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        Dreams In Shadow

      

        

      
        Tilly swung her mud-caked bare feet over the edge of the cliff. She enjoyed sitting on the precipice after a long day of playing, watching the purple leaves in the valley below flutter in the wind. It gave her ideas.

      

        

      
        Love Fades

      

        

      
        Caradeci stared at her hand – it was happening again. The flesh and bone faded, her fingers paling to dim outlines. She raised her hand, now translucent; the water of the pond she knelt next to shimmered through it in the sunlight.

      

        

      
        Reversed

      

        

      
        Darney pressed his hands to his ears. The screaming continued in his mind, though. The cards howled. And the heat from them in his pocket throbbed against his hip – seventy-eight tiny hearts, skipping beats from their wounds.

      

        

      
        Void of Intuition

      

        

      
        Cecelia glided down the sidewalk, her long summer dress brushing the tops of her bare feet. But it was dark, so dark she could hardly see. The moon shone full in the sky, yet everything around her was a blur, even her hand when she waved it in front of her face.

      

        

      
        Beguiling Moon

      

        

      
        Erolisi’s hunger had been growing for weeks, and tonight the cup overflowed when she and Aelwyn chased each other in the garden, as they had when they were younger. All it took was a thorn in her bare foot and a soft touch from Aelwyn. The magic seized her, demanding sustenance.

      

        

      
        Edge of Sorrow

      

        

      
        Amber thought the two purple spots at the base of the tree ahead were fallen leaves. But then they disappeared and reappeared. Twice.
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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Years ago, I had an idea. All right, I always have tons of ideas, but this one is special to me, and pertinent to the stories in this collection. You get the point – I had an idea.

      What if I wrote a story for each tarot card? And what if those stories could stand on their own as well as being interconnected?

      This was the tiny speck of an idea that expanded into the Fortunes of Fate series, much like the speck that expanded into the world of Fate itself, the cat sisters watching intently.

      A huge task, to be sure. I mean, that’s seventy-eight stories! Some writers can’t pen that many in a lifetime. Heck, I’m not even sure I’ll hit the last card, which will be The World, before I die.

      But the drive to tell these stories spurred me on. The Fortunes of Fate series is my true passion project. So far, each story has been from a different character’s point of view. The titles also embody their own atmospheres, and dare I say subgenres.

      This isn’t a series that’s consistent from one title to the next, instead revealing pockets of adventures connected to the world of Fate. Which means, it’s not a series for everyone.

      Yet it’s stolen my heart and feeds my soul. Yes, I know a writer shouldn’t get so attached. However, for Fortunes of Fate I’ve indulged myself, allowed myself to sink into the world of Fate.

      Oh, the cards you see on the covers? Yeah, I hand drew those, and then a friend helped me with digitizing, coloring, and shading. My art on the covers binds me even more to these stories.

      I hope these adventures touch some of you as they’ve touched me. These first six are just the beginning – the Dawn of Fate.

      May I be granted a long life, so I can reach The World.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PICK A WORLD, ANY WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, this is the beginning, eh?” It was so dark that the only thing seen of the speaker was a pair of unnaturally glowing green eyes. A red and a blue pair glinted near as well.

      “Pfft, Mia. You know better,” Red Eyes said. “No such thing as beginnings. All round about.”

      “You know what I mean, Amber. Why must you be so contrary?”

      “It’s my nature. I’m shocked you still ask that question after all this time.”

      “I have to. It’s my nature.”

      “Shhh,” escaped from Blue Eyes. A diamond flashed briefly from some still unseen light, as the third one shifted. “Your squabbling always undermines events like this.”

      “If I could see you, Joslyn, that nose of yours would be stickin’ straight up,” Amber said. “That’s your nature.” She chuckled.

      “Think what you will, but this is more important than those last times.”

      “Why’s that?” Mia asked. “Just another new world.”

      “Because this one will be home,” Joslyn said.

      There was silence for a bit as the other two digested the fact. It was Amber that blurted out the obvious question. “And what in all the hells makes you think that?”

      “I can feel it in my bones. And if you weren’t so caught up in picking a fight, you’d feel it, too.”

      “I don’t know,” Mia said. “I kind of liked the last one. Full of life and rich with drama.”

      Joslyn sighed. “We can visit, but you know we don’t really belong there. No niche to curl in for such as us.”

      Not a breath could be heard in the quiet that followed. It extended as a speck appeared in the distance, and then grew. Soon the dot was clearly a world, morphing and shifting as it made room for its geography.

      “I feel it now,” Mia said. “This world is definitely ours. It’s been so long. I forgot a home was possible.”

      “Pfft,” Amber said.

      “What should we call it?” Mia asked.

      Joslyn’s diamond sparkled, full with the life of the forming world. “Fate.”

      “Mmhmm,” Mia said, and Amber followed with a grunt of agreement. The names were the only things they ever agreed on.

      Finally, the colors of Fate stopped shifting, settling into their proper places.

      “A lot of purple,” Amber said. “I hate purple.”

      The other two didn’t respond, focusing on the sensation of life forming on the world.

      Joslyn, the most aware of the energies, finally spoke. “Ah, look there. A soul to interact with.”

      “Little fool, if I ever saw one,” Amber said.

      “Mia,” Joslyn said, “this one is yours.”

      “Aw, come now. Why do I have to be first?”

      Amber laughed. “You’re the one babbling about beginnings.”

      “Some sisters you are,” Mia said. “You both better be close behind.”

      “Of course,” Joslyn said.

      Mia allowed one small sigh to escape. Then she dropped, plummeting into Fate, the soul of a fool drawing her down.
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            DREAMS IN SHADOW

          

        

      

    

    
      Tilly swung her mud-caked bare feet over the edge of the cliff. She enjoyed sitting on the precipice after a long day of playing, watching the purple leaves in the valley below flutter in the wind. It gave her ideas.

      And the one that popped into her head today was a grand one.

      The leaves nearby rustled, and a gray cat emerged from the underbrush. It rubbed up against her, smearing its damp nose on her arm.

      “Ew,” Tilly said.

      Ew? the cat voiced in Tilly’s mind. You’re covered from head to toe in dirt, and you can’t stand my wet nose against your skin. Aren’t you particular?

      “Sorry.” Tilly scratched the cat under the chin.

      My speaking doesn’t alarm you?

      Tilly giggled. “A servant once told me a chicken begged for its life before she chopped its head off. This is Fate, after all.”

      Home.

      “Huh?”

      Nothing.

      Tilly leapt up. “Time to go.”

      Where, might I ask?

      “On an adventure!”

      Lovely. I don’t see a pack anywhere, though.

      “I just decided five minutes ago.”

      Five... minutes?

      Tilly scrambled down the cliff.

      You need supplies and shoes. Not to mention you’re only twelve years old.

      “I’ll be thirteen next month. Anyway, I’ll be fine.”

      An invisible feather brushed the tip of Tilly’s nose.

      No, no. She couldn’t make an appearance. That would ruin everything.

      Tilly paused halfway down the rock face and forced herself not to scratch – the sensation passed. She continued down, and with some effort, she reached the bottom and curled her toes into the purple blades of grass. They tickled.

      The cat peered over the edge of the cliff, its green eyes slits. Tilly waved and ran into the woods.

      Let the adventure begin.
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        * * *

      

      Fewer rays of sunlight penetrated the forest’s canopy once Tilly realized she had traveled deeper into the woods than she ever had before. No turning back now. She had a horrible sense of direction, so if she tried to head home, she’d get lost. Better to be somewhere unknown by choice.

      Twigs and fallen branches poked at her feet, but she barely noticed. She preferred to run about shoeless, the calluses on her feet thick enough to protect her from most dangers.

      The woods felt more crowded than they were, the setting sun conjuring shadows from the trees. Soon it would be too dark to see in front of her, or behind. She imagined herself running face first into a tree and staggering, like in some comedic play. Tilly giggled.

      Perhaps she should have brought a lantern with her.

      Something soft brushed past her legs. Tilly pounced, trying to catch whatever dared come close to her. She came up with a handful of tree debris. Darn.

      Her mother would have scolded her – a proper lady acts apprehensive when faced with the unknown. Tilly hated cowering, and if that meant she wasn’t a lady, so be it.

      She straightened herself and brushed her hands off on her already dirt-covered jumper. A pair of green eyes glowed ahead, staring at her. Odd she saw the eyes at all – the sun had set. She was no fool, though. She knew who the eyes belonged to.

      “Hi, Cat,” Tilly said.

      Oh, you’re no fun. The eyes give me away?

      “Of course. How’d you catch up to me?”

      The cat is faster than the human. Proven fact.

      Tilly shrugged, then wondered if the glowing eyes could see her action in the dark. If so, it would be neat to have cat eyes. “You didn’t bring any light with you by chance?”

      Now, where would I keep a tinderbox? Under my fur?

      “I don’t know. You do talk. I was hoping you had other gifts.” She crouched down. “How well can you see me?”

      No answer from the cat right away.

      “Cat?”

      Sorry. I can see you as clearly as if the sun were at its peak in the sky on a cloudless day.

      “Neat. Guess you’d have no need to carry some type of light then, even if you could.” Tilly pondered awhile, not quite sure what to say next. She wanted to get on with her adventure, but wasn’t sure what this cat wanted. “You better not be here to make me go back.”

      Why would I want to do anything of the sort?

      “My mother could have sent you.” Tilly rubbed her eyes. Talking to something she couldn’t see made her sleepy.

      I have never met your mother in all of my existence. And I assure you, that’s a long time.

      “How long?”

      The cat sighed in her head. As long as I can remember.

      “That’s not an answer.” Tilly yawned. Exhaustion sneaked up behind her once she stopped moving. It tended to do that to her every night. Her nanny griped in the mornings that Tilly was too heavy to carry to bed.

      No bed in this wilderness. She’d have to make do, and then she’d continue her journey when she woke.

      “I couldn’t use you as a pillow for tonight, could I, Cat?”

      The vexed sound which echoed in her head sounded oddly like her mother and nanny combined.

      “Guess that’s a no. Fine. There are plenty of leaves.” Tilly curled up under a tree. Roots stuck her in her side, but they were tolerable.

      She fought another urge to scratch her nose.

      No, not going to happen.

      The cat’s glowing eyes didn’t move, just remained fixed and watchful. It would have been nice to actually have the warmth of the furball next to her, even if it didn’t want to be used as a pillow. Perhaps she had insulted it. Talking animals could be touchy.

      “Night, Cat.”

      Good night. And my name is Mia.

      What a pretty name.

      Sleep swallowed Tilly whole.
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        * * *

      

      The rising sun cast more shadows in the woods, and Tilly watched the dark patches shift as the sleepiness drained from her eyes.

      She almost didn’t stop herself from itching her nose.

      Bad, bad. That near miss fully woke her up.

      Cat – she couldn’t seem to remember the name from last night, just that it was pretty – was stretched out on the branch of a tree, eyes closed. Tilly figured she was pretending to sleep, since that position couldn’t be comfortable. Then she remembered how fast she had fallen asleep with things jabbing in her ribs.

      Her stomach cramped – she had missed dinner. There had to be food around here. She’d heard once that bark had a lot of nutrients, although she didn’t care to test that.

      She stood and stretched, working her sore muscles. Cat cracked an eye open.

      “Keep them closed, please. I’d rather not have you watch me do my business. Cats might be fine with that, but I’m shy.”

      The eye closed.

      Tilly took care of the necessity behind a bush not in Cat’s line of sight, for good measure. Then she foraged for food. Deep green berries weighed down another bush. She had never seen any like this before, but food was food, so she picked one.

      Are you really going to eat that? It could be poisonous.

      “I thought you still had your eyes closed, Cat.” Those glowing eyes had to see through bushes. “Is it poisonous?”

      I don’t know, but it could be.

      Tilly shrugged and popped the berry into her mouth. The juices squirted out of it, leaving a sweet and sour mixed taste on her tongue. She chewed, swallowed, then waited to see if she would die.

      Nothing happened after a few moments. “Guess they’re fine,” Tilly said, picking a handful to munch on.

      Not all poisons are instant.

      “No matter. I’m fine for now,” she said over a mouthful of mush. “Go catch a groundmouse or something, Cat.”

      Mia.

      “Oh, that’s what it was. Forgot.”

      Cat jumped from the tree and stalked off.

      Tilly scratched her nose, then made herself forget she did so.

      Nothing was wrong.
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        * * *

      

      After a few hours of weaving through the trees, Tilly reached the edge of the woods. Well, an edge – she wasn’t sure which. This one had a village along it.

      She hadn’t seen Cat since breakfast, but once Tilly stepped out of the trees to scrutinize the village, the gray furball appeared from the underbrush, curling a tail around her bare leg.

      “Hi, Cat.”

      Mia.

      “Oh, right.” Tilly scratched her nose. It was horribly itchy, and she couldn’t stop no matter how much she wanted to. “Looks like I’ve finally found something on my journey. I hope there are lots of exotic foods and animals. Perhaps the people speak a different language.”

      You obviously have a skewed perception of just how far your own two feet have brought you. A day’s travel won’t bring you to a different world. Not unless you’re crossing dimensions.

      “Dimensions? I knew you had other talents. You have to take me after I explore this village!”

      Oh, bother. I need to remember to keep some thoughts to myself.

      Tilly rubbed at her nose until the skin stung, but the itch still underlay the pain. Ow.

      A force tugged at her mind.

      No, it couldn’t happen now. Not when the fun was about to start. It needed to wait until after she was done in the village.

      She needed to stay away.

      But there was no stopping it, and Tilly knew that as well as she knew her full name was Tillnea Yara Synth – her mother reminded her of it at the oddest moments.

      The pull became a push, and her body tingled all over. She dropped to her knees so the dizziness wouldn’t knock her over. The berries she had for breakfast burned in her belly.

      Tilly? Did the berries do something?

      “Hardly. And it’s Tillnea.”

      Mia jumped away, fur rising on her back. And I was afraid there wouldn’t be enough drama.

      “Look at this armpit of a town,” Tillnea said. “I doubt there will be anywhere I can get a decent bath.” She attempted to brush the dirt off her jumper, but the mud was caked on. As long as she invoked Mother’s name, she would get a change of clothes. Even a nowhere place like this should know who governed the territory.

      Tillnea walked into the village, making sure her posture was how Mother instructed her it should be. She didn’t want to make a fool of herself among these common folk. Chin up, back straight.

      She stopped. Something was missing. The cat. “Come, Mia.”

      I think I preferred you calling me Cat.

      “Come.”

      All right, all right. No need to command as if I were one of your servants.

      Tillnea glared at Mia as she caught up. This cat would have to learn who was boss in this kingdom. Just because she talked didn’t make her exempt.

      She continued her grand entrance into the village.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean, you’ve never heard of Lady Yara Nanketha Synth?” Tillnea asked. Her entire body burned from this knave’s insolence. “I demand a room and a hot bath, as the daughter of your sovereign.”

      The innkeeper leaned over his counter and looked down at her. “Look, you little brat, I have no intention of wasting my time and money on some chit playing princess. And animals aren’t allowed in here. Get you and your cat out of my place.”

      Tillnea’s jaw fell open, and she promptly closed it, realizing how unladylike it probably looked. How dare this man talk to her so.

      Time to leave, I think.

      She shot a look, one which Mother used quite effectively, at the cat, but Mia just licked a paw. It wouldn’t be seemly if she were seen talking to an animal.

      Everyone is looking at you, and not in awe. Best to try a different inn.

      “But this is the only one in this speck-of-dust town.” She clamped a hand over her mouth. Tillnea dashed outside with as much grace as she could muster, then turned on Mia. “See what you made me do? Now they think I’m childish.”

      Imagine that.

      “You should have stayed in the woods.”

      I recall a demand from you not to.

      Tillnea glanced around, didn’t see anyone in the vicinity, then stomped her foot. “Oh, you’re as incorrigible as that innkeeper. You should treat me with respect.”

      Mia sighed.

      “Come.” Tillnea stalked off. There had to be a person in this village with sense, and she intended to find one. She came across a tiny market, about a half dozen people with tents set up. Before she could order a vendor to hand over a particularly juicy looking destimelon, a young man’s voice interrupted her.

      “Care for a card reading, child?” he asked. “You look quite determined, and I must say dirt-covered whelps hold a soft spot in my heart. Pick one card for free, and I’ll tell you all it says.”

      Whelp? Tillnea spun around, ready to give this man a tongue-lashing, but she stood stunned. A huge grin crossed his face, and it was welcoming, not mocking as she had suspected. His tousled blond hair and brown eyes complemented him well. He was only five or so years older than Tillnea. She guessed she could humor someone so handsome, briefly.

      “One card. How much can you tell from just one?”

      “Pick one and find out.” He fanned the deck out on the tiny table before him. The backs of the cards had an intricate design, endless knots woven into each other, purple like the leaves of Fate.

      Tillnea hovered a hand over the cards. The tips of her fingers tingled. Then with haste, she snatched one out of the deck and turned it over. A female jester, dressed in black and red, danced with glee on the face of the card. Bits of hair stuck out of her crooked hat, giving her a disheveled look. Cat eyes glowed in the background. But it was all upside down.

      Mia jumped up onto the table, making it teeter. Hm, interesting.

      Tillnea plucked a hair from the cat. “I apologize for Mia. Inbreeding.”

      Ow. Don’t forget I have claws and teeth.

      She gazed into the young man’s face. “What does it mean?”

      “The Fool, reversed. The Shadow.”

      “Shadow doesn’t sound good.”

      “There is a darkness, also self-deceit.”

      The wind picked up, and the card on the table spun, stopping right side up.

      “Seems you get two readings for one,” the young man said. “The Fool is a dreamer, carefree and bold, ready for an adventure. Could be one hides the other.” He laughed.

      Anger crawled through Tillnea. She couldn’t help but think he was playing a game, and at her expense. “You laugh at me?” She grabbed the card and threw it on the ground, stepping on it with her bare foot. It crumpled, the design on the back marred and broken.

      “Hey!” The young man jumped from behind his table and picked up the damaged card. “You shouldn’t treat these so harshly. They’re more than just paper and ink.”

      A hot wind snaked up Tillnea’s jumper, the little brown curls at the nape of her neck tickling her skin. “I can do whatever I please. I’m Lady Yara’s daughter, and those who think themselves above her rule need to be punished.” She spun and headed back in the direction she had come.

      You know he was right, Mia said as she pattered alongside Tillnea. Those cards of his breathed life. They actually felt like a part of Fate, not something made from it.

      “I don’t care.” She slipped into the blacksmith’s shop. A boy, much younger than her, guarded the embers in the oven.

      What do you need here?

      Tillnea found a torch on one of the walls. Primitive, but it would do. She lit it with the dying fire. The boy stared, wide-eyed, frozen in place.

      No, no. You couldn’t think to...

      “No thinking necessary. And I’ll start with that rude innkeeper. Best run, Mia, or your fur might get singed.”

      The cat swiped at Tillnea’s leg, missed, then darted off to who knew where. Tillnea scoffed. She didn’t need that furball telling her what she should and shouldn’t do.

      Tillnea entered the inn, flaming torch in hand, and lit the closest curtains. The owner didn’t deserve an explanation after how he’d treated her and pretended Mother didn’t exist.

      She left quickly, the shouts of patrons and the innkeeper’s bellows touching her ears. Her nanny always said you reap what you sow. This village had it coming.

      Not to lose her focus, Tillnea headed for the market. The young man was still there, trying to smooth out the crumpled card. He at least had smiled at her. She’d give him a few words.

      “Hello again,” Tillnea said.

      “Oh, you. What do you want?” No grin this time, only a glare.

      “I never caught your name.”

      He squinted, trying to look deeper into her eyes, then he glanced at the torch. “Darney.”

      “Well, Darney, let’s find out what it sounds like when cards scream.”

      He reached out to stop her, but she brushed the flame against the cloth on the table.

      “What the...?” He scrambled and gathered up his cards, trying to save them from the fire.

      Tillnea laughed. She liked to think she sounded like Mother, laughing at the foolish jokes of her underlings.

      Then she ran, the torch almost guttering out from her exuberance. But she wouldn’t allow the flame to die. She dashed through the village, lighting random things on fire, but didn’t touch the forest or steer near it with her torch. Mother would never forgive her if she burned down the trees. They belonged to her, although they didn’t contest her ownership like these people had.

      When Tillnea finished the lighting, she tossed the torch into a well. People frantically put out the flames, ignoring her wandering through town. She giggled and danced.

      She finally reached the opposite end of the village from where she had entered. After traveling a safe distance through a field, she collapsed in a small copse of trees and watched smoke billow into the sky.

      The smell bothered Tillnea, but she’d have to suffer a bit longer. She regretted not staying to hear if the cards would have really screamed.

      Tillnea stretched out and gazed at birds flashing overhead, likely fleeing the destruction.

      She itched her nose.
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        * * *

      

      Tilly cried. Tears poured down her cheeks and snot ran out of her nose. Her nose that always itched when she was about to change, to become the Other. She always made herself forget what happened during the shifting, to forget she even shifted – she’d only recall something was amiss when the itching started. But this time had been the worst. She might never forget. Tilly couldn’t grasp what she’d done, the smoke in the night air the only evidence.

      So she cried, her eyes puffy and skin raw.

      After a while, she felt a presence. Her first thought was of the jester on the Fool card, come back for revenge, but then logic clicked. “Cat?”

      Green eyes appeared and sauntered toward Tilly. Things back to normal now?

      “I wouldn’t have singed your fur, really.” She felt more tears coming on and sniffed and hiccupped all at once.

      The one who calls me Cat surely wouldn’t, but I’m not so sure about the one who calls me Mia.

      This broke Tilly’s control, and the salty drops rolled down her face again. “I... I’m... so... sorry.”

      Cat licked Tilly’s hand. Calm now, little dreamer.

      “Don’t... ca-call me that.” She howled.

      You remember everything?

      Tilly nodded and rubbed at her cheeks.

      I see. And you can’t stop her from breaking through?

      “No.” She swallowed. “I don’t let myself remember it happens.”

      Cat crawled into her lap and stretched her front paws up to rest on Tilly’s shoulders. Having the glowing eyes so close to her made her squirm.

      The worst thing you can do is forget. You must remember. It’s the only way to bring about a balance, to stop your shadow from taking things so far.

      “I don’t want to remember. I’m not her – she’s evil.”

      She is you, and she’s not evil. You don’t allow yourself to be serious as Tilly, so it’s emerged as Tillnea.

      “I want her gone. I just want to continue my adventure and have fun.” She remembered Cat’s good vision and forced her lower lip out in a pout. Her nanny would have said Tilly was being a baby.

      Tomorrow, you go back to that village and see what she did.

      “No way.” She picked Cat up and set her on the ground.

      Yes. Now, sleep.

      Tilly crossed her arms. She wouldn’t go back to that village. That wouldn’t help her forget. Not like a small gray furball could drag her there either.

      And who said she was tired? She didn’t need to sleep at Cat’s command. This was her adventure.

      She tried to keep her eyes open, but her head kept leaning forward, and she snapped it back when she noticed. The last thing Tilly remembered was Cat humming a tune.
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        * * *

      

      Tilly’s eyes still felt tired when she awoke to a dawn rain shower. The droplets refreshed her, and she tilted her head back, catching them in her mouth.

      Time to continue her journey, to explore the far reaches of Fate. She wondered how big it really was and wished she had paid attention to her geography lessons. No matter. She was determined to find the strangest areas and revel in them, all before she was thirteen.

      Come, Cat said, heading back toward the village.

      “That’s the wrong way,” Tilly said, skipping around in the rain.

      No, it’s not. You can continue down the other road after this errand.

      “I can do whatever I want.” She stuck her tongue out at Cat.

      Please.

      Oh, great. Adults rarely said please to her, and when they did, she crumbled. She wouldn’t give in this time. Nope.

      Cat sat on her haunches and looked at Tilly. If it was at all possible to see emotions on an animal’s face, Tilly could have sworn she saw pleading in those green eyes. Perhaps it was one of her talents.

      “Fine.” She stomped toward the village, close behind Cat.

      As she came closer, her exuberance faded, dying along with the rain. The gray in the sky wasn’t just clouds, but lingering smoke. They reached the forest edge and Tilly stopped. She couldn’t move any further, and she had a good enough view of the destruction from here.

      People picked through the rubble of burned-down buildings, soot smudging their faces and clothes. Not everything was destroyed, but it would take a long time for the village to be repaired to the state it had been before she had stumbled in.

      The Other had done this, what Cat called Tilly’s shadow, and she had used her hands. And she remembered every moment of it. The innkeeper, the torch. Darney – the cards. Tilly even felt more than the Other had. She had sensed the life in those cards and how they’d reacted to the fire. Even though it was after the fact, she heard their screams in her mind.

      “Don’t make me go any further,” Tilly said, fresh tears rolling down her cheeks.

      I won’t. But you must remember this. You can hear them, can’t you? The cards.

      Tilly squeaked.

      I can, too.

      They lingered for a while, every moment she watched the scene before her more agonizing. But she couldn’t close her eyes.

      A shout tore Tilly out of her shock.

      “That’s her! The girl who burned down my inn!” It was the innkeeper, and he looked angry. The people following behind him echoed his fury. “Get her! Burn her!”

      Tilly yelped. “No, no, it wasn’t me. It wasn’t.” It was her. But she couldn’t tell them that. To them she was the same dirt-covered child who’d destroyed their village.

      She stood, unmoving, while the mob closed the distance. Perhaps she deserved to be burned. That would stop the Other from ever coming back.

      Run.

      The word sounded as if it came from far away, but Tilly realized it was only her fear that was muting it.

      Tilly, run!

      Cat didn’t have to tell her a third time. Somehow the innkeeper had obtained a torch, and she saw the glint of a dagger in the crowd.

      Tilly turned and bolted into the woods.

      She ran, not even noticing if Cat followed her. She ran, and ran, until a stitch knotted into her side, and still she kept running.

      All the things the Other had done in the past came flooding back into her memory. Yes, she would have singed Cat’s fur – had actually tortured animals before. Fresh tears erupted, streaming into her hair as she ran.
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