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“Mistress of Bees collects the adventures of Lady Maris Goselin, who is introduced to us as if we’re about to read a collection of tales suitable for children. But Lady Maris has no intention of bowdlerizing her own bawdy retellings. In presenting the unvarnished truth, she reveals herself as a perpetually lustful, ill-tempered, immodest, and sly practitioner of bee magic. Here she takes on human villains and mad conjurers, a magic-user with a rat in her hair, a dead cat, a race of goblins, and even, now and again, conjured creatures from other worlds. Bernie Mojzes serves up one rollicking adventure after another in the entertaining and true recollections of Lady Maris.”

 

—Gregory Frost, author of Rhymer and The Secret House
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INTRODUCTION

 

 

L


ike every Amisaran child, I was raised on Maris Goselin stories. I think my favorite was Maris Goselin and the Lost City of Clouds, with its vertiginous escapades and lofty ideals, but I loved them all. What child hasn’t reenacted scenes from Maris Goselin and the Mud Men on a rainy day? Or Maris Goselin & the Valley of Ice, in the winter months? I must admit it came as quite a surprise to me to learn that it is only within the last few years that this hunger has infected her home city of Ashbury.

As happens with every figure who shuns the limelight, these Amisaran stories grew to proportions implausible, improbable, and mythic. In Ashbury, where she remained a very real and present force, the stories surrounding Maris Goselin were whispered in the dark, and those who remembered her did so with fear and unease, as she preferred.

It was with shock and wonder when, one difficult day barely a year ago as I write this, I was handed the most precious gift Lady Maris Goselin could have given me: all of her original manuscripts.

Since that time, I have devoted myself to devouring every page written in her hand over the long course of her life—whether they be episodes from her life or designs for spells, shopping lists or detailed descriptions of the identification and preparation of certain poisonous herbs—until I felt I could recite them word for word.

Maris was no stranger to the printed word, having published everything from spell books for the disabled to subversive political treatises, from erotic fantasies to unflinching memoirs, from suppressed histories to medical diagnostic handbooks to gaming manuals of the purest escapist fantasy.

What you hold in your hands is a mere fragment of the person who took to herself the name Maris Goselin, but a deeply personal fragment which I hope will reveal the true depth and flawed complexity of the person behind the myths and the stories. But for one piece (offered here by Sollaman Jonthansen—a dear friend, and one of the rare few whom I would trust to tell a tale true and without embellishment), the words are her own, with only the lightest of editorial touches for purposes of spelling or clarity. I hope that in reading these glimpses into her life, you—and the world—will learn to see Maris a little bit closer to the way I do.

 

—Frida Marisdottr, 10 Julo, 488AA


 

 

 



 

 

 

BAD DEBTS

 

 

T


his is all Justino Frankwell’s fault. He came to me asking if I could write up the story of what happened in Ashbury Park last summer. The Midsummer Day’s Massacre, he calls it. He wanted to serialize the tale in the Ashbury Gazette, which I guess he can do, since he owns it. 

Do I want to talk about it? No. But having become unemployable due to last year’s events, the money was enticing, and I quickly wrote up exactly what occurred. Next morning, Frankwell sent a courier to call me into his office, where he demonstrably lit my manuscript on fire and dropped it page by page into his trash bin. What can I say? I’ve seen people spend money on stupider things than magic smoke-free trash bins.

“Anybody can write a history,” he said, “but nobody wants to read history. People want to know about Lady Maris Goselin, and how she got tangled up in all this mess. They want to know what she was thinking, what she was doing, and most importantly, what she was feeling. They want to know about you.”

“Yeah, right,” I said, unconvinced.

“And that bard friend of yours, what was his name?” he said, almost as an afterthought. “Spring something. They want to know about you and that Spring fellow.”

And Spring. Of course. Bastard.

If I hadn’t already spent part of the advance, I might have stormed out. I might even have altered his décor on the way. But I’ve done more distasteful things in my life to put food on the table, and to have a table to put it on, so here it is: the story of me, my ex-boyfriend, and his girlfriend, saving the world, for all the thanks we got. 

With feelings.



 

A hot Midsummer Day in Ashbury Park. Perfect for a midday concert in the park, and pretty much the opposite of what you’d expect for necromancy and mass murder, but imagine how boring life would be without little surprises.

I wasn’t there for the concert. In fact, it was the last place I wanted to be. Posters advertising the return of Ashbury’s most famous bard were plastered all over the city, and I never knew when I might turn the corner and be confronted with his face. What I really wanted was to crawl into bed for a year and not come out until the concert was over and all the posters torn down or plastered over. But if I did that, I wouldn’t have a bed—or a roof over it—for very long. I was at my former lover’s concert for the same reason I’m writing these words: money. I was being paid to witness the handoff of an illegal object of power from one wizard of dubious ethics to another, and report back the identity of the recipient to my employer. And, if someone tried to interfere with that transaction, to make sure they failed.

I’d sent my bees foraging around the park and buzzing through the audience, and picked a spot for myself under a tree a bit up the hill overlooking the stage—well out of the writhing, sweating crowd and, not coincidentally, with a good view of the entire stretch of the Ash River as it passed through the park. The stage had been built against the backdrop of the river, just above the flood line, and constructed to project sound out across the park grounds. No expense spared. The air hung thick and still, damper than Duchess Dara’s nethers at a formal tea, and everyone knows how she loves tea. And formality. The merciless sun glared through the haze. 

None of that deterred the eager throngs crowding the stage to see the triumphant return of Ashbury’s favorite son.

It set my teeth on edge. 

Spring had filled out over the years. Broad shoulders and strong arms. Scandalously tight trousers that nobody seemed to mind. It was odd that the ruggedly handsome man on the stage was the same scrawny street urchin I’d last seen when we’d fled Ashbury together. The same boy who’d walked away and left me alone in the wilderness. Irony, thy name is Fame; the soldiers that used to drive us away if he gathered too large a crowd now guarded the stage built in his honor and watched for pickpockets in the audience.

Spring had always performed alone when I knew him, just him singing and playing his lute. Now he had an entourage: a Selunari guitarist with a braided beard, garbed almost entirely in what appeared to be brightly colored scarves knotted together, and a grey-furred Sarr in an off-white robe perched in the midst of a dizzying variety of drums and percussion. Both displayed a finesse and professionalism that still eluded Spring. Yet it was his name on the billing, his face on the posters. His trousers the crowd mooned over. It was easier to stoke my rage than address the quivering in my chest.

He had no right coming back to my city, just because it was safe for him now. Coward.

I tore my eyes away from the stage. This was a bad idea. I never should have taken this job, but now that I had, I had an obligation to see it through. I scoured the crowd for my quarry: one Helmar Q’agit, dabbler in petty magics and pettier crimes. He was due to meet the buyer at precisely noon by the river’s edge.

Four sharp clacks of the drumsticks counted out the beat, drawing my eyes back to the stage just in time to see the trio launch into their first song. Well, not the whole trio. Spring strutted and posed at the front of the stage while the Selunari strummed strong chords on his guitar. The Sarr pounded exotic southern rhythms on the drums while the tail-held tambourine wove an intricate counter-rhythm, dancing and twitching like a charmed snake.

Then Spring reached into a case behind him and raised his lute to his chest. I gritted my teeth. He still had it. The lute I’d gotten for him. Gotten? Stolen. The lute that ruined everything. His fingers found the strings, and sound and light and sensation washed over the audience.

The adoring crowd swayed in time with the music (and the tail), and I felt my own hips moving to the throbbing rhythm of the drums before I knew I was dancing.

Maybe later I’d get Spring to introduce me to the Sarr, clearly the talent in the band. In the meantime, I had a job to do. Ignoring the stage and the music and Spring’s voice as best I could, I scoured the park for any sight of Q’agit.

The shadows had grown short when one of my bees informed me that the target of my vigil had arrived. It took several minutes to identify which of the bees was feeding me fractured images of the man’s pallid face. Q’agit waded into the writhing chaos that was the audience on the northwest corner of the field, crossing diagonally past the stage toward the southeast, where a sandy beach dipped down into the river. I settled in to watch, fanning myself with my skirts. If only it wasn’t so blazing hot. Sweat beaded on my neck and thighs and gathered under my arms and breasts. What was wrong with these people? Proper Evil happened at night, midnight on a full moon on the darkest day of the year, not at high noon on Midsummer Day. Hadn’t they read the handbook?

On the stage, Spring shifted into another song. An older piece. Unaccompanied.

My breath caught. 

All these years, and I still knew all the words. Bastard. He had no right to sing that song, not here, where I could hear it. Not anywhere. And why today, when I couldn’t avoid him?

I considered sending some of my bees to swarm the stage and let him know what I thought of him coming back to my city. What I thought of him singing a song he’d written for me to anyone else. Ever. 

After what seemed like an eternity of misery, he finished the song and launched straight into another, the entire band joining in. Simple and anthemic, it lacked even the most basic musical component: melody. The audience loved it, dancing and raising their fists in the air.

I was

Born in Icenia.

Born in Icenia...

The crowd chanted the moronic refrain every time it returned.

A bee bumped my nose. And bumped my nose again. I was paying attention to the wrong thing, the hive was telling me, and had lost sight of Q’agit. If something happened to him before the handoff, I wasn’t getting paid. And I liked getting paid. 

Cursing Spring under my breath, I took out my spyglass and scanned the crowd for Q’agit’s ostentatious robes. Ah, there he was.

He’d made it quite a bit farther than I’d expected. But something seemed wrong. Rather than weaving through the surging crowd, he shoved through impatiently, pushing much larger men aside with unexpected ease, heading directly for the riverbank. No, not impatiently. Mechanically. He broke free of the audience and headed toward the river. His diminutive figure was oddly distended, hunched, as if he wore a pack of some sort on his back under his robe. Was this where he was carrying the package? 

I shook my head. Something wasn’t right. Even the bees knew it, but I didn’t have enough information to act yet. Gathering power to myself, I expanded my surveillance. I sent bees to the shoreline to search for the buyer. No one there looked particularly suspicious.

But then, if you’re going to engage in illegal necromancy in broad daylight, why look suspicious?

It was high noon; the sun was directly overhead. Q’agit reached the river and waded into the water, ignoring everyone on the beach. He pushed past naked children splashing in the shallows with their mothers, past the young men who flirted with the mothers whose husbands danced in front of the stage with younger girls. He continued until the water reached his ribs, then lifted both arms and cast his head back.

The hump on his back swelled. His robe split, and shadows spilled out.

And then I was running, down the hillside to the river, stupid skirts gathered up around my waist, any thought of discretion forgotten. Around Q’agit the water roiled, liquid tentacles rising from the once-placid shallows, dancing with the shadows that burst from his back.

The screams started.

I reached for magic as I ran, catching the gossamer threads in my fingers and gathering them close, twisting and tying and knotting to shape them to my will. The Earth moved under my feet, the sod rolling before me to speed my descent. The wind gathered me in her arms and propelled me forward over the crowd, over the bathers in the water and the people on the shore, caught in the creature’s coils. Water rose up at my command, caught me and spun me to face my quarry. 

Responding to my distress, my bees swarmed Q’agit, sinking stingers into his body. He ignored them, and me, dead eyes staring through me as the shadows spilling from his split body melted into the liquid tentacles. Two monsters—one an elemental called up the river from the deepest depths of this world, the other something much worse from far beyond—intertwined and merged. 

I understood then: Q’agit wasn’t the courier. He was the package. And I was the stooge that guarded his delivery. 

How do you kill someone who is already dead? Did it even matter anymore? His body shrank visibly as the night poured out of him. Whatever had been inside his shell had escaped, infiltrating the shimmering waters of the elemental with its shadowy void, turning it into something inky and viscous and ravenous.

I stared as people thrashed in the monster’s grip. What could I do? Waist-deep in the river, the prevalent form of power available was tied by its nature to water, and there was no way I could use that to fight the elemental force of water itself. There was air, but that was a flighty and insubstantial power, unless you have the time to build its strength. But time was in short supply—already, a woman near me held with her head under the water went limp. Air magic it was.

I wove a spell to whip the air into a frenzy, forming small whirlwinds to cut through the watery tendrils where they emerged from the surface, stripping them to a fine mist. It took less than a minute to sever a fully grown tentacle. Detached, the limb immediately lost its form and splashed back into the river.

But a minute is a long time, plenty of time for the thing to crush whatever was in its grasp. In the meantime, more tentacles than I was destroying emerged from the depths. Several dozen were reaching toward the audience, and toward the stage. Toward Spring.

A tentacle swung in front of me, holding a squalling toddler. I tried bringing my whirlwind to bear closer to the victim, where the tendrils were thinner and quicker to cut. Maybe.... No. The monster squeezed the child until he popped, spraying me with viscera.

Nothing I could do would save those caught in the monster’s grasp, I realized.

In another moment, dozens more would be snared, maybe hundreds.

Something bumped up against me. A woman’s body, caught in the current. She was young, still just a girl, too young to be a mother, and far too young to die. 

No. A feeling as dangerous as the creature I faced rose within me. I could not save these people, but this stopped here. 

I reached into the sky, twining hot threads of power that had travelled unimaginable distances into my fingers, and pulled down fire, stolen from the very sun itself. 

It was only for a second or two, but that was enough. The stench of hot river muck and burnt flesh—both human and otherwise—filled the air. What was left of poor Q’agit collapsed in on itself. Boiling tendrils dropped their charred victims and retreated into the river’s depths. The tentacles reaching out toward the stage boiled away at their root and dissolved into droplets. I had stopped the monster.

But I hadn’t killed it.

Bodies bobbed in the water, swirled and bumped around me, and slowly drifted downstream. Someone screamed my name, my old name, over and over. I remember staring at the carnage and thinking how easy it would be to let exhaustion take me, to sink under the wavelets and let the current bear me into oblivion, where I’d never have to hear that name or any other ever again.

Then something twisted around my feet and pulled me under. It lifted me up and slammed me against the surface of the water with enough force to drive scalding hot river water up my nose and into my lungs. Coiling around me from head to foot, it started to squeeze.

Staring into the liquid ink, I saw stars that reached forever, and beyond that, a hideous void that watched, and saw, and stared back into me.



 

It whispered to me, its voice like viscous sandpaper tongues across my skin, vile and delicious.

It was only a few moments.

It was only for eternity.

It ended too soon.



 

I woke gasping and clawing for air. A familiar face hovered somewhere; panicked, I reached for it, came in contact with it far too soon.

“Ow!” Spring’s voice, surprised and hurt. 

I’d heard that tone before. It had enraged me then. This time, flavored with the scent of scorched flesh and river muck, it had a different effect. I turned my head and vomited, water and mud and bits of the morning’s sausage. I swatted away helpful hands as I pushed myself away from the offended earth. 

The world spun, too close and bright and claustrophobic. Too present. I fell back to my hands and knees and pressed my head against the resentful soil until the whispers quieted. I’d saved some lives—the people on the stage and in front of it—but at what cost?

Guards were fishing corpses from the Ash, hooking them with spears and halberd spikes. Boats in the marina upstream remained moored—nobody was braving deeper waters. Those bodies out of reach caught in the current and drifted downstream. There were more than I could bear to count. Yes, the creature would have killed them all. But it hadn’t. 

I had.

When I could finally sit up, I tried to wipe my face with my sleeve, only to discover I had none. My skirts clung wet and translucent against my legs, but of my blouse there was no sign. I was too weary for either shame or modesty.

“It’s burned off,” I said.

“I know.” Spring touched a handkerchief to my face. “It’ll grow back.”

“Yes,” I said. Then I realized what he’d said. “What?”

He stroked my head, and his hand felt cool against my scalp. “Your hair. It will grow back. Remember that time...?” His hand fell to my hip.

I remembered. Wildly drunk, we’d taken turns daring each other with a straight razor I’d acquired until not a single hair remained on either of our bodies. The hair had grown back. Something else I’d given away that night had not, and I resented Spring for tying that magical experience to this. I slapped his hand away.

“I’m going to bed your drummer. I want you to introduce me to him.”

Spring gave a surprised laugh. “Kilanh is female.”

“Even better.”

His laugh faltered. “You can’t. She’s involved.” A touch of color spotted his cheeks, and I knew the nature of her involvement. 

The Sarr’s face floated in the wavering haze that was the world behind Spring’s back. From the look she gave him, and from the irritated sound of the tambourine as her tail twitched, I also knew that her understanding of her involvement was different from his.

My turn to laugh, even if it tasted a bit of bile, and sounded of it, too. “Good.”

“I just saved your life!” His strong fingers gripped my chin and directed my gaze into his. Once upon a time that’s all it would have taken, a touch and a look. “I went out there into that, that boiling river, and I pulled you out. I breathed air back into your lungs. From my lips to yours.” His thumb traced my lower lip.

“You did me no favors.” The whispers rose in my mind, and I willed them into sullen silence. I pushed both Spring and the whispers away, and ran.



 

I had been unfair to Spring.

He had been brave, risking waters that no others would dare, to save my miserable life. He had been gallant. Self-sacrificing. He had been the boy I’d fallen in love with as a child, before everything changed.

I didn’t care. I had more important things on my mind.

I assessed the damage. Those parts of my body that had been beneath the surface of the water when I seized a piece of the sun—everything below my midriff—were unscathed. Above that, I had been scoured clean. Every hair was gone, not just on my head. Eyebrows, eyelashes, armpits, everything. My skin was pink and fresh, as if the outer layer had been burnt away without affecting anything beneath. A bit tender, yes, but not permanently harmed. 

I changed into more accustomed garb—leggings and a baggy white shirt over a loosely tied black leather corset, and soft leather boots that reached to my knees, all of which served to conceal all manner of useful and lethal tricks. A wide belt supported my visible blade, a smallsword that rarely saw use.

I ran soft and tender fingers, callouses burned away, over my smooth scalp. My client had some explaining to do. A trip to the wigmaker would be but a short detour, and I fully intended to present that invoice for reimbursement. But before I departed, I took a few moments to tend the hive in the thatched roof of my home. My friends were agitated and upset. How many had died? Not even the queen knew. I apologized, letting her feel my sorrow, and opening myself to her loss, but it was too soon. It would be some time before she trusted me again, and I retreated as the bees rose to swarm between me and the hive.

It wasn’t an entirely wasted effort, though. I discovered quickly enough on the roof as the midsummer sun beat down against my unprotected scalp that I would need to set aside my dislike of such frippery and condescend to cover my head. I chose a wide brimmed cavalier hat of black felt, with a red band and an extravagant feather. Discrete? Hardly. But the time for that had passed. Let them stare.



 

I had been angry. Furious. With Spring — for saving me, and for ruining it in the next breath. With my client, for his criminally negligent failure to provide me with critical information that might have kept this transaction from going so horribly wrong. But mostly at myself, for not having the decency to die after the carnage I’d wrought. Too many broken promises, my own being the worst of them.

That was before I visited E. Klug, Wigmaker. Afterwards, I was just scared. 

Three women’s hair had gone into that wig, harvested at the sanitarium on Hastings Street. Mr. Klug did not tell me this; it was something the women themselves made known, through senses left open as an unwelcome residue from my encounter with the thing in the river. Two of the women raved in my head, tortured and frightened and manic, the moment the wig touched my flesh. I flinched at their touch. But it was the third presence that terrified me—still and silent and present as death. I flung the wig away from me and fled the shop in horror.

I kicked my client’s door open when I heard the butler unlatch it. It was a testament to his buttling that his eyes betrayed only the smallest trace of surprise, none of which reflected in the rest of his face. He would have had my fullest recommendation wherever he might seek an appointment, should a recommendation from one such as I bear any weight.

“Lady Goselin,” he said, “the household is not at present prepared to entertain.”

“Bugger that,” I said. “I need to see him.”

“That would not be possible at the present, madam. Should you wish to pay respects, a notice shall be posted—”

I pushed past into the house, hand on the hilt of my blade. “Where is the bastard? I’ll kill him if he hasn’t got a bloody good...” And then the butler’s words registered. “…Respects?”

He bowed. “Yes, Lady.”

“He’s dead.”

“Regrettably.”

“When?”

“Perhaps noon, madam. He had retired to his chambers shortly after breakfast with instructions to notify him an hour prior to tea.”

“And he was...?”

“Yes, madam.”

“Show me the body.”

He stiffened. “That would hardly be proper.”

“I am hardly proper,” I said. “Now show me the fucking body.”



 

The butler’s concern was not ill conceived. My client lay naked and spread-eagled in the middle of an occult form—which I shall not describe even in the most general terms, for fear that some misguided fool shall inevitably attempt to replicate it—engraved in the hardwood floor. The rug that normally covered the floor was loosely rolled to the side. 

My client’s face was blue. There were marks on his bloated body, as if of ropes. But I knew better. He had not died of strangulation, but of drowning, even if the only liquids present were those voided by his corpse. The stench that rose from him was of river muck, with which I’d recently become intimately familiar.

Other than the corpse, and the symbol in the floor, there was nothing in my client’s chamber to answer my thwarted questions.

“Please, madam.” The butler spoke from the doorway, as if he didn’t dare cross the threshold.

“Yes, of course.” As I exited the room, I removed my hat and handed it to him. “At noon today, I had a full head of hair, and eyebrows. At noon today, several dozen people, women and children, played on the riverbank in Ashbury Park. A few moments later, they were dead, and my hair was gone. Your employer may be dead, but he still owes me an accounting, and you, sir, have been volunteered to give it.”

He actually blanched. “It is not my place to meddle in....”

“A good butler sees all, and witnesses nothing. You, sir, are an excellent butler, and right now, if you wish your master avenged, you will remember everything that you have seen.”



 

When I left my client’s residence late that night, my fear was undiminished, but my anger had returned, cold and deadly. With what I had learned, I knew exactly what I would find within the cluttered confines of Helmar Q’agit’s pathetic shop. Not even my reputation of professional discretion was enough to keep my client’s identity—and the nature of his crime—confidential. It is only out of my respect for that butler, and his hope of someday securing a new position, that I keep that confidence.

I searched Q’agit’s hovel in the dark. I needed no light; the whispers in my head told me where to find what I sought, though the effort strained my sanity. The object of my search spoke only emptiness and longing. It was a human skull, deeply etched with intricate patterns radiating from a single, obscene form—the same form that defiled my client’s floor.

I sat cross-legged on the floor so that I could look into the black pits of those empty eyes. And I understood.

His name was Corey. A boy, an innocent: he had never drawn blood in battle, nor from between a woman’s thighs. Never even slaughtered a chicken, or tasted flesh. He had been purchased as an infant and raised in isolation to this purpose, of which, even in death, he was unaware.

All he wanted was to be touched.

I, Maris Goselin... 

No. Let us use the name with which I grew up, the name Spring had called across the boiling waters: Gosling. I, who have been pickpocket and harlot, camp follower and mercenary, wizard and murderer—I who have fucked and fought and stolen and slain my way from the streets into an odd sort of semi-respectability—I would be this boy’s deliverance.

Behind those empty eyes, behind that hungry ghost, something infinitely more hungry waited. I would lie if I said that death was not to be feared. But the thing that gazed back at me was not death. It had come from somewhere beyond that grey realm, found a way into Corey’s mind, and through this dead boy’s hunger, it had infiltrated our world.

I had much to prepare. I wrapped Corey’s skull in a black velvet tablecloth (Q’agit owned no other sort) and took it home.



 

“Death,” I said, not waiting for Spring to invite me into his hotel room, “is not the enemy.” This was something of which I was now certain, having spent two nearly sleepless days and nights devouring every word in the esoteric tomes and parchments that the butler had delivered to my home, and listening to the mad whispers of the ghosts of those who had written them. I slipped my lockpick into my corset as I stepped around the spluttering and indignant bard. Behind him, Kilanh snatched up the bed linens to cover herself. “Death is as much a victim in this as Life is.” Gripping the back of Kilanh’s neck, I leaned up until my lips met hers. 

Face to face, she was taller than I expected. She smelled exquisite. She tasted of Spring. For a moment she melted against me, fingers twining in my shirt as her tongue met mine. Then she pushed me away with a drummer’s strength. 

“When this is done,” I said, running my fingers improperly through sweat-damp fur down her back to the sensitive spot above her tail. She breathed in through needle teeth and arched against my hand. “Spring will tell you where I live.”

Kilanh glanced at Spring. 

Debt differs not merely in quantity, but in quality. No amount of money can ever truly pay the debt of a life taken. Likewise, Spring could save my life twenty times over without making a down payment for his betrayal. He looked away, and down, and would not meet Kilanh’s eyes, or mine, but the dark tide that washed within me gave me ears to hear what was not said—that he still held a hope of reclaiming me, after all these years, and even now of having us both. Kilanh’s inner voice spoke only what we all knew: with three words I could take her lover from her forever.

But she wasn’t the one I needed to hurt. I pushed those thoughts aside.

“Assuming we survive that long.” I plopped down on the disheveled mattress. “Get some clothes on, you two. We need to talk, and I can’t afford the distractions right now.”



 

Later, when Spring stepped outside to relieve his bladder, Kilanh confronted me.

“Whatever has been between you and Spring must stay between the two of you. I will not be your pawn, or his penance. I will not bed you.”

“You will.”

Her tail twitched. “I have seen what you can do, but I promise you, if you try to force me, I will kill you.”

“When you come to me,” I said, knowing the words as truth as they spilled from my lips, “it will be of your own free will. The only thing I’m unclear on is why.”



 

The best conditions for countering an intricately worked summoning is the opposite of its own optimal conditions. But we couldn’t wait until the winter solstice. By that time, the thing that I had fought in the river would have established itself irreversibly, entwining life and death inextricably in its shadowy tentacles. What exactly that meant for this world remains unclear to me, but it had only been two weeks, and already there were rumors of odd illnesses in people who lived or worked near the river’s banks, of sores and tumors and unexpected growths, and of unquiet graves. No, there was no time to wait. We would just have to hope that a dreary, rain-soaked midnight would be enough. At least a full moon hid behind those clouds.

Spring would put on a concert. Not the energetic, crowd-pleasing songs he’d played before, but songs that touched deeper emotions. There would be no audience, none to hear but those who were there to help. He would play alone. And he would play to me.

The butler volunteered to assist—both to atone for his master’s crimes and to avenge the bastard’s death—but instead, I gave him his master’s books and detailed instructions of who to contact if we failed. We wouldn’t be around for a second attempt, and even I’m not so self-centered that I’d wish that fate shared with the world. Instead, I spoke with a gentleman who still owed me for some discrete services. Both Spring and I asked Kilanh to stay away, but she insisted.

“If I can’t help on the stage, then I can help in some other way.”

And her assistance was, in fact, quite valuable.

I’d spent the two weeks reading and rereading every book and note on the subject that both my client and Q’agit had in their possession. My client had attempted to cheat death by inviting something beyond both life and death into himself, with no regard to what that might do to the rest of the world. Whether the spell had failed because of a lack of power to pull it off, or because of my interference, or because of the water elemental’s involvement, I didn’t know. Another possibility remained: that he had just bollocksed up the spell in the casting. It was, after all, not the sort of spell you got to practice. Had he just miscast a perfectly sound spell? Or was the spell misconstructed from the start? Whatever the failure was, it hadn’t failed well enough, and some remnant of that ravenous power remained in our world.

The plan was actually fairly straightforward—it was only the execution that would be difficult. We needed to replicate the occult form that had been on my client’s floor, and that was etched into dead Corey’s skull, large enough to encompass the area of the original spell’s effect, from the stage out onto the river. At midnight, with Corey’s help, I would repeat my client’s spell, with some omissions, modifications, and reversals. I would draw the darkness into myself, and this time, instead of fighting it, I would embrace it. I would take it in and feed it back to the Thing that still lived behind Corey’s empty eye sockets. Then I would destroy the skull, and we would destroy the occult form. Simple, right?

Etching a line into a hardwood floor is one thing. It’s a little tougher to paint moving water. It was Kilanh who came up with the idea of using rope and buoys. A handful of people in boats would maintain the shape, and destroy it when it was time. Other people, she suggested, could be on shore waiting to pull things on the ground apart when the time was right.

People from a surprisingly wide swath of society provided materials and support: paint, rope, buoys, boats, people to handle the boats. Lords and criminals worked side by side, abandoning temporarily the artificial distinction between their livelihoods. My gentleman friend called on his gentleperson friends. It’s funny how the need—or at least the desire—for discrete services multiplies as one accumulates wealth and influence. And every discrete service comes bundled with the potential of a future favor in exchange for continued discretion.

I didn’t doubt their discretion in this case: nobody is stupid enough to admit to participation in the most powerful act of illegal necromancy that Ashbury has seen in a century or more. Nobody but me, that is. 

Other than the possibility that the casting might fail and all of us end up dead or worse, my biggest concern was that someone might retain enough memory of the pattern to replicate the casting. I’d already burnt Q’agit’s hovel to the ground and elicited a heartfelt promise from the butler to destroy the defaced flooring in his master’s house after we succeeded, as well as all the books and notes. But what of those participating in the ritual themselves?

It was Kilanh—again—who provided a solution; each person, herself included, would wear a mask, a full-head covering of thick, black leather, with blinders incorporated to obfuscate vision. It would be impossible for any one person to see more than the small portion of the pattern they were responsible for. The mask would be fastened around the neck, and locked. Spring would hold the keys. Kilanh knew of a shop that sold such masks and could customize them to our needs. I’d had no idea there was a market for such things. It wasn’t foolproof, but my threat to murder anyone who took their mask off early should discourage fools. 

I spent several days poring over maps of Ashbury Park, drawing the obscene pattern over them until I felt I could recognize if some piece was incorrectly placed. I walked the length and breadth of the now-abandoned park, taking measurements, placing markers, checking and rechecking my measurements. There would be very little room for error.

After the rope was measured, cut and spliced, and I had burned the appropriate inscriptions upon its length, a large carriage arrived to deliver the supplies down to the deserted riverside, where Spring’s musician friends were making hasty repairs to the stage. Kilanh and I helped Spring prepare for his concert. Almost like old times. As we restrung and tuned his instruments, Kilanh and Spring discussed the set list. He would play for half an hour, helping us focus the energy we needed for the spell. He would begin his last song at midnight. That one, he said, was a new song. No one had heard it yet, not even Kilanh.

“Wait,” I said, looking around at the guitars and lutes and mandolins scattered around the stage. “Where’s your lute? You were playing it when...” My voice choked; all these years and I still couldn’t talk about what happened. What drove us apart. I took a breath. “The magic one.”

Spring shot an odd look at Kilanh, and she glared at the floor. “It got smashed,” Spring said. “When the river thing attacked.”

Good. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, instead. I tried to sound sincere. I failed, and Kilanh abruptly stood and walked off the stage and into the rain, tail twitching her anger. 



 

Spring chose songs I had not heard for a lifetime. Simple songs, imperfect and juvenile. Songs he wrote for me, played for me, before he ever performed to an audience. Songs of love and yearning, songs of the taste of a lover’s flesh. Of my flesh. 

Before I ruined everything.

Out on the river, the boats found their positions, anchoring the ropes into the necessary form. A handful of others watched over the rope on the riverbank. Kilanh was closest to me, and then Spring, on the stage. Everyone had strict instructions to stay outside the form we had created.

Of course, if I failed, that would not protect them, but they didn’t need to know that.

I sat, alone, at the river’s edge, listening to Spring sing. No, not alone. I had Corey with me. I had set him next to me on the grassy riverbank. Waves of loneliness emanated from him, washing over me and mingling with emotions I had killed years ago. Had thought I had killed. Fucking Spring. Why did he have to be here, now? How many years had it been since he’d walked away, leaving me alone? And then he just wanders into town, and back into the middle of my life. And then he has the nerve to be nice to me? To just presume I still cared?

I started to shove the feelings back to where they belonged before remembering that they were exactly what I needed to make this work.

It was almost midnight. Spring finished a song and set down his mandolin. He picked up a lute I hadn’t seen on the stage when I’d been up there earlier, and tuned the two strings. I stared at him. It was the old broken lute I’d given him when we were children, living on the street. His first instrument. He still had it. Bastard. He had no right keeping anything of that time.

“Stupid, clumsy bastard should be playing that magic lute right now,” I grumbled, perhaps a little too loudly.

Kilanh stepped over the rope, into the pattern. She walked up to me and slapped me across the face.

“He broke that lute saving your miserable life. Normal weapons had no effect on that creature. When he saw you in the water, he broke away from me and beat that thing off you with the only magical object around.”

Spring had started his final song, soft and sweet, and written for a two-stringed lute. The new song. It sang of love and loss, of the impossibility of redemption. It sang of him, and of me, and, though he didn’t realize it yet, of Kilanh. She knew it, though.

“I hate you,” she told me.

“I hate you too,” I said. It was only half a lie. “Run, if you want to live.”

It was midnight. She ran.

I gathered power in my hands, and the darkness flowed.



 

I cannot tell you what happened within the confines of that fragile pattern. There are others who might, if they even know what they saw. I have not asked, and they have not said. I know only what happened within me, and within Corey.

I performed the ritual.

I know the monster came, not because I saw it, but because I felt it. I took it, fed it my longing, my hurt, my desire, my stupid desperate yearning. I fed it Spring’s song. I fed it Corey’s innocent lust. I called it, invited it in.

Everything, just as planned.

It was unutterably horrifying.

It was even better than the first time.

Long moments after it was done, after the darkness had fed on itself and I had laid poor Corey’s ghost to rest, crushing his skull to powder with a stone pulled from the river’s edge, my body shuddered and clenched.

It was Kilanh this time, not Spring, who pulled me from the water.

“Let me drown,” I said, too weak to struggle. It had taken all my remaining strength to throw myself into the river. “Please.”

I couldn’t read the look on her feline face.

“I’m not done with you yet,” she said.



 

And that, dear readers, is where the story should have ended. And as far as the Midsummer Day Massacre goes, it was.

She came to me, as I had predicted in a moment of spite and arrogance, the following day. The voices of the dead and tortured and mad had faded with poor Corey’s departure, and with them the hideous knowledge they imposed, but even so I knew it was Kilanh. I willed her to leave, to let this last act go unplayed, and I buried myself deeper in the pit of my bed. But she banged at the door long enough to concern the bees. They filtered down from the rafters in ever increasing numbers, a gathering swarm, until I forced myself to my feet and across the floor. I unlatched the door and let it swing open.

She stared at me. “Did you sleep like that?”

“Sleep?” I turned and walked away, through the living area to my bed. I crawled back under the covers.

“You look like death,” she said, following. “And smell even worse.”

I didn’t respond, and she went away, for a time. When she returned, it was to order me out of bed. She had drawn water from the well, heated it on the stove, and filled the tub. Her hands were confident as she stripped my clothing and washed me, and also as she dried me. And when I was clean and dry, she stepped close, and her fingers found the place my body refused to let stay dry, the one trace of life left in a body I had so strongly willed dead.

“Kilanh,” I said.

She purred, her body vibrating against my back. “I like the way you say my name.”

“Did I say it wrong?”

“No. And that’s rare, with humans. Say it again.”

I don’t know which it was that began to melt the dark ice that had eaten my heart, her insistent fingers or her softly spoken words. “Kilanh,” I said again, pronouncing the h as a half-syllable in the manner of her tribe. Her lips touched my neck. “Kilanh, I’m afraid. I’ve never....”

She waited for me to finish, and when I didn’t, said, “With a Sarr?”

“With another woman, I’d meant. But really, either.” My breath caught. “I don’t know what to do.”

She didn’t laugh. Instead, she turned me to face her, brought my face up to look into hers, and said, “I’ll teach you.”



 

The next morning, she dressed quickly and efficiently, while I lay in bed, my belly and thighs still quivering.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Hm.” She buckled a belt around her waist and slipped her sandals on, then picked her bag up from my dresser. “So, all debts paid in full?”

“Stars, yes.”

“Good.” She strode quickly to the door. I jumped to my feet and ran after her on unsteady legs, caught her as she stepped to the street.

“Kilanh!”

She turned slowly, then stepped toward me. “How do you feel?”

“I....”

Her lips grazed my neck, and she ran her hands down my body. Her fingers touched an inappropriate spot, and my hips arched toward her, inviting. On the street, neighbors and strangers stopped to stare, as if they’d never seen a naked, bald-headed woman with a Sarr’s fingers pressed between her legs before.

“I feel alive,” I said. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever feel alive again, but I feel alive. You saved me, in more ways than one.”

She stepped back, away from me and into the street. “Good. You deserve to feel alive.”

“Wait! When will I see you again?”

“You won’t,” she said. “Spring left town last night. I’m meeting him on the road. We’re not coming back to Ashbury, and you won’t see either of us again. You deserve to feel alive, but you don’t deserve him. Or me.” She turned and walked away, down the street and out of my life, taking the only man I’ve ever loved with her. A dozen paces away, she paused long enough to call over her shoulder.

“Unless I need to call in a debt!”

She did not hurry away, and I lingered in my doorway, watching as she disappeared into the bustle of an Ashbury morning.

Sensing my tears, the bees came, first a few, then hundreds and thousands, covering my body and leading me gently inside, and buzzing me to sleep.

 


 

 

 



 

 

 

EMBARRASSING RELATIONS

 



 

 

MARIS

 

What is it about Ashbury Park? I mean, really. There’s a whole city out there to be crazy in. But especially in summer, Ashbury Park is the place to be seen. And the place to be seen being crazy. 

There are buskers, of course: street musicians of varying quality (mostly awful, but I may be biased), puppeteers and actors, magicians and shell game tricksters, dancers and snake charmers, and mimes. And then there are the nutters, each one using the broken stage and the acoustics of the venue to educate the masses in their own inimitable truths. The treasury was conspiring against the people. The nobility was conspiring against the treasury. A mysterious international cabal secretly controlled the world, transmitting details of their nefarious plots directly into the nutter’s head through a beam of pink moonlight. The combinations were as endless as the nutters, and often better entertainment than the buskers.

It would be both foolish and rude to forget the people who work the park professionally. The sellers of ill-gained goods and illicit substances. The working women and men who trade in flesh. And the pickpockets.

That last would be me. Ever since my misadventures last Midsummer Day, everyone—friends, enemies, and (most importantly) clients—avoided me. They’d seen what I had done, and what I could do. I couldn’t blame them. I’d stay away from me too, if I could. Not that I could have claimed any friends to start with, so maybe that part wasn’t much of a loss. Regardless, with no customers for my peculiar brand of consulting, I fell back on childhood skills.

When you work the park, you learn to tune out the lunatic ravings of the mad, expounded from the stage. I couldn’t tell you what the nutter of the day was blathering on about, but his command of the crowd’s attention would have made Duke Aramis envious. The crowd’s reaction, on the other hand, would have had the Duke’s personal guard calling for reinforcements.

The nutter shouted disparaging and nonsensical words at his audience, calling individuals out by name for personal abuse. The crowd, in turn, hurled insults at him. Some threw rotten fruit. One hedge wizard set up impromptu shop next to a fresh fruit stand, casting rotting spells on tomatoes and peaches, and selling them to the enraged mob. Both vendors were making a killing. As was I.

Really, it’s a perfect environment for folks like me. Strong emotions focus attention on whatever arouses said emotion, dulling peripheral perception. Standard misdirection. One person punches the mark on the right arm; the other slips the shiny, jeweled bracelet off the left. It works even better when the partner isn’t aware of his, her, or its role.

And with the help of my watchdog bee friends, I was even less likely to get caught.

It had been a good day, with a fine take. I couldn’t be sure until I counted it all, but I estimated by the weight on my hips, in my boots, tucked into my blouse, and a dozen other discrete locations, I might very well have met my monthly quota early. I’d decided to call it a day when one last opportunity presented itself. A fat wallet in a loose pocket. It seemed a crime not to take it.

A bee buzzed my head in warning. I looked around, but no one was paying attention to me.

I had just liberated said wallet from its negligent prison when I felt an oppressive attention focus on me. I looked up. The crazy man on the stage was staring at me, finger aimed at my forehead.

“You!” he said. “Muh... Guh...” His mouth twisted in confusion; his mad eyes bored into mine. “You! Ambiguously named harlot! Thief! Whore! Wanton slut who hath engaged in unnatural congress with things foul beyond imagining! Throw yourself upon Cheom’s finite mercy and beg forgiveness, that your immortal soul may find solace between Cheom’s loving molars, and final rest in Cheom’s Most Holy Gastric Juices!”

An oddly accurate accounting of my life, coming from a complete stranger. Except for the part that was utter and incomprehensible nonsense. Still, nobody tells me who I can congress with. I mean, I only congressed with all those tentacles for the sake of Duke and Duchy, and, well, to save every living thing in the world (including the people living in the Duchy and the Duke himself, so I suppose the “Duke and Duchy” line isn’t technically a lie). Anyway, it wasn’t like I was looking to do it again anytime soon. Still, it was the principle of the thing. If I wanted to congress with tentacles, it was my sanity at stake, not anyone else’s.

I formulated my counter-argument. I opened my mouth to shout it at the nutter on the stage when the guy standing in front of me said, “Hey, is that my wallet?”

A novice move, on my part. Distracted in the middle of a pickpocketing, I was holding the wallet in front of me like I was buying fruit or something. “Uh,” I said. Most eloquently, too, if I say so myself.

The recent owner of said wallet was unimpressed. “That’s my wallet!” he reiterated, reaching for me. “Somebody grab her!”

Instinct kicked in. I stepped back, slipping from his grasp. Into someone else’s, but that hardly mattered. I flipped the wallet open and shook out coins and bills. I twisted a quick-and-dirty confusion spell around the handful of money. And then I flung the whole thing into the air.

Hands that had been grabbing at me now reached for flying coins and fluttering paper—mostly illusory—that rained down upon us. I’d be lucky if the ad-hoc spell lasted more than a minute, but that was more than enough time. I ducked into the maelstrom of greed, and then out, and when I was sure that no one was on my trail, I made my way home.



 

BRIAN

 

Oh great Cheom, thank you for delivering me from your unbelieving enemies. Your hand is firm and your voice is clear, even in this dark land. Strengthen my arm and sharpen my faith, that I may protect your favored one from the Great Deceiver.

My prayer of thanksgiving and reaffirmation of purpose finished, I peered around the great tree Cheom provided to protect me from the chaos gripping my congregation. The city guards were there now, wading through my gentle followers with spears and truncheons, as if mere steel could extinguish a harlot’s sorcery.

I crawled through the burnt undergrowth lining the riverbank. It was fitting I was on my knees in ashes; the better to beg Cheom’s forgiveness for underestimating the dark forces arrayed about me. I was foolish to think that in evil-shrouded Ashbury I could reveal Cheom’s truth with impunity. My poor followers! How Cheom smiled on them as they made their simple food offerings in gratitude for having their sins brought into the light. Then she appeared—that…that craven cutpurse, that ill-bred Adulteress of Ashbury. I knew not her face, but Cheom revealed her through her sins, and I smote her with righteous judgment. It was for naught. The depth of her cunning caught me unawares. Now I pay for my ignorance, as does my flock. Would that I had my beloved mace and shield! Those guards would fall like ninepins.

The Whore of Ashbury. I will remember you, sorceress, and I pray that my divine master’s will shall permit me to cleanse your heart as I will cleanse this city of evil.



 

MARIS

 

I suppose I can blame it on distraction. I wasn’t upset about being caught, and the escape was far from narrow. Getting caught is only a problem if you fail to handle the situation with grace, and there’s no point getting upset about it. You just study the way things panned out, and work out a few more techniques to make sure things go better next time.

No, it was the nutter who disturbed me. Something about his eyes, that intense focus. And the contempt. I was used to the contempt of my neighbors, but that was a respectful sort of contempt, given my reputation. This was different.

That was no excuse for ignoring the slightly sweet, vaguely narcotic scent of incense in my home, for dismissing my friends’ erratic behavior. Agitated but unfocused, they buzzed aimlessly and hung from the draperies. Two bees collided in front of my nose. One settled on my forehead while the other spun away. It was a reason, but not an excuse.

One more thing to examine and file away for future use.

Oblivious to the obvious, I tugged off my boots and dumped the loot on my bed. I stripped off my blouse and shook it; copper and silver rained, paper fluttered. No gold, but I didn’t need to maintain an estate, just cover living expenses until I sorted out a new career. I dropped my belt and considered spending some quality time rolling around with the fruit of my nearly honest labor. I figured if I ran into the nutter again, it would give us something to talk about. 

I was just starting to ease my trousers down my hips when the visitors my bees had tried to warn me of stepped from the shadows of the other room.

Two of the city guard. And a knight.

I think I squeaked. The bee on my forehead lost her footing and slid down my face, coming to rest on the tip of my nose. Her abdomen pulsed with menace. I felt my eyes cross, focusing on her.

“Lady Goselin,” said the knight. He sneered the title, as if he knew my background. He probably did. For weeks, the broadsheets had spared no detail, however indelicate, of my time of notoriety, and printed every rumor about me, however unlikely. He nodded, the most minute bow propriety required.

I, on the other hand, had no idea who this fool was. Newly knighted, I assumed, and still flush with self-importance. I tried to think of an explanation for my ill-gotten loot, but I found myself feeling slightly fuzzy around the brain. Maybe it was something in the air. There was, of course, no good explanation for the day’s plunder, and they’d surely attempt to cast me in chains. Which could be fun, under the right circumstances, but probably not these. I was, after all, Maris Goselin, the mage who called down the sun. If I was to be punished, it would be harsh and permanent enough to preclude any possibility of retribution.

On the third hand, I had them outnumbered. I reached behind me until I found something sharp. A cloak pin. It would be enough to kill these three. Or rather, to kill one of the guards, at which point I would have a sword, and the other two would fall. But who knew how many others waited in the wings? I did have a reputation, after all. They would be fools to seek to take me alone.

A comforting hint of fear flashed across the knight’s eyes before he reestablished his mask of bland distaste. He managed to make his voice sound bored. He even almost managed to keep his eyes from drifting from my chest to the pin.

“Please, Lady Goselin, I should hate to inform the Duke of your demise, given his regrettable need for someone of your...expertise.”

I let a smile play across my lips. “You want to hire me.”

The knight’s jaw twitched. “The Duke, Lady. It is the Duke who wishes to hire you, not I. I would banish you from the city, if it were in my power.”

I laughed. The boy would never have that power, even if he lived long and lucky enough to become King. Which was unlikely.

He had the sense to redden. “The Duke says you have a reputation for discretion.” Hesitantly, he stepped close enough to whisper. “What he desires of you, the Duchess must never hear of it.”

Oh. That. 

It had been years since I’d been paid for sex. More like the other way around, of late. But money is money. I shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”



 

Duke Aramis kept me waiting.

Of course, I’d kept him waiting as well. I’d spent entirely too long deciding what to wear. The problem was, I was unsure of his preferences. My usual garb was perfect for “You’ve been a naughty, naughty Duke,” but not so much if he expected, “O! Thou art so manly, Sire!” In the end, I compromised: damsel enough in an off-white peasant skirt, which boasted intricate blue embroidery that I’m sure the person I stole it from had spent many hours on. I complemented it with a matching blouse coupled with a severe, black leather corset. The entire ensemble was designed to hide any number of lethal tricks, in case they were needed. I decided against a wig to cover my near-shorn head. If he wanted a girl with long, flowing locks, he knew better than to ask for me.

The knight, who wisely kept his name to himself, escorted me into the palace through a discrete entrance that I pretended I didn’t know about. Pity. I’d hoped I might learn a new way in. But maybe I already knew them all.

He led me to a room deep in the west wing, if I had my bearings right, and told me the Duke would be with me presently. Then he and the guards left.

The door locked behind them.

Either this was an elaborate (if futile) way to trap me, or they didn’t trust me not to steal the silverware. Which, now that I’d thought of it, seemed too good of a challenge not to take up at some point in the future.

Time passed. No Duke. 

I paced. 

I assessed the furnishings:

 


		
Several chairs, both hardwood and cushioned;


		A sofa that matched the cushioned chairs;

		
A desk, with nothing terribly interesting either in or atop it;


		
Two lovely carpets, of Lempurian origin—possibly the most valuable objects in this room;


		A bookshelf full of histories of the realm (largely glorifying and therefore fictitious) and a number of official-looking ledgers;

		
Art, in the form of paintings scattered as haphazardly across the walls as if a temperamental chef with a broken roux had selected their placement.




 

The only things showing any sign of wear were the desk and the chair behind it. Obviously not a room oft frequented by visitors. It certainly had made no impression on me as a child, when Spring and I challenged each other to explore the palace and nick small and interesting items (my coup had been the young Marquess Aramis’s abandoned love sonnets to the girl he later married, fetched crumpled from the waste bin—we’d had to get some men at a pub to read them to us, since neither of us knew how, then).

But let’s talk about the art, if you can call it that. Maybe we should just call them paintings. Awful things, grim caricatures of the family, rendered over the years as if each succeeding artist strove to demonstrate less skill than the last. Of course, abominable art littered the walls throughout the palace; the fact that these particular paintings were sequestered in this remote office spoke volumes. I couldn’t bear to look at them for more than a second or two. Frankly, the ink blotter on the desk had greater aesthetic appeal. 

More time passed. And it’s not like my time was valuable anymore, but I do tend to bore easily.

The sofa was badly stuffed and uncomfortable. I opted for the desk. It resonated with the acts that had surely been performed upon it at one point or another—the bestowal of deeds, the stripping of riches, the enforcement of arcane laws. It seemed good enough for my purposes.

When the Duke finally appeared, he entered the room with little fanfare, only the calm self-assurance he habitually wrapped himself in.
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