You could always send a note,” I groaned, not wanting anything to do with a rogue demon.

“Who better to contact than the intrepid Jak Barley, who is engaged to an up-and-coming witch in the coven circles?” Botis did not relent as he rose from his chair. “And that witch also being the daughter of the infamous Morganna, the most powerful witch in Glavendale.”

“Well, ah, thanks for informing me,” I managed to say. “I will contact Morgana and her mother as soon as you leave.” (Morgana’s mother spells her name with two Ns.)

I did not offer to shake hands with Botis as his sharp talons looked too imposing. Osyani watched as the demon and I passed her desk to the hallway door.

“Oh, I almost forgot to ask where this Hades’ Gate be,” I said as an afterthought.

“Do you think your wizards or witches would tell a demon?” he laughed.

We were now in the hallway and Botis had no intention of slowing his brisk pace.

“Then how would Belial find it?” I yelled to the demon’s retreating back.

“Indeed, how will he?” was his enigmatic reply before disappearing into a cloud of steam.

“What was that all about?” Osyani asked when I stepped back into the office.

“A possible invasion by a horde of demons.”

“Then I am on my way to the crystal café around the corner,” she replied as if going to the market when added dinner guests were mentioned. “You will want me to notify Morgana and her mother.”

With that, she grabbed a clip of papyrus and what Lorenzo calls a pencil and rushed out the door.

Witches have always communicated via crystal balls. They recently began expanding their use on a commercial basis; it now proving an important source of revenue. Enterprising witches are opening crystal cafes where messages can be instantly sent back and forth to other cafes and offices throughout Glavendale. Many financial and governmental dealings now transpire over the magical ether. Ships at sea are even hiring witches specializing in messaging as well as a navigational aid. Some call it a communication upheaval threatening to make many trades such as couriers obsolete.

Recent advances include the introduction of flat crystals that take up less space. It was not long ago Morgana and I were engaged in investigating a malspell plot threatening the system now simply called the Interweb. A toned-down serialization of that case was published in The Weekly Tattler entitled, “The Case of the Very Annoyed Assassins.”

Despite the stress I now felt, I paused to appreciate Osyani’s growing ability to be one step ahead of most situations. That was why Morgana and I agreed she should be considered the third partner.

“What’s the rush?” Lorenzo asked after Osyani gave him but the briefest of greetings as she flew past him at the door.

“Nothing much,” I answered. “Just a possible invasion by a horde of demons.”

“Good. I thought it might be something more pressing like finally getting you to a barber.”

My friend claims to 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 claim. “Fjsten, a great metaphysicist, has 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 late forties. Traces of grey can be seen in his shoulder-length hair, and a black mustache hangs past 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.

“I take it Botis was visiting?” he asked after I ignored his jibe.

“You saw him?”

“No, but the steam was enough.”

I took a deep breath and repeated the demon’s warning.

“So, why the long face?” he asked. “I’m sure this will have all the witches and wizards on full alert, and you can continue shadowing unfaithful spouses.”

I ignored Lorenzo’s slight. He knew well I have long avoided domestic conflicts.

“Remind me of when I have not been drawn in such perilous cases,” I answered with a groan. “Even those involving prophetic clashes with ancient deities—or deadly and cursed jewels, swords and tomes.”

“Hey, look at this as an adventure. When given a lemon, make a gin fizz.”

I did not know what a gin fizz was, but as Lorenzo himself has said, if adventures were meant to be fun, they would be called vacations. In the past, Lorenzo’s idea of adventures resulted in me being kidnapped by piss dragons, targeted by assassins, tortured by priests of Dorga, the Fish-Headed God of Death, and hunted by Ghennison Viper Mages.

My dismal chain of thought was interrupted by a new visitor.
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First, I want to say this was not my idea,” Hald said as he took a chair by Osyani’s desk. “It came from the chief constable.”

What now? Why must the gods toy with me? I vainly tried thinking of a god to beseech, any deity I hadn’t offended at least once in the past, even Gep, the god of good dental health. But none came to mind.

“Why does the first thing you say not bode well?” I asked.

Hald shrugged and continued, “My superiors know nothing of you discovering Fetterarsch’s body and will not know of his files until they appear in the Tattler. But my superiors are more than aware of the problems his death will create. They fear a bloodbath between the gangs, each accusing the others of his murder.

“Against the wishes of many in the Duburoake Royal Constabulary, Chief Constable Jarald wants you to investigate Fetterarsch’s murder. That way the force can say an impartial investigation be taking place. I would not blame you if you found this case too dangerous.”

“Impartial?” I asked and turned to Lorenzo, who answered with raised eyebrows. “Maybe I am not the best one to investigate this case.”

Hald glanced back and forth between me and Lorenzo, then jerked back in the chair. “No!”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“Do not tell me you had something to do with Fetterarsch’s death.”

“All right, I will not,” I answered.

“But you did,” Hald accused in a troubled tone.

“In a way, I guess,” I admitted.

“How do you do it ‘in a way?’”

“Well, those goblins would probably not have considered eating Fetterarsch if I had not planted the thought in their tiny brains.”

“How did you do that?” Hald asked wearily.

“Well, they were hungry...”

That familiar family sigh. Hald shook his head before continuing. “I should have known. This time tell me the whole story.”

“I am afraid you will still have to take the case,” Hald said after listening to my recounting of the kidnapping. “Chief Constable Jarad be dead set on it—to the point he might pull your private inquisitor license if you refuse.”

“Hald, do you know where Osyani be at this moment?” I asked.

“No. Should I?”

“She be at a crystal café alerting Morgana and her mother of a rogue demon bent on releasing a horde of his fellow terrors from Hades. I would think that be of more import.”

Hald looked shocked. “I will have to inform Chief—”

“No, you cannot. For now, this must be kept under wraps. We cannot alert Belial that we are aware of his breaching the veil.”

“Why need you be involved?” Hald asked. “What can you do? This be a case for witches and mages.”

“You would think, but I know somehow I will be dragged into this.”

“And he likes adventures,” Lorenzo contributed. “He’s getting bored.”

I did not even bother disputing Lorenzo’s farcical assertion, but addressed my brother, “Just how am I to resolve Fetterarsch’s murder without implicating my part in his death?”

Hald rubbed his forehead. “Maybe by revealing no plot was involved in his death, but it was hired goblins going berserk and eating him? That be the truth.”

“Yes, but the question asked will be why he hired the notoriously fickle Blackwatch Goblins in the first place,” I noted.

“Do we need answer that?” Hald wondered. “We need but say no assassination was involved.”

“That brings us to the goblins,” I said. “Do we know where they are?”

“Two Blackwatch Goblins were reportedly seen in the center of Olde Towne, in a disreputable district most watch guards shy from entering.”

“Good. We need to get them out of Duburoake as soon as possible.”

I will be informing the chief constable you are now on the case,” Hald spoke as he rose from the chair. “Be careful, Jak. Even with everything else going on, things will become more chaotic once Sergey publishes the Kofstamfen files.”

“Out of the stew pot and into the hearth,” I agreed.

There was a moment of silence after Hald closed the door behind him. I looked to Lorenzo and asked, “You know what I need to do now?”

“Of course. We’re off to the King’s Wart Inn.”

~ * ~
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“So, I basically repeated how you slurred those goblins several years ago, and I became a close crony,” I detailed my kidnapping after taking another quaff of the cellar-cooled ale. “After that, pointing out that there was more meat on the bone with Fetterarsch did the trick.”

It was a regular late afternoon at the King’s Wart Inn. 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 were not that fastidious about bathing on a regular basis. I counted highwaymen, second-story burglars, blackmailers, extortionists and run-of-the-mill ruffians among the regular crowd at the inn.

I rue the day I am called to a case involving some of the loathsome scoundrels that frequent the Wart. Still, it be an ideal setting for gathering information regarding the criminal world. At least that be how I defend my expenditure report with Osyani. Also favoring the inn was it being the closest ale joint to my office.

“We need head back,” I sadly acknowledged. “Morgana will come here when she finds me not at the office. It disturbs our fellow patrons when constables or witches intrude upon these restful environs.”

I said that half in jest as we had just watched the scavenger thief Gleamer smash a chair over the head of Walleyed Azdarfit. The afternoon barfrau threw them both out for damaging the chair.

“Hear ya looking into the murder of Fetterarsch. Ya got balls there,” said a pimply scarecrow of a figure.

My accoster was a wastrel going by Chickenhead, most noted for his pestering for free drinks. He had it down to an art in that being too much of a bother would see him tossed into the back alley. If a ne’er-do-well such as Dholak already knew of my involvement in the investigation, it meant Chief Constable Jarald had released that information before Hald even visited me.

“Ya got balls there,” Chickenhead repeated.

“I heard you the first time,” I snapped.

“Ya got balls there,” he again droned.

“I heard you. What? What do you expect me to say?” I answered even more crossly.

He looked confused at the question. “Ah, ya got—”

“Chickenhead, I am going to cut yours if you keep this up. Yes, I am on the case.”

Turning in her chair at the next table, Fast Talkin’ Fanny entered the mind-numbing conversation, “Well, ya do got a pair. I am guessin’ who ordered the whack got you next on the list. If the Kofstamfen gang finds who they are, they have the same chance as a three-legged racing goat. Got any clues?”

“Listen,” I spoke loud enough to be heard by those at nearby tables. “I was given the Fetterarsch murder investigation but hours ago. It be too soon for me to know anything. If anyone has any information that might be helpful, they can stop by my office.”

“What be it worth to ya?” someone shouted from another dark corner.

“It depends upon—”

I was stopped by an abrupt dead silence. All heads swiveled back to the drinks before them. That could only mean one thing. Not even an appearance by the royal hangman would completely halt the noisy babble in the Kings Wart Inn.

“Joining us for an ale?” I asked before turning to the door. “It be joyful hour, so the bloody navels are two for one.”

“So, this is how you chose to spend your time when there are...” the mother witch began in a chilling voice before remembering our audience.

“...are more important things like finding those behind the cannibalization of Fetterarsch?” I filled in.

Morganna gazed at me as if spotting a clam dancing across her bedroom floor. She obviously had yet to hear of the gang lord’s death.

“Cannibalizing?” Her glare deepened, but she muttered, “Yes, such a waste.”

That saying the death of a monster like Fetterarsch was a waste could only reenforce her notorious repute. Morganna’s reputation be that of the most powerful magic caster in Glavendale, of which Duburoake is a port city. Tongues wag she be in league with demons and dark forces. I once gathered the courage to ask of her reputation.

“I do not practice the dark arts,” she replied. “There are those who rumormonger I am a demon sorceress, and I admit I 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.”

I am not one of Morganna’s favorite beings. She tolerates me because her daughter Morgana, one N in her name, be in love with me. The mother witch is not hesitant in letting me know she thinks her daughter can do better, even though I several times saved Morgana from certain death. It was also with me that the daughter’s slumbering powers awoke while in the clutches of Dorga, the Fish Headed God of Death.

Word would be soon out the infamous witch was joining my investigation. That was fine as it would make any attacker think twice about assaulting me.

Morganna’s icy glower melted like magic when turned to Lorenzo.

“Good afternoon, Morganna,” my friend greeted her. “May I say you look as enchanting as always.”

The mother witch does not suffer fawning, but that she merely smiled speaks much. Not that she would ever simper. I often wonder if the two see each other on the sly. There be not enough gold in the world for me to ask.

“I am glad you are watching over Barley,” she replied to Lorenzo. “So, I am sure there is a good reason he is here rather than attending to his business.”

I was certain my fellow Wart patrons were silently snickering at her dismissive tone when speaking of me. Still, all knew they would rather take an indentured servitude in the floss farms of Mahntama that face the witch.

“Ah, where be your daughter?” I interrupted. “At the office?”

“Yes,” Morganna tersely answered. “You left her to oversee the work.”

“Work?”

“Yes. Did you forget? The carpenters arrived to begin expanding into the empty neighboring office.”

Of course. With the whirlwind of happenings and still being half dazed from the drugged kidnapping, I totally forgot we were making room for Morgana’s new office. Today was when the workers were cutting through the wall and putting in a door.

I looked at my now empty mug—a sad sight indeed. But duty called.

“Right,” I said to Morganna, “I am heading back now.”

~ * ~
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The gnomes were hard at work when Lorenzo and I returned to the office. The little fellows recently branched from their established garden and yard work into small carpentry jobs. The air was filled with brick and plaster dust.

“Morgana and her mother are in your office,” Osyani half informed/half warned me.

The mother witch was sitting behind my desk.

“Excuse me, Morganna, but you are in my chair. Please take one of these others,” I tried sounding offhandedly, though I was actually dreading an explosive response.

“Of course,” Morganna replied–if not in an agreeable voice, at least not with a curse turning me inside out. I once saw her do it to a banshee.

Morgana has spoken of past suitors fleeing in terror when first meeting her forbidding mother. I like to believe my refusal to be outwardly intimidate gained some respect from the witch.

“What be this about the demon Belial,” Morganna said as soon as she took her new seat.

“Botis was here earlier and...”

There was a brief silence after finishing my recounting of meeting with Count Botis.

Morgana questioned her mother. “There was no mention of a gate in my studies.”

“You would be told of it in time,” Morganna replied. “Hades’ Gate for centuries has been a topic of heated debate. Those wanting it destroyed feared it could be used as Botis fears. Others argued there were enough guarding spells that it could only be used for one-way passage into Hades and was needed for expelling demons. Its existence and location were also closely guarded secrets.”

“Are you saying there be no way Belial can find the gate, let alone breach it?” I asked.

Morganna took a deep breath, and a momentary look of worry crossed her face, an expression I had only seen twice on the usually stoic witch.

“Some would say there is no cause for concern,” she finally answered.

“And you?” I prompted.

“There are no certainties when it comes to magic,” she answered. “Belial has a nasty reputation that includes being very skilled in his black arts. Still, he would first have to find it.”

The tense mood filling the office was shattered by a knock and Osyani sticking her head in to announce, “Excuse me. I know you are in some very serious discussions, but Jak, I think you need come out.”

What now? Osyani would not have interrupted if not for something very serious.

It was serious. Among four very large thugs stood One-Ear Sadaf dressed in his trademark garb of pink hosiery, tunic, vest and jacket. Unlike the secretive Fetterarsch, the head of the Debauched Pillagers flaunted his ruthless leadership with lavish mansions, expensive jewelry and wild orgies. One-Ear Sadaf had so far escaped numerous assassination attempts by the Kofstamfen gang, as well as the third most powerful criminal organization, the Disembowelers.

“We talk,” Sadaf ordered. “You will end your investigation into the death of that pig, Fetterarsch.”

“Why?”

His bodyguards stiffened at my questioning their boss.

“Why?” he replied. “Because I say so. I know you have some notoriety in the berg, so I will give you this. As long as who murdered Fetterarsch goes unknown, people will suspect me. I like that. I like such fear. And since it be not known for sure, I expect no overt action from the Kofstamfen or the law.”

He chortled at his own brilliance.

“You know I cannot do that,” I wearily spoke. “Chief Constable Jarald ordered me to take the case. I have no choice.”

“But I guess I do,” Sadaf laughed and snapped his fingers, with his four thugs responding by drawing slim blades from beneath their jackets. “Take care of them both.”

The four took barely three steps when a reverberating sizzle had my teeth buzzing. It did more than that for Sadaf’s stooges. When my eyes recovered from a blinding burst of light, I saw the brutes were replaced by charcoal statues of the four that then burst into a cloud of ash.

“I do so dislike such boorishness,” Morganna spoke from the door to my office.

Sadaf stood stunned then clinched his fists and screamed, “Do you know—"

I will never know what Sadaf was asking. He joined his hulking minions as a sweeping task for the cleaning maid.

“No,” I tried denying what just occurred. “You cannot have done that.”

“Can and did,” was her simple reply.

“Do you know what you just did?” I coughed and buried my nose in my sleeve. “You just cremated the leader of the second most vicious gang in Durburoake. When he fails to return, they will come looking for me—en masse.”

“Another example of ingratitude,” Morganna sniffed. “Well, I must convene a Council of Covens to address a more pressing matter, that of our world being overrun by a horde of demons.”

I rubbed my watering eyes from the dust lingering in the air from the cremations as well as brick and plaster. Upon opening my eyes, Morganna had vanished. Looking through the newly cut doorway were the frightened faces of the carpenter gnomes.

“Ss-should we, should we come back at a more convenient time,” stammered one of the gnomes.

No,” I sighed, “hopefully the drama be over.”

“For sure?”

I couldn’t blame the gnomes for being fretful.

“Ah, nothing to worry about. Things like this happen all the time,” I tried reassuring them.

“R-r-really? V-v-vicious, ah, vicious g-g-gang l-l-lords turned into, into sweepings by the most n-n-notorious witch in Glavendale?”

“Well, if you are going to put it that way, maybe not so common,” I was forced to admit. “But still, nothing to worry about.”

“Jak, I need go with my mother, but I will be right back,” Morgana regretfully spoke as she placed a hand on my arm. “Please be careful until I get back.”

“Of course,” I answered.

When we first spoke of her partnering as a private inquisitor, agreed upon was that she would take the lead in cases involving magical matters and I the more mundane. We, of course, would back each other in all cases. Now as one matter deals with demons and the other with criminal gangs, it was obvious where our attentions were directed. With a kiss on the cheek, she was gone.

“So...” I began turning to Osyani and Lorenzo.

Lost for further words, I stared dazed and confused at the empty clothing on the floor.

“Should we—” Osyani began.

“Hold that thought,” I interrupted her. “I will be right back.”

By the holy sacred severed toes of the martyred St. Binless! I just now realized Sadaf and his thugs would not have walked here.

Unfortunately, I was right. Parked in front of my building was a purple coach trimmed in gold and drawn by two beautiful matching white horses—the type of vehicles Lorenzo describes as pimp mobiles. Standing in wait by the open door was a footman every bit as humongous as Sadaf’s bodyguards. Either by mutation or glandular problems, mounds of muscles bulged in the oddest places. He was garbed in a garish uniform more appropriate for the King’s Color Guard Band or door sentry at the Velvet Touch Hotel. Sitting in front was the driver, a dwarf, also extravagantly attired.

“Ah, greetings,” I said to the footman.

His reply was a withering glare from dead eyes better suited for a corpse.

“Well, ah, I have a message from Sadaf. He says they will be staying longer and for you to head back without them.”

“Why?”

“Why? Ah, why what?”

“Why stay longer?” he spoke in a very deep voice and one full of suspicion.

“Because...well, ah, because we ordered out for pizza,” I replied.

“Pizza?”

“Yes, you know. It be the latest entry into the Duburoake culinary scene,” I replied. “They serve some very good ones at the Pizza Hutch.”

“Ah, but that is most likely because he is gluten intolerant,” Lorenzo joined our conversation. “And we ordered gluten-free pizzas with crusts made from chickpeas, rice and lentils. You and the driver are welcome to join us.”

I flashed a death look at my friend.

“Sounds great,” piped up the dwarf. “Me likes pizza
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