
The Kidnapping
The Lodge Master of the Assassins’ Guild called George.

“George, is Jasper with you?
“No sir. I’ve being studying, sir, and not doing any magic. Jasper only comes to me if I do 

magic.”
“Yes, yes, George. I know.”
The Master sounded worried, so George was too. Jasper was the Master’s pet cockatrice, and 

when George was trying out for the Assassin’s Guild, he had met the little reptile. The Master had 
asked him to shoot Jasper, knowing that George would not do it.

George had subsequently been accepted into the Wizards’ Guild but every time that George did 
any magic, Jasper turned up nearby. George and the Lodge Master had come to an understanding, 
and George would return Jasper to the Master as soon as he could.

Jasper seemed to enjoy his excursions. The Master had been overfeeding him, and Jasper had 
little exercise. As a result Jasper had been getting fat and sluggish. Now he was slim and active, and
he chirped all the time.

“I’ll try some magic, sir, and let you know what happens.”
“Thanks, George.”

***
George contemplated the small pot plant that he had just conjured into existence. A stick of french 
bread had also popped out of nowhere and landed on the bench. When George started using magic 
he was plagued by side effects, and while he had now almost solved that problem, if he didn’t 
concentrate hard enough, strange things happened, like appearance of the french loaf.

His friends came in.
“What’s up, George. What’s the plant for?” said Smoll.
“And the bread,” said Stunt, breaking off a chunk and eating it.
“Jasper’s disappeared,” George replied. “I conjured the plant to see if that would bring him here, 

but it didn’t.”
“Oh, no,” said Zelda, the fourth member of their group. “I like the little beast.”
“Yeah, the Master is worried. He called me.”
They discussed the disappearance. Smoll and Stunt searched their text books for charms and 

spells for finding things, and for information on cockatrices, but they didn’t come up with anything 
useful. Zelda and George did a more magical search, but they couldn’t find anything.

George’s phone rang again, and it was the Master.
“George, I’ve received a ransom demand for Jasper. Do you want to come over?”
“Yes, sir. Can I bring my friends?”

***
“Come in, kids,” said the Master. “Sit down, sit down.”

The Master was a genial man, more like someone’s uncle than the head of the Assassins’ Guild. 
He saw that they were all seated and smiled at them.

“This is my friend, Stunt, sir.”
The Master raised his eyebrows at the name, since Stunt was a large young man.
“This is Zelda,” said George.
“Interesting make up, young lady,” said the Master. “Is it Goth style?”



Zelda favoured dark clothes with dark red highlights. Her eye make up was dark with red eye 
shadow, and her lips were a dark red.

“Thank you, Master,” she said, pleased. “I just like this style, sir, I don’t know if I would call it 
Goth, sir.”

“This is Smoll, sir,” said George.
Smoll’s make up was pale. His eyes were lined in a pale blue, and his cheeks had the faintest 

touch of pink to them.
“Well, kids, I wish some of our students showed a bit more originality in their appearance. They 

all dress the same. Dark clothes, dark hair, And no make up, even the girls. They look dull, and they
have no spark. They’d rather study than go to the pub. Now in my day…” He sighed. “Never 
mind.”

He passed a note over to George.
“This is the ransom demand, George. Yes, yes, show it to your friends. You see that they don’t 

want money. They want a Guild contract on someone. That makes it difficult. Very difficult.”
“Why, sir?”
“Well, if they’d asked for money, I could pay them, using my own money. Or even get Geegle to 

make me some fake money. But I can’t set up a contract on someone, as it is a personal matter. Not 
only is it unethical, it is in fact illegal, and such a killing would be considered murder. I’m afraid I 
can’t do anything directly to get Jasper back, the poor little reptile. Oh, I’ve got a gumshoe on the 
case, but she wasn’t hopeful.”

“What did the Detectives’ Guild woman say, sir?”
“That it would be hard to trace the note back to the source. But she will put some feelers out. She

suggested that I stall for time, so I’ve replied to the note, asking who the target is, and pointing out 
that it will take some time to set up the hit.”

“We did some research, sir,” said Smoll. “It’s very hard to hurt a cockatrice. They are of mythical
origin, as you know.”

“Yes, son, thanks. But it wouldn’t take much to make him miserable, I think.”
“Sir, I’m sorry,” said George. “It’s very likely that Jasper was snatched when he was with me. I 

should have kept a closer eye on him, sir.”
“Don’t worry, George,” said the Master. “I think that you are right, but don’t worry. You couldn’t

look after the little reptile all the time! But Jasper has been so happy hanging out with you. I didn’t 
realise it, but he was likely very bored before he met you. He’s slimmed down, and is much friskier 
than he used to be, isn’t he? Don’t worry about it.”

“You know something, George,” said Zelda, “Weezle’s been hanging about a lot recently. Maybe
we should go and talk to him?”

“That’s true,” said Smoll. “I was wondering about that, too.”
“Kids, I can’t tell you or even ask you to do anything, but you could have a word with old 

Geegle. I’d like it if you could keep me informed. I’ll be pursuing the official channels of course. 
Thanks for coming over.”

“We’ll do our best to find Jasper, Master. We’re all fond of him.”
***

Hench looked at the cockatrice in its special cage. The reptile was clinging to the wires and looking 
back at him with his nearest eye. Hench dropped a worm into the cage, being careful not to touch 
the wires, and the cockatrice ignored it.

“Go on, little one. Keep up your strength. Hench won’t hurt you, I promise.”
Jasper shot out a tongue and the worm disappeared.



“The Boss will be down soon,” said Hench.
He accidentally touched the wires of the cage and jumped. It was a Faraday’s Cage, invented by 

the great Wizard, and anything inside it, like Jasper, was magically isolated, but the wires 
themselves carried a moderate magical current. Hench swore and sucked his fingers.

Hench’s nickname was given to him when he was at school. He gravitated to the role of 
henchman for whoever was the top bully or manipulator in the school, and this continued after he 
left school. At the moment he was the henchman of The Boss. When someone took down The Boss,
which was inevitable, he would move on to support some other top dog.

Hench didn’t like hurting animals, and he thought that Jasper was cute, so he hoped that The 
Boss would return Jasper unharmed. He was still looking at Jasper when The Boss strode into the 
room.

“Hi, Boss. Any reply yet?”
The Boss scowled. “Not yet. I’ll give him another day or so.”
He looked at Jasper in the cage and one of the little reptile’s eyes looked calmly back at him.
“Horrible little beast, isn’t he?” said The Boss.
Jasper’s jaws opened and a stream of chewed worm and cockatrice saliva hit The Boss in the 

face.
“Why you little…”
The Boss moved as if he was going to shake Jasper’s cage, but he remembered just in time that 

the wires carried a current. He just scowled at the little creature and wiped his face.
***

The Wizard Geegle listened to their story.
“So, sir, we are wondering if you have any ideas, sir?”
“Hmm,” said Geegle. “It’s a shame about Jasper. He’s cute. So, you mentioned Weezle. He has 

been hanging around you recently, I noticed. He’s a good start, though I really doubt that he would 
have anything to do with it. What about the note?”

“We could follow up with the courier who delivered it. They are notoriously chatty as a Guild, 
sir. The courier’s name was Ian, and he’s from the local branch,” said Stunt.

“How did you find that out, Stunt?” asked George. He was astonished. “Was it magic?”
“Nah,” said Stunt, laughing. “He’d signed his name and office on the back. They all do, to show 

that they’ve delivered the package!”
“Hmm,” said Geegle. “A search spell might help, but Jasper might be hidden, magically. That 

would explain why he didn’t appear when you did some magic, George. But it’s worth a try. I think 
you’ve got the start of a plan there.”

When they had gone Geegle picked up his phone and selected a number.
“Hi, is that the Lodge Master? Hi, Phil, this is Geegle. William. Yeah, Phil, they visited me. I 

couldn’t add much to their plan. No news? Well, let me know, please.”
***

The Thieves did not have a Guild, so they didn’t have a Master. Geegle phoned the Master that they 
didn’t have. Although the Guild that they didn’t have would have been called the Thieves’ Guild, it 
would have also included various illegal operations which were technically not theft. For example, 
if there was such a Guild, it would have included the ladies of the night, and dealers in illicit drugs, 
and so on. Not having a Guild called the Thieves’ Guild sounded much better than not having a 
Guild called the Criminals’ Guild.

“Geegle here, Arnold. How are you?”



“Geegle? Oh, yeah, you used to be called William. What can I do for you, Geegle? Steal 
something? Beat someone up? Do you want some drugs?”

“Ah, no thanks, Arnold. No thanks. I’m just wondering… Have you heard that the Master of the 
Assassins has lost his pet cockatrice? Do you know if any of your people had anything to do with its
disappearance? He’s had a ransom demand.”

“No, Geegle. It’s not an official unofficial Thieves’ Guild thing. I’ll check if anyone is doing 
anything unofficial, though. Thanks for the heads up, old chap.”

Geegle ended the call and the non-Master considered the prominent criminals who were 
currently active. The Photographer? No, no, he was in jail. But it wasn’t impossible that he was 
pulling the strings. Blackmail was his thing, though, and Arnold didn’t think that he would try 
kidnapping. Queen Bee? She had just had a baby and was working from home. In addition, apart 
from looking after the ladies, she was mostly law-abiding. Not likely. Roger the Dodger? Hmm, 
maybe, but it wasn’t his style, either. Fraud was his thing. The Boss? He didn’t think so, but The 
Boss was fairly new and the non-Master didn’t know what he was capable of. Extortion was The 
Boss’ line. Fingers the safe cracker? No, he was so deaf these days he’d had to retire. He couldn’t 
hear the tumblers dropping, he said.

But the main question was why? Why would anyone steal the Master Assassin’s pet, and demand
a ransom. There were many safer targets. The non-Master sent out a call for one of his information 
sources. Lenny the Ears. Yes. Lenny would know, if anyone would. But Lenny didn’t.

***
Weezle, one of the students from ‘Group A’, was sitting alone when George and Zelda caught up 
with him. All his friends had suddenly been called away or had something that they needed to do, 
but Weezle hadn’t suspected that George had used magic to get Weezle on his own.

“What do you two losers want?” said Weezle. “Ulp!”
Zelda had grasped him by the throat with her long red and black fingernails.
“Listen, creep, we want to know why you have been hanging around near us recently. Your 

group moved lab desks to be near our group, and you have been sitting near us in the refectory.”
“Just coincidence,” said Weezle. “The magical power point on our old desk stopped working and

old Geegle hadn’t got it fixed. And our old table in the refectory was right next to the doorway. Too 
much traffic.”

“He’s lying,” said George.
“What? Did you use a truth spell on me? That’s not allowed!”
“No, I didn’t use a spell. I guessed. Thanks for confirming my guess, Weezle.”
“What have you done with Jasper, you creep?” asked Zelda, tightening her grip.
“Urk! Jasper? That reptile?” Weezle seemed genuinely surprised. “I’ve not done anything with 

him. Why would I do anything with the little monster?”
Zelda let him go, and Weezle rubbed his neck.
“I think he’s telling the truth,” said Zelda.
“Yeah. I’d not mess with the pet of an Assassin! I’m not crazy! But come to think of it, there was

a guy hanging around asking about Jasper. Janitor type. Trolley and mops.”
“A trolley? That would be ideal to smuggle Jasper away in!”
“Any idea what firm it was, Weezle? Was it written on the cart?”
“No. Yes! It was the usual one round here. What is it? Genghis Khan Cleaners?”
“You mean Amir Khan?”
“Yeah, that’s the one! The little gods, Zelda. You didn’t have to be so rough! I think you left 

scars on my neck!”



“Don’t be a wimp, Weezle. I didn’t squeeze that hard. You can still breathe, can’t you? Let’s go 
and ask the janitor firm, George. There’s a chance that they might know something.”

Just as they were leaving Weezle called out.
“Hey guys. I hope you find the little guy. He’s cute.”
“Thanks, Weezle.”

***
Stunt and Smoll staked out the courier office where Ian worked. He was out on a job but was 
expected to be back soon, so the pair waited outside. Soon a courier on a bike hurtled up the road on
the wrong side, and shot between two cars, one of which had to brake hard. The courier rode up 
onto the pavement, narrowly missing two pedestrians, rounded the barrier of the car park, and 
pulled into the bike rack area. In a single movement he dismounted and slid the back wheel into a 
slot which clicked and locked his bike into place. He was whistling.

“Hey, pal, are you Ian?” Stunt called out.
The courier was in tight-fitting Lycra, with electric blue, yellow, and white vertical stripes and a 

logo on the front. His shorts were black, skin tight and ended just above the knee. He wore short 
socks on his feet, and bike shoes, the sort that lock onto the pedals and clatter and slide when you 
walk anywhere in them. His helmet had slits from front to back and his wraparound glasses were 
reflective mirrors with a bronze tinge. His gloves were fingerless.

“Yeah, that’s me. What can I do for you?”
“Can we buy you a coffee?”
“Yeah! Thanks. If I haven’t got anything waiting, that is.”
Ian stripped off his gloves and took off his helmet. He clattered into the office and a minute or 

two clattered out again.
“Nothing to go. One minute.”
He slipped his bike shoes off and slid on some other shoes and stowed his bike shoes and helmet 

in a locker.
“Why do you want to buy me a coffee, guys?” he asked as they made their way to the coffee cart.
“We’re interested in an envelope. You delivered it to the Assassins today.”
“Oh? If I tell you about that they might kill me!”
Smoll was genuinely puzzled. “Do they have a contract on you, then, Ian? Because, if they don’t 

they won’t kill you. The law would say that it was murder.”
They sipped their coffees.
“Really? Well there’s not much to tell anyway. I picked it up here, delivered it to the Assassins’ 

Guild. I nearly collected a pedestrian when I turned into Bleak Street, and just missed a pothole 
going up Broadway, but…”

He paused, realising that they weren’t listening.
“Anyway, I talked to Clive. It’s not often we get a package for the Assassins, and he told me he 

picked it up at the depot on Murchison Road.”
“Are you sure? The same package?”
“Yeah. We don’t get many items for the Assassins as I said.”

***
“Some bastard stole one of our vans!” said the little fat man at the Amir Khan Cleaning office. “It’s 
a real pain. We had to go and pick it up from Branston. They left it just off Murchison Road.”

“Stole it?”
“Yeah. Tuesday. The trolley was still in the van, but all the cleaning stuff had gone. I wonder 

why they wanted the cleaning stuff? It’s just the normal stuff!”



“Maybe they chucked it out, sir? Maybe they needed the space for something else?”
“Hmm?”
George explained the reason for their questions.
“Stole a cockatrice? Belonging to the Master of the Assassins? Sounds risky!”
“Yeah,” said George. “In Branston, you say? Thanks!”
“I hope you find the little creature! Good luck, kids.”
“Thanks, sir.”

***
The Master of the Assassins phoned Geegle.

“Geegle, it’s me, Phil. I got a second letter from the kidnapper. There’s not going to be a hit, so I 
can tell you that the target was Arnold.”

“Arnold? The non-Master of the non-existent Thieves Guild? Then it’s likely to be a rival?”
“Yeah, I think so. Arnold’s reasonably well liked in his non-Guild, I understand. I’m going to let 

him know. He’s a wise old bugger. He’ll know who to suspect.”
“Hmm. I don’t think I can reach the kids. I hope that they don’t get in the way.”
“I’ll warn Arnold, but he will know what to do.”

***
The non-Master considered. Who was the most ambitious of his non-lieutenants? Most of them 
were content in their particular fields. The non-Guild was not very competitive. Queen Bee oversaw
the ladies, and Rodger the Dodger advised the fraudsters and so on. The Boss? Now there was a 
possibility.

The non-Master was not a nice person, but he wasn’t unnecessarily nasty either. His particular 
speciality was stealing from trucks as they delivered goods from place to place, and that didn’t 
usually involve much violence. Some, he admitted to himself, but not much. There was usually an 
inside man.

He stole from the rich to give to himself, of course, but he always thought that there was a trickle
down effect. The more money he stole, the more he spent. If he was feeling flush, he’d give more to
beggars, and he would tip heavily. He’d buy more expensive bottles of wine.

He kept returning to The Boss. A newcomer. He didn’t approve of The Boss’ approach to crime. 
The Boss’ field was extortion, but he referred to it as ‘insurance’ of course. The Boss had burned 
down the business of someone who had been slow to pay, which the non-Master considered to be 
stupid. If the ‘client’ wasn’t able to trade, he wasn’t able to pay! When the non-Master had ventured
into that field himself, he knew exactly what people could pay, and he made sure that the small 
shopkeepers were properly protected from non-non-Guild criminals. It made sense!

The Boss was ambitious. When the non-Guild held a meeting, The Boss was obviously frustrated
that the other non-Guild members didn’t want to squeeze the last dollar from the people from whom
they were stealing, but everyone else was happy with their cut.

Hmm. The Boss was the non-Master’s number one suspect. The non-Master called his friends, 
Geegle and Phil.

***
Lisa, the gumshoe, waited in her car, curiously watching the end of Murchison Road. Two college 
age kids had walked past the end of the road, looked down it, then walked on, talking together. Lisa 
sighed. One was a large boy and the other was quite small, with pale makeup. They met up with two
more kids headed the other way. One of the kids was female, Lisa noticed and wore dark clothes 
and dark makeup. The other was normally dressed. Lisa sighed again. Why didn’t they just hold up 
a sign?



The group walked past Lisa’s car, and she lowered the window.
“Get in, kids! Get in!”
“You’re the Master’s gumshoe, aren’t you?” said the normally dressed boy.
“Yes. The Master warned me that I might run into you. The little gods! You couldn’t have made 

yourselves more conspicuous if you tried! What are you doing down here?”
“Sorry,” said George. “We think that the person who kidnapped Jasper stole a van and trolley 

from a cleaning firm. It was found near here. The Master also received a package that was delivered
from the courier office here.”

“Hmm, that’s not bad work, actually. Now, you are wizards, aren’t you? Can you do a search 
spell or something?”

“Students, ma’am. But we think that Jasper is magically shielded, so we can’t look for him that 
way.”

“Can you search for a person by name though? He is called ‘The Boss’.” She snorted derisively.
George looked at his friends. “You and me, Stunt?”
Stunt and George cast the spell. A bag of mints appeared in midair and fell into the gumshoe’s 

lap.
“What the…”
“Side effect, ma’am. The man known as The Boss is in that building there. He’s above that little 

clothes shop. Oh, there’s one other person with him. There’s a blank area too, that the magic can’t 
penetrate! It must be where they are keeping Jasper.”

Lisa got out of the car and George and his friends followed. She sighed.
“OK, kids. Let me and Boris handle this and stay two or three metres back.”
“Boris?”
“That’s me,” said a large man who had appeared silently behind them.

***
George and his friends were at the door to the first floor flat.

“What now? Can you open the door, Smoll?” asked Stunt.
Smoll pushed the door and it opened slightly. “Hey, the gumshoe left it open!”
They entered as silently as they could.
“Yes, I’m The Boss. What do you want?”
“We’re here to retrieve the cockatrice, sir,” said Lisa.
Boris saw them come in and held up his hand. Stay there, was the signal.
“Give it to them, Boss,” said Hench. “The plan has failed, and there’s no sense in making the 

Master of the Assassins angry.”
“No! I’ll incinerate the nasty little thing!”
Jasper was sitting in the Faraday cage, watching what was going on with what seemed like 

interest. The Boss cranked the power up to the maximum, but nothing happened, of course.
“Damned Faraday’s cage,” said the Boss, reaching for the power switch, but before he reached it,

Jasper moved. He bent the wires aside with his beak and crawled out of the hole that he had made. 
He clung to the outside of the cage and chirruped.

“But that should have killed him,” said the Boss, surprised. “The power must be off.”
There was a bang and a puff of smoke as the Boss touched the cage and experienced the full 

power of the magical current. He dropped to the ground, unconscious.
Hench switched off the power. “The little guy could have escaped any time. The little gods. He 

stayed put on purpose?”



“Yeah, it looks like it,” said Zelda from the doorway. “He must have realised he was safe there. 
He’s a mythical being, from the third realm, neither magical, nor physical. Electricity can’t harm 
him much, and neither can magical currents. They probably tickle him.”

“Hench, isn’t it?” said Lisa. “Do you want to disappear, Hench? We’ve got the Boss and don’t 
need you. Get lost.”

“Sure, thanks, ma’am. I’m glad the little beast didn’t get hurt.”
Jasper jumped from the cage to George, to Stunt, to Smoll, and to Zelda, then back to George. 

He chirped.
“I think that he wants to go home,” said Zelda.

***
The Boss had been summoned by the non-Master of the Thieves’ non-Guild, and turned up looking 
a bit battered. His hands were bandaged and the magical current overload had caused his eye to 
twitch.

Arnold was flanked by a woman with a baby, and a man in a neat suit who could pass for a 
member of the Accountants Guild.

“OK, Cyril. We know what you have been up to. You kidnapped the pet of the Master of the 
Assassin’s Guild and tried to get the Master to assassinate me to get his pet back. Apart from 
anything else, you risked causing conflict between them and our own non-Guild. We, that is Bee, 
Roger and I, have decided, on behalf of the non-Guild, that we don’t want you in the non-Guild, so 
you are barred from any criminal activity. We will know if you do engage in such activity, and we 
will ensure that the Police Guild finds out about it. They will also find the evidence, we assure you. 
Now, get out.”

“What do you think, Bee? Roger?”
“I think that he will cease his criminal activity. He’s not really a competent criminal, you know. 

There were so many flaws in his plans. Trying to trick the Master of the Assassins’ Guild into a hit, 
indeed!” said Roger.

“Yes, I think so, too, Arnold,” said Bee. “It was really only him and Hench, and Hench has 
abandoned him. It wouldn’t surprise me if he went straight.”

“Ah well,” said the non-Master. “How is your new arrival, Bee? You named her Rosemary didn’t
you?”

Bee showed them her baby girl with pride.
“Yes, that’s right. All the girls have been cooing over her. She’s going to grow up so spoiled!”
“She’s lovely, Bee.”
Rosey threw up a mouthful of milk down the front of her cardigan, but she was still lovely.

***
George and his friends were sitting at their usual table when the Master of the Assassins’ Guild and 
the Wizard Geegle walked by. Jasper was perched on the Master’s shoulder, but when his master 
stopped, Jasper hopped and flew to the shoulders of those around the table. The person he had 
landed on would put their hand over their glass. They all knew that Jasper liked beer, and he had a 
very long tongue. He flew back to the Master.

“Thanks, George, and the rest of you, for your help,” said the Master. “I don’t know what I’d do 
if Jasper came to any harm.”

“Well, we didn’t do much, Master.”
“Lisa said that your spell narrowed it down, saved time. She was impressed that you had found 

your way to Murchison Road too. Anyway, I have to go. Coming, Geegle?”



They wandered off and the Master could be heard talking to Geegle. “Now in our day, we’d stay 
out all night, given half an excuse. Our latest intake are a disappointment. All they want to do is 
study! That’s OK I suppose, but they should be having some fun too…”

Geegle was nodding.
“Hey guys,” said Stunt. “The pitcher is still full. How did that happen…? Oh, old Geegle did it, I

guess.’
The pitcher filled itself one more time during the evening, which was nice.
“Hey, guys, we never did find out why Weezle has been hanging around us, did we?” said Smoll.
“That’s true,” said Zelda. “We’ll have to isolate him from his cronies some time, and ask him.”
She looked across at Weezle who happened to be looking at them. She grinned and raised her 

glass to him, and he looked away.
***
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