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      In the final book of Cat Rambo’s magical Tabat Quartet, we return to the city of Tabat, a place where Humans and magical Beasts co-exist—but uneasily. The exploited Beasts, used for both their labor and their very bodies, are finally fighting back, and turmoil abounds in the city.

      At the same time, Tabat is finally about to have its long-predicted elections, and multiple factions are jostling for power, all of them preparing to oust the Duke. And the mysterious Circus of the Autumn Moon has left the grounds of the College of Mages and is nowhere to be found.

      Bella Kanto, once Champion of Tabat and then exiled for crimes she did not commit, has come home, carried by Dragons, to her beloved city. Now she must determine how to defend it from a menace she is ill-equipped to defeat: the transfigured Lucy, transformed by an ancient artifact into a dangerous demigod. If discovered back in the city, the exiled Bella may be taken prisoner and returned to the cells of the Duke’s torturers. Freed of his curse, Bella’s former companion Teo has escaped Lucy’s grasp, but finds the city an unwelcoming place nonetheless.

      Adelina, Bella’s former lover and best friend, has married Merchant Mage Sebastiano and set up housekeeping. The two are still learning what it means to be in love with each other. But Adelina’s former business, Spinner Press, has burned down, and Adelina is forced to find new ways to make money. Sebastiano, who has left the College of Mages, must also do the same while trying to rebuild his relationship with his father.

      Angry at the city she feels has betrayed her and grown monstrous in her power, Lucy destroys the Duke’s castle, the tram lines, countless buildings, and other vital parts of Tabat’s infrastructure, raining down destruction and chaos, and threatening to eradicate the city entirely.

      Now that she is reunited with her friends and family, can Bella manage to recapture her magical tie to the city soon enough to defeat Lucy before she destroys the city? Enter the world of Tabat and find out why writer Saladin Ahmed called this story an unsung gem of modern epic fantasy.
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      These are the last days of Tabat. Days of chaos, nights of ruin, all of them filled with fear, Adelina wrote. But that is not where it all began. It began so long ago when they built this city on the labor and literal bones of Beasts. Some claim that there’s another Tabat. Far below, deeper even than the caverns, a city that a Sorcerer cursed with namelessness and threw down into the depths of the earth. A folktale, certainly, but an appropriate one.

      A beautiful city, but built on a curse. Built on a price paid by others. Is it any wonder that it should fall?
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      This is the fourth book of a quartet, and you may have forgotten what happened in the first three books. While I would certainly encourage reading them if you haven’t, for those who might have read and forgotten, here’s a synopsis of the previous action.

      Tabat is a city inhabited by both Humans and Beasts. The latter group are intelligent magical creatures, such as Centaurs, Dryads, Minotaurs, and the like. The city’s economy is driven by the labor of the enslaved Beasts, as well as by its trade in their body parts, which are used to fuel magical spells and engines, such as the furnaces beneath the city, which burn Dryad logs. Humans have long justified the servitude of Beasts in one way or another, but as the series begins, for the first time a substantial number of Humans, the political group known as Abolitionists, are arguing that they should be freed.

      The boy Teo has been raised in a village of Shapeshifters, beings capable of taking on animal as well as Human form. Especially feared for their abilities, the Shapeshifters must hide their identity from the Humans in order to avoid being exterminated. When Teo’s ability to change his shape does not manifest in adolescence as it should, his parents decide to save his terminally ill sister’s life by dedicating Teo to the Temples of the Moon Gods in return for a cure, thinking he will be safe enough there.

      Teo begins the trip southward to the city of Tabat, where the major Temples are located, with the priest Grave. When Grave is attacked and put out of commission by a sting from a Fairy, Teo is sent by himself on a riverboat, under the eye of a Moon Temple lay member, the river pilot Eloquence Seaborn. The Moon Temples, which worship the world’s three moons, are one of two major religious groups in the city, the other being the Trade Gods followed by the upper classes.

      Teo arrives in the city of Tabat and escapes his fate of Temple servitude when a fight breaks out at the docks between the ship’s cargo and the man who has come to take that cargo to the College of Mages, Sebastiano Silvercloth. Sebastiano is in an odd position; while he studies at the College and they use him to manipulate their money, they also scorn him for the Merchant ties that allow him to do so.

      Adrift in the city of Tabat, Teo goes in search of the single person he knows of, the Gladiator Bella Kanto. Bella Kanto is a prominent woman who, for the past thirty years, has been determining the outcome of a ritual that controls the yearly weather of Tabat: the annual fight between a Gladiator representing Spring and a Gladiator representing Winter. Bella has won this battle every year of her career, ensuring that the city has an extra six weeks of winter every year, and people are growing tired of the pattern.

      Charismatic and alluring, Bella’s romances have become notorious, and sometimes complicate her life, as when she breaks things off with a relative of the Duke of Tabat, Marta, who is driven by revenge to conspire with forces working against the Gladiator. When a student, Skye, on the brink of graduating falls in love with Bella, Bella yields to temptation and is soon embroiled in scandal. At the same time, she encounters Teo on the street and takes him in as a servant.

      A major source of Bella’s fame are the books about her written by her best friend and former lover, Adelina Nittlescent (Nettlepurse in the common vernacular), whose publishing house is funded by the proceeds from the incredibly popular serials about Bella that Adelina writes for the newssheets known as penny-wides. publishing is considered a disreputable employment, Adelina has kept her ownership and management of the press a secret from most, including her own dictatorial mother Emiliana.

      Emiliana pressures Adelina to run for public office. The city is about to move from being ruled by the Duke of Tabat, a structure established when the city was first settled, to an elected council, in fulfillment of a promise made long ago by the Duke’s ancestors. Adelina does her best to duck the responsibility, but finally is pressured into making a speech—and fails in a humiliating way. Wanting to succeed, she is tempted by and succumbs to a magical drug supplied to her by a woman she’s met, a photographer named Jilly Clearsight.

      At the same time, she finds herself encountering Sebastiano, who has been directed by his father to find a bride and presented with three candidates: Lilia, Marta, and Adelina. She is torn between the romantic attraction she feels for Sebastiano and that which she feels for Eloquence Seaborn, who has come to her to see if she will publish his book.

      Bella is tricked into killing Skye in gladiatorial combat and withdraws from society, even from her favorite cousin, the artist Leonoa Kanto. Leonoa’s paintings have been stirring civil unrest, including riots, due to their Abolitionist content, and her own lover Glyndia, while not a Beast, is often mistaken for one due to the curse she is under.

      Adelina is unable to comfort her; her own life has become increasingly complicated, including taking Eloquence’s sister Obedience in as an apprentice, despite his disapproval. The increasingly independent Obedience renounces the Moon Temples and takes on the name Lucy, but when she inadvertently gives away Adelina’s greatest secret to her mother, Adelina ousts her. Adelina is torn between Eloquence and Sebastiano, going back and forth before finally confessing her attraction to Sebastiano when she finds him talking with a potential rival, the Duke’s huntswoman, Ruhua.

      Confused and adrift, Bella is betrayed and drawn into a smuggling scheme of illicit magical supplies that pits her against the strictest laws of Tabat. She is imprisoned, tortured, and sent away from the city before this book begins. She is joined by Teo, although she does not realize it. Transformed into a dog by the Sorcerer Murga, the boy has been given to the Duke of Tabat and breaks free just as Bella’s ship is leaving, leaping aboard it at the last minute, driven to join her.

      Bella is exiled from the city she loves with all her heart, knowing that those she leaves behind face riots, political upheaval, and worst of all, the unknown forces that have been working against her. Teo is condemned to doggish form. And Lucy, after trying to find shelter with her friend Maz, a student at the College of Mages, has been kidnapped.

      On a vast sea raft city, Bella reunites with an old lover, Scylla, who helps her escape from the captivity she’s been forced into. Together they sail south with Teo. Along the way, it is revealed to Bella that Teo is actually a boy.

      Taken to the Southern Isles as a result of mistaken identity, Lucy undergoes a powerful magical transformation. She destroys her captors and, finding herself gifted with unimaginable power, begins to use it to destroy the cities of the Southern Isles. Bored with that, she confronts Bella and takes Teo after transforming him back into his original form, intending to take him with her back to Tabat, where she means to have revenge on anyone and everyone who’s ever slighted her.

      As this book begins, both Lucy and Bella Kanto are returning to Tabat.
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      This is the fourth and last book of the Tabat Quartet, a project that I have been working on for almost twenty years now, since 2005. The first book, Beasts of Tabat, was published in 2015 by WordFire Press. Hearts of Tabat appeared in 2018, followed by Exiles of Tabat in 2021. I started this book in 2021, but factors derailed it. I have also written several dozen stories in this world over the course of the years; you can find a list of them at the end.

      The city of Tabat started as a proposal for an area for an online game my friend James was creating in the mid-nineties. I wanted to do a seaport, and I was inspired by the building system that James had created, which allowed one to add conditional descriptions to a room, ones that would only appear if certain conditions were met, such as it being high tide, or spring, or some combination of similar factors. I loved that feature and employed it to create things like a street whose tiles underfoot changed according to the lunar cycle.

      The game never came to pass, but several years later I returned to Tabat. Another online game I was working with at the time, Armageddon MUD, was closed to players every Saturday in order to allow the staff to coordinate and conduct maintenance. I suggested that a MUD (a multi-user domain) set in a very small area would allow the players to socialize and roleplay, and set about recreating the city, mapping it out and beginning to figure out some of its history. That project also never was completed, but finally in 2004 I began writing stories set in Tabat and the surrounding world, because I knew it so well.

      As I’ve written in it, that world has continued to grow in clarity, and new landmarks have appeared, such as the Piskie Wood, the Great Tram, and the waterfall in the Duke’s plaza. Its growth has been shaped by my interest in and reading of early American history. I’m very fond of Tabat, and I’d like to see it reach the heights of other fantasy fiction cities, such as Ambergris and Lankhmar.

      The books have undergone a sea of changes in the course of writing, and the first book ended up getting split into Beasts of Tabat and Hearts of Tabat, so they overlap, showing the same circumstances from different perspectives.

      In this series, I have tried to talk about how we demonize and infantilize those we oppress. Each of the Humans involved has to confront their own complicity in the system enslaving the Beasts. If you want a story that speaks to it directly, my “Incidents in the Life of a Beast,” which originally appeared in Realms of Fantasy, is my first attempt to grapple with this, and it is, in many ways, an exploration of the times I’m living in and the systems that exist to perpetuate and justify economic and racial prejudice and oppression. That story appears in these books as the red-bound book being distributed by Murga: the story of Philip the Centaur.

      Many people have been encouraging, supportive, and appreciative of this world. I particularly wanted to say thank you to Saladin Ahmed (I finally answered your question about the moons in this book, Saladin), Patti Bakker, Emily Bell, Jennifer Brozek, Mark Bukovec, Brenda Cooper, Samuel R. Delany, Kristine Dikeman, Deanna Francis, Lowell Francis, Jan Gephardt, Neile Graham, Caren Gussoff-Sumption, Leslie Howle, Kay Kenyon, Terra LeMay, Louise Marley, Ken Peczkowski, Nona Rambo, Wayne Rambo (thanks for being there from the very beginning), Janet K. Smith (the woman who makes castles happen), Rebecca Stetoff, Sherri Stewart, Michael Swanwick, Rachel Swirsky, Sandy Swirsky, Jeff VanderMeer, Walter Jon Williams, and last but never ever, ever least, Connie Willis.

      To my Patreon supporters—you help make it so I can write stories like this. Thank you so much.

      Scott Andrews not only saw and encouraged an early version of the book, but published multiple stories from this world, including “Every Breath a Question, Every Heartbeat an Answer,” “Primaflora’s Journey,” and “Love, Resurrected.”

      Most excellent editor Kevin J. Anderson, who wrote “yum!” in all the margins of the food scenes.

      Peter Wallace, who said okay when I said “I’ve got this fantasy book, would you mind taking a look at it?”

      For all the WordFire Press people who’ve made this happen, especially Janet McDonald, Jonathan Miller, Marie Whittaker, and Adriel Wiggins.

      Thank you to my cats: BabyBear, Bruce, and Clark, who reminded me to eat and nap.

      And particularly thank you to all the readers who have expressed their pleasure in this world, and who kept me going.
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        * * *

      

      It feels very odd to say goodbye to this cast, who have taken up close to 500k words and two decades of thought. Adelina, Bella, Eloquence, Lucy/Obedience, Sebastiano, and Teo, it’s been a pleasure. Will I write more of your adventure? Only time will tell.

      
        
        —October 15, 2024
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      Tabat wakes slowly and lazily on this sultry summer day. Some of its inhabitants have been up for hours already; the bread carts of Figgis are already trundling out into the streets, trailing the scent of fresh bread and sweet pastries. Birds chirp to greet the sun, then subside into softer songs back and forth while overhead gulls call out harsh commentary. Pink and yellow sea roses are blooming in almost all of the city parks, and gardeners are kept busy trimming them back along the Stairway Park.

      Golden sunlight plays on the blue water and steeps the docks. The sun-warmed wood is pleasant under the bare feet of early morning couriers and errand runners, rocking gently with the ebb and rise of waves and the passage of traffic. The air smells of salt and fish and a trace of smoke from early morning fires. The gray-green tiles of the roofs lead the eye up along the terraces, scaly fish playing across a set of submerged stairs.

      Chal shops across the city have already opened their shutters and doors and are serving their salty fish tea, accompanied by crisps of bread and Figgis pastries.

      At the Brides of Steel, girls are jostling for position in the food line, readying themselves for another day of classes. There’s a school trip planned, up to see the Duke’s castle, as much a training run as an excursion, but they are all looking forward to a day of fresh air and new things to look at. Bilitia Khentor, sometimes known as “the little Khentor girl,” is arguing with two friends about where a particular blue hair ribbon she planned to wear that day has gone, and who borrowed it.

      In the Sea Gardens, attendants are clearing things for the day, removing the night’s draping of sea wrack, checking the salt water blossoms and dead-heading any fading blooms. Along the breakwater are pots of blue irises and golden petunias, their scent heady and sweet. When the attendants finish, they sing praise to Ellora before going about their duties.

      A hypothetical swallow, high above the city, or the white Moon, rolling in morning clouds, might have seen the city peaceful, getting ready for its day. The elections are next week and no one knows yet that they will never happen.

      A peaceful city.

      A peace that will not remain.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By now she and Sebastiano had been living together for a month, and it was all still very new to Adelina: the cramped kitchen, and the shoulder-wide stairway that led up to their purple-painted bedroom, and the sitting room that they both shared, her desk against one wall, Sebastiano’s against the other. Stacks of books intermingling, his magical theory tomes, dusty, bound in exotic leathers or rare woods, side by side with her dense histories and accounts of taxes and household budgets and customs records from decades past, printed on orange paper that started crumbling the day after it was printed, it seemed like.

      She had worried very much that not having servants would impact her way of doing things. She had been raised in luxury on her mother’s estate, after all, and rarely had she cooked her own meals or done her own laundry. But here in the city, it was just as cheap to send that laundry out, and it turned out Sebastiano was an accomplished cook, who did not mind making all sorts of wonderful things, just as long as she was prepared to clean up after his extravaganzas. When she queried him about the unexpected talent, he said his mother had taught him, long ago, but he’d never had much occasion to cook for another. And so he cooked, and she cleaned up afterwards, and both were pleased with the results.

      They were finding out that they worked well as a team. That was something of a surprise to both of them, because neither had really expected it. Adelina’s father had died before she was born, and had never been part of her life, and while Corrado and Letha loved each other, they were not the sort of single unit that Adelina and Sebastiano found themselves able to become, particularly in the face of adversity. When the landlord came to announce an unexpected rent hike, Adelina talked him out of it, while Sebastiano supplied useful facts. When there was an infestation of insect ghosts, Sebastiano read the spell dispersing them while Adelina cleaned the husks up with a broom.

      Not that they did not quarrel over various things. Sebastiano kept leaving the washrag floating in the basin of morning water; Adelina’s long hairs choked his hairbrush and seemed to appear with almost hallucinatory regularity in places where he did not want them to.

      But they agreed on the vast majority of household matters, including the importance of books as well as their care. Sebastiano was fussier about his clothing; Adelina was more prone to buying art than groceries, but both learned to throttle the occasional flare of impatience as they learned to live with each other.

      And this was a very good thing, because the backdrop of their moving in together had been the slow erosion of the city’s situation.

      There were riots, often involving food, but much of the time sparked by fear: fear of Beasts uprising and killing their owners, which had happened now multiple times, or so the gossip claimed, or fear of an imaginary kind, like a Sorcerer—if you credited the rumor, there were Sorcerers walking the streets to the point where every twelfth or thirteenth person must be one, and people eyed people they’d known for years as suspiciously as though they were fresh-arrived strangers.

      It was Murga, both she and Sebastiano knew, behind most of the latter rumors. The Circus of the Autumn Moon had closed its gates but its tents still lingered on the grounds of the College of Mages. Sebastiano had tried, time after time, to warn his fellows at the College, but all they did was jeer at him. Old rivalries that he had thought were long buried turned out to have been taking root, underground, and were now ready to bear sour fruit.

      Adelina had thought that she would try writing pamphlets, but paper and ink were both increasingly dear. The riots interrupted trade to the point of throttling it back. Farmers no longer brought wagons of goods into the city, because they feared confiscation by the Council or the Duke’s forces, or co-option by some crowd with less official legitimacy but just as much readiness to resort to violence. No, pamphlets were not the key.

      Public speaking was, and there lay Adelina’s only secret from Sebastiano. In order to speak well to the crowds and earn the small stipend she was paid, she had been forced to resort to the powders that Jilly Clearsight provided, the magic that enabled Adelina to connect to the crowd when speaking, to know exactly what to say in order to sway their hearts. She’d tried speaking without it again more than once, but she’d always had the vial up her sleeve, just in case, and when that case came, she did not take long to resort to it. It was as necessary as the honey candies she carried in her sleeve to keep her throat from growing dry when she spoke.

      The candies were cheap, but the drug was expensive, eating up half her speaking fee each time, and it was, moreover, magic that Sebastiano would not have approved of, would have set his mind to talking her out of, which was just a waste of energy. She had to do it, no matter what, and it was just as easy not to have the fight, even if it was hard at times to keep her use of it from him.

      She didn’t want to discuss it. Didn’t want to admit that it was pleasurable as well, the drug, the way it sank into her stomach and became warmth and confidence flowering out from her core. It was a good feeling, particularly in these uncertain days, and the truth was that she didn’t want to abandon one of the few things beyond Sebastiano that gave her pleasure, one of the things that might be torn away as easily, or so she told herself, as any of the other shortnesses or scarcities that plagued the city. She would give it up when circumstances forced her hand, because surely they would, sooner or later, and she might as well wait for that.

      She told Sebastiano that it made her nervous when he came to hear her speak, but the truth was that she didn’t want him to see her under the influence. He had shown himself much better at being able to read her than any other lover or even close friend, able to sense her moods sometimes even before she realized them and then followed that discovery by finding that he had already coaxed her out of them. So he would know, when he saw her at the podium, that the heat with which she spoke, the fire in her eyes, was something false, stolen.

      She didn’t let herself think what it would do to their accord if (although surely when, rather than if) he discovered it. That made it all the more imperative to keep it hidden, truly. She argued these things to herself all sorts of ways. She claimed to an imaginary interrogator that it was a valid method of keeping herself from being drained by the demands of serving the city, that it was something that almost everyone did, surely, whether they admitted to it or not. She didn’t let herself look at the levels of rationalization she had achieved, didn’t look too far at something that she would have scrutinized closely if it had come from someone else, like Bella.

      When would Bella return? Adelina had sent letter after letter, multiple copies of some, looking to coincide with places that Bella might be predicted to be. But her friend was still in exile, and Adelina could not help but feel, deep in her heart, that if the former Gladiator had been there, there would have been less chaos. Bella knew how to handle crowds, and she’d been able to manage the Duke’s ambitiousness and greed better than most nobles. She was a better politician than she should have been, given how little she listened to people, but her charisma was something that let her get away with all sorts of things.

      Everything would have been fine if Bella had not allowed herself to fall for her student. But that disaster must have been inevitable. Gods and Moons, she couldn’t imagine how many of Bella’s students must have chased after her over the years.

      How many girls had thrown themselves at her in one way or another, each requiring gentle handling and tact as Bella disentangled herself as best she could while trying to keep the girl’s ego intact. Because while Bella could be—usually was—careless of lovers, the same was not true of the way that she treated students. That was a relationship that clearly felt very different to her.

      Was that a legacy that Jolietta had imparted somehow? It seemed unlikely, given how thoroughly Bella had disentangled herself when it had become possible, and how little Bella had spoken of her since, even to Adelina. But someone could have an impact on a personality and still never be spoken of, that was something Adelina had found to be true.

      She herself sometimes stopped to feel sad about her mother, when the way sunlight came through a window reminded her of the house she had grown up in and she heard in her mind the rustle of Emiliana’s skirts. But more commonly she felt a pang of guilt that she was so happy outside her mother’s house, so delighted every morning to wake and find Sebastiano beside her. Sometimes he had wakened earlier and would be on his side, regarding her with that faint, quirked smile that he saved for her. Other times she woke and watched him sleep, as this sunlit morning, until it was too much for her and she awakened him with kisses.

      Their world was falling to pieces around them, but so many moments were sweet, here and now, and there was no point to not savoring them.

      A distant rumble, like thunder, but the sky outside the window was bright blue and clear. She would not worry about it now. She leaned to kiss Sebastiano’s chin. He came awake quickly, and pulled her down to him, and they lost themselves in each other, and did not worry about the rest of the world.
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        * * *

      

      The first soldier that saw Lucy only glimpsed a prick of light far up above in the vast blue dome of sky, just a glint, a hint. The soldier put her head back and stared into the sky. Drops of sweat rolled along her forehead, stung her eyes so she blinked, trying to clear them. She wondered if the glint was a bird, but no bird flew ever that high. There was something about the glint that said danger. She elbowed her fellow guard and pointed.

      The six soldiers in the courtyard gathered together, murmuring in curiosity to each other. The morning had proved quiet so far, although the ever-present flow of servants, messengers, visitors, and petitioners for one case or another had been a steady, predictable trickle.

      The glint dropped lower, and lower, and they realized it was just a girl.

      The Duke’s castle was built of green marble blocks, quarried miles away, and ferried and carried and shipped here, to build a castle that out-rivaled any on the Old Continent, or at least the stories of them. It had turrets and gambellons, bartizans and bastions, finials and merlons. None of them meant for defense, because who would attack here, high above Tabat? Any army coming up the hill would have been decimated before it reached the top.

      But Lucy did not come from below. She landed barefoot in the courtyard and when the soldiers protested her presence, she smiled at them.

      Then she destroyed them. Flames shot from her hands to destroy two, then another two before anyone began to scream. The courtyard was chaos, everyone running towards the nearest promise of safety, and the flames came. One quick-witted soldier managed to get to the alarm bell and sound one stroke before they, too, floated to the ground in soft gray flakes.

      It took her only moments to destroy the Humans there, as well as the handful of servant Beasts. That was easy. The castle would be harder.

      Rising back up to hover in the air, she studied the castle in its entirety. Built soon after the founding of Tabat, its original squat form had been embellished upon by each generation, adding turrets and balconies as well as three wings and an enclosed garden. Adelina had once described it as a history of Tabat’s architecture, all in one building.

      Lucy destroyed it.

      Needle-thin lines of force shot out from her, hit the stones here and there. And then again. And again, and again.

      The change was slow, but the stone began to falter, to slump. To slide.

      More soldiers rushed out into the courtyard, but the damage was already done, the motion set into place. They died in flames. The courtyard grew cluttered with corpses, and Lucy waited for more.
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      The Duke was in his throne room, hearing cases. They were boring, they were mundane, but they let him keep in touch with the common people, he often said loftily. That two hours once a month let him know what was really on the mind of the people, he elaborated. He did not add that he was usually pleased to confirm that what was on the mind of the people was most often how to make more money, which meant more money for him, or how to keep other people from taking their existing money, which meant paying him money for the privilege.

      Today, though, the cases had been nothing like that. Someone was suing on behalf of a Beast that had been injured, absurdly, not as a matter of damaged property but a claim that the Minotaur should be recompensed for the loss of its arm by being freed. The Duke spent his time denouncing the Abolitionist tendency that had been creeping into his city—no doubt a corruption coming from the direction of Verranzo’s New City, always a troublesome example of how absurd things could get.

      Then some political matter with the Merchants wanting more funding for the election. And he’d be damned if he did anything to make the elections run more smoothly. He’d done his best to make sure they weren’t happening, had paid money to so many people who had sworn they would subvert the process in one way or another, and yet here they were, with the elections only days away, and with them would come a lessening of his power, which was, to his mind, intolerable.

      He heard the clang of the alarm, but thought it some small matter, perhaps a fire in the kitchen or a Beast gone mad and needing to be put down. But footsteps thundered along the hallway, and then two soldiers burst into the room and, before he knew it, had grabbed him up and were hustling him away, hands urgent and rough under his shoulders.

      The castle was shaking so they lurched along the hallway, one side, then the other of the two holding him, pulling him. Hanging lamps swung like pendulums, at odds with the line of the floor. Was this an earthquake? But surely the College of Mages would have predicted such a thing and warned him well ahead of time. That was their purpose, to serve him.

      “Where are we supposed to take him?” the shorter soldier said to the other, ignoring the Duke’s demands to know what was going on.

      “Cap’n said the tunnels,” the taller snapped. He had hold of one of the Duke’s arms, while the shorter soldier the other. The Duke planted his feet and brought them all to a stop.

      “What’s going on?” he demanded.

      “The castle’s being attacked, everything’s getting destroyed up there. Captain said to get you away.”

      Getting destroyed? Impossible. “What’s attacking?” he said. It had to be Verranzo’s New City. That was the only entity on the Continent capable of waging war on a city like Tabat, well defended and well pocketed.

      “A little girl,” one of the soldiers said in a tone of wonder. “All she does is point, and then someone’s gone.”

      “Ridiculous! What sort of insanity is this? Take me to the Captain!”

      “Dead,” the soldier said.

      “Then somewhere that I can see what’s going on. The southern tower.”

      “Fallen,” the soldier said, and for the first time the Duke felt fear.

      “Anywhere high up,” he snapped. He pulled away fully and straightened his jacket. The hallway swayed again, and they all sidestepped to keep their balance.

      “You don’t understand,” the soldier said. “There is no anywhere high up anymore. She’s taking the castle apart.”

      “Why?”

      The soldier shook his head. For the first time, the Duke noticed that blood and dirt caked his cheek, and gray ash clung to his armor. “She didn’t say,” he said. “She didn’t say a word.”

      The Duke yielded; they moved on.

      Down and down they went, past the menagerie, past levels of storerooms, past the cells where prisoners were kept, into places the Duke hadn’t even dared explore when a child. The cliff where the castle perched was riddled with tunnels and caves, and only a few of them were made by Humans.

      “How far are we going?” he said.

      “There’s a tunnel leads to the College of Mages,” the taller soldier said. “Through the furnace caves. That’s where we’ll go.” He cast a glance back over his shoulder. “They’ll tell us when it’s safe to come out, Sir,” he said.

      He patted the Duke awkwardly on the shoulder and the Duke didn’t react, bemused by the audacity. “We’ll keep you safe, my lord,” he said. And seemed to mean it.
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        * * *

      

      The city was Lucy’s. Hers to dominate. Hers to humiliate. Hers to destroy.

      Easy to destroy the soldiers. Human bodies flamed like lighting a candle wick and were gone so easily. Stones like this were a different matter. They resisted her, didn’t want to be separated. But she did it, letting the force inside her lance out again and again, tightly focused. And in the end that was what tore the stones apart, sundered them, smashed them, more than any thunderclap she could have summoned.

      The Duke was here somewhere. If she killed him, she reasoned, she would be the new Duke. That was how this sort of thing worked. Conquer or be conquered.

      Unlike him, she wouldn’t let her power be taken away. She would rule Tabat. Wisely and fairly, unlike its previous existence. But she would rule it nonetheless.

      Where was Teo? He had slipped away somewhere and she hadn’t noticed. No matter. He was in the city that was hers now. She could reclaim him whenever she liked.

      She destroyed another tower, sliding its stones away one by one until it fell. Clouds of dust roiled around the fallen stones, and a few crumpled forms lay here and there like discarded dolls.

      Rage still filled her and hollowed her out, all at the same time. It always would, she thought. She was nothing but anger now.

      She didn’t want to be. She wanted to be back with her family, but that was impossible because they had denied her. Had not loved her but rejected her. They, they had done this to her, had forced her and denied her and not recognized who she was.

      And who else was part of that they? Everyone. Everyone had failed her—not just her family, even her brother Eloquence, but also Adelina, whom she had thought so kind at first, and the boy Maz who had pretended to be her friend, but was the reason she’d been kidnapped.

      No one was her friend, no matter how much they pretended.

      Very well, then. She would be no one’s friend. She would be their Enemy, she decided. The gloriousness of that decision filled her up, assuaged the void inside for a moment. She had heard the stories of Mary Silverhands and the Princess with Copper Scales, and all the rest of the powerful fairy-tale heroes, and she was more powerful than any of them.

      She smiled and turned to the next tower. By now the soldiers had stopped running directly at her and were trying missiles of various sorts.

      First arrows, which she made burst into flame. Then spears, which stopped when she made one turn around in mid-flight and impaled not just the caster, but the two about to cast their own spears. Some enterprising soul brought out a ballista and that just made her laugh, and every rock thrown at her rebounded and went smashing into the castle.

      It felt so good to be the one in power. She had been pushed around and that would never happen again.

      She would take this machine apart more slowly, she decided, or no, she would use it and whenever anyone ran out, she would throw them in a long arc, so far! And they would sail over the city and land in the sea and drown. That would be satisfying.

      But when she reached to pull a stone out, it came begrudgingly, and she felt a slow burn along her skin, as though the fire she had been casting so freely were turning inward.

      She frowned. Her powers had seemed limitless, but now …

      She had expended them so fast, so furiously, she realized, that she was in danger of burning herself out.

      She stopped. A silence fell over the castle, only the slow sifting of dust and ash, like a muted patter of rain, and in the distance, the city bells crying alarm.

      Very well, she had announced herself, and in the process learned she had limits. She would find a place to rest, and recoup her energy. Next time she would spend it more wisely.

      Next time she would parcel out destruction more judiciously. But parcel it out she would.

      She looked down at the city far below, the city full of so many people who had wronged her so deeply. So deserving of anything she might do—anything she would do.

      She smiled anew, and it was not a smile that boded well for the city.
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        * * *

      

      Lucy was the most terrifying person Teo had ever met, and he had met more than a few in his short life. Including Murga, who’d turned him into a dog and given him to the Duke. Lucy had freed him from that curse, to be sure, and had done it before he had become lost and unable to recover his Human form.

      But she hadn’t done it to be kind or friendly. She had done it because in Human form, Teo could answer her when she asked him questions.

      Not that she had asked him many on that equally terrifying journey, flying unsupported by anything but the air over the depths of the ocean. At first he had kept his eyes closed, but finally he had looked, and immediately puked, which just made Lucy laugh.

      And then she landed and began turning soldiers into ash, and Teo didn’t dare draw her attention while she was doing that, because what if she did it to him? Instead he had stayed still, very still, while she moved, and when she had moved to a place where she couldn’t see him anymore, he had taken a careful step backward, and then another, and another, until he was in the shadow of a half-destroyed archway.

      If she caught him trying to escape, she would kill him.

      If he stayed, she would probably kill him anyway.

      He wheeled and ran. Outside the central courtyard were the stables and he ducked through those. Everything was in chaos, a few people trying to get the horses out, and more of them simply trying to get out themselves. A group of girls was screaming. He saw a face he recognized—Jilly Clearsight—and she saw him across the courtyard, her mouth opening as though to speak⁠—

      —And then a tower fell on her and the people near her, and a cloud of dust arose, and he was jostled forward before he could see the rubble clearly.

      Arms and legs and chests all around him, pushing him this way and that in their panic to escape. People were shouting, a baby was wailing, and then another crash! as another tower fell.

      He pushed forward and slipped through the crowds, ignoring the elbows and shoulders that jostled him, and joined the horde fleeing the castle, heading down the long cliff road towards Tabat. He could hear falling rock and crashes behind him, but he didn’t think Lucy had missed him yet.

      A long road led away from the castle, and everyone on it moving in the same direction, away, at varying degrees of speed. From here, Tabat far below looked serene, but once news reached it, surely it would be less so.

      The crowd began to clear, dispersing as his haste took him past some of the earliest to flee. A few people were running up towards the castle in the opposite direction, but everyone else was trying to get away.

      He put his head down and just ran.

      For the first time, he let himself glory in the fact that he had his body back. He ran in long easy strides, letting the slope of the street speed his pace—so different from the helter-pelter of being a puppy—and felt his own legs, his own arms pumping. His own heart beating.

      Despite the terror and chaos, he was laughing as he ran.
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      I feel complete again, truly Bella Kanto. I know these streets, these buildings. I know the way it smells before a storm and that one must be blooming now, to account for the edge of electricity riding the hot summer air.

      Against all odds, despite all the plans that were laid against it, I have returned. I will be redeemed.

      Life will return to what it was.

      Back, back in Tabat. Back in my city, the one I have come to save. Back in the place that I love and that once loved me. Perhaps someday will love me again. The Dragon set us down on the eastern outskirts of the city and flew away. Scylla has gone to the docks, to see if there is word of her city and a way to get back to it.

      She says she will come see me before she leaves. She will not go without saying goodbye, she said, and did not mean it as a reproach. Even though it might have been.

      I come in through the River Gate, not because it will be deserted, but because it is the opposite: a swirl of people, too many to track. Easy to lose myself in the crowd. I expected more people to notice me, to remark on me, but no one does. Everyone is watching what is happening at the Duke’s castle. We do not know what is going on there, but we see one tower fall, then another, and another. I cannot imagine what is happening, but Lucy must be the cause.

      “Is it an invasion?” a man asks.

      “A rebellion, perhaps,” a woman says, and scowls at the Minotaurs unstacking cargo. They have not been permitted the time to gawp and look that the Humans are afforded. “The Beasts are restless, and the Abolitionists stir them to violence.”

      “The Duke is angry with the city,” someone else says. “Perhaps he has sold us to Verranzo’s New City.”

      I snort. “The man loves his castle. If its destruction were part of the price, he would not pay that bill.”

      People don’t seem to recognize or realize that I might have more to contribute on the matter than they. That I might have frequently visited that castle, stood inside those towers that are falling. They murmur to themselves, swirling through the crowd, but don’t seem particularly panicked. The danger is visible, but not within range of touching them, and it is moreover a danger that seems not directed at them but the Duke, whom fewer and fewer hold in favor.

      Nonetheless, I think, perhaps I will not flaunt my presence. I know that as an exile, the city guards are directed to kill me if they find me in the city. Not that I think they could, unless I was very much outnumbered.

      But then I think that perhaps that is the thought of the old Bella, the invincible one. Not the one that wakes every morning feeling creaky and old bones that do not want to rise. The old Bella, who had magic bolstering her, making her unbeatable.

      I am still not used to being a new and different Bella Kanto. I am not sure I ever will be.

      There are fewer Beasts here than I am accustomed to seeing in Tabat, and the ones that I see are chained or otherwise tethered. Fear has spread in my absence, and the Beasts have not benefited from it. But they are citizens of this city, as surely as any Human is.

      That thought is new to me, but it feels right after all I have seen, of the Dragons, and Scylla and all the others. And that brings me around to a thought that is not new: what would have happened if I had not told my Aunt Jolietta that I had seen the Centaur, Philip, doing a forbidden thing: writing? She would not have gentled him, would not have robbed him of his mind and sent him away to where I could never find him. She died soon after, and surely that death was inevitable, her heart giving out as it did. What if he had been there, to be my companion, perhaps, or my friend, through all my days? I stop in an alleyway’s entrance and draw a deep breath against the pain of that.

      I must think of the here and now, rather than allow myself to get lost in past mistakes.

      Lucy seems busy enough with the Duke and his castle. What will she do after that? I haven’t a clue, but perhaps Adelina will. Lucy was Adelina’s apprentice for a while, after all. Only the Moons know what Adelina will think of all the events. Will she even believe me? And Adelina can catch me up on the happenings of the city while I have been gone, and help me decide what to do next.

      And I will see this man, this Sebastiano, that has enchanted her so thoroughly, and if he is unworthy of her, I will dispose of him. Because how could he possibly be worthy of my Adelina? And she cannot love him all that much, else how could she have written me so many letters?

      But when I get to the building that houses Spinner Press, I stop, dismayed. The building has been destroyed by fire, absolutely gutted by it, blackened timbers holding up nothingness. The buildings either side are soot-blackened, touched by the disaster. One has “to let” signs in its window and the other simply looks vacant.

      She said nothing of this in her letters. But the press was her heart. Why wouldn’t she have told me of it? What did she fear? Did she think it would be too much for me? That stings, the thought that she kept it from me out of pity.

      There is no sign where she has gone. I knock on the buildings all up and down the street to see if anyone knows where she has gone, but no one answers. It is still early morning, but the streets are beginning to fill, sunlight bright on the cobblestones, hastening to heat the day. I wish I had coins on me. I would stop at one of the bakery carts and get a pastry.

      Coins make me think of banks, and that makes me think in turn of Leonoa. She may know where I can find Adelina, and either way, I should check in on my cousin and make sure she is safe. Unlike Adelina, she has written no letters—at least, any that I have received—but I am sure that she is still where she has always been. But what of her odd lover, Glyndia, the one who moved Leonoa to paint the works that have been found seditious? I had not liked her, and it worries me that my cousin has been in her care all this time. But Leonoa is a strong spirit. She will not be easily steered.

      I hear thunder although the sky is clear. Something is still happening up at the Duke’s castle, and I fear—no, I know—its name is Lucy. But let her expend energy on him while I figure things out down here.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Above the Duke, explosions shook the castle, and he and the soldiers lurched along, more than once nearly being hit by falling masonry. As they descended lower and lower, the shaking lessened, insulated by the layers of rock between them and the horrifying creature that had appeared out of nowhere, bent on destroying him.

      The tunnels were chilly and damp and the floors were slippery with old moisture, which made the Duke stumble more than once, as the two soldiers hurried him along. Here the torches were unlit, and they took one and lit it, and walked until it was nearly dying, then took another down and lit it from the first. How far had they come?





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/wings-of-tabat-ebook-cover.jpg
Wlngs of |abat

BOOK 4 OF THE TABAT QUARTET

“7 CAT RAMBO.

Nebula Award Winner
World Fantasy Award Nominee






OEBPS/images/original.jpg





