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  Introduction by Michael A. Ventrella

 

 

Welcome to the magical world of Fortannis—a place where adventure awaits to waylay you around every corner.

            It’s a land where humans mingle with stubborn dwarves, mysterious elves, and feathered biata to battle against shape-shifting gryphons, necromantic zombies, and silly goblins. It’s a land where things are never as they seem, where good and evil are not always clear-cut, and where the strong do not always prevail.

            In Fortannis, one can learn magic by summoning the power of the flow of order in the world, to tie yourself to the living cycle of all around you. Or, if your inclinations are darker, you can be tempted by the flow of chaos and entropy, which allows you to create undead abominations and cast substantially more powerful spells (in exchange for the corruption of your soul and the destruction of the land around you).

            Fortannis was originally created years ago for a live action role-playing game called the Alliance. The game has chapters all over the US and Canada, where players experience the adventures it provides. A dozen or so years ago, I began writing novels set in this world (although I admittedly ignored most of the rules of the game). Knowledge of the game is not necessary for your enjoyment of these books or the stories in this collection.

            The three novels I wrote in the land of Fortannis have recently been reissued as Terin Ostler and the Arch Enemies, Terin Ostler and the War of the Words, and Terin Ostler and the Axes of Evil. There were also a bunch of short stories that I had written that feature Terin Ostler and the gang that have been compiled into the collection Terin Ostler and the Zombie King (and other stories). Derek Beebe also wrote a novel in the world of Fortannis which takes place after the Terin Ostler novels and features Terin and his fellow squires as well, called It’s a Wonderful Death.

            While all this was going on, I also edited a series of five Fortannis anthologies with short stories written by other authors. The book you currently are reading features the best stories from those collections.

            I am very proud of the stories collected here. There are grand adventures, humorous contrivances, and strong morality tales. You’ll meet clever con artists, suspicious spies, and pompous nobles. There are unexpected twists and turns and danger lurking on every page.

            Happy adventuring!


  The Mystery of the Dead Cat in the Darkness by Bernie Mojzes

 

 

Normally, finding a dead cat is a bad thing, especially when it’s nailed to your front door. But there are worse things.

            Being poor, unemployable, and shunned by society, for three.

            Being suddenly but discretely wealthy, but still unemployable and shunned by society, for another.

            If you’re reading this now, then you probably already know some of my earlier adventures: you’ve either read my own (entirely true, and almost unbiased) accounts, or were at least subjected to the lurid revisionism of the local bards and broadsheets. “The Ballad of Maris Goselin” is only slightly less offensive than the fabrications printed in the Ashbury Times. If you can’t be bothered to do basic research, well, don’t look to me to fill you in. I’ve done my part, and paid my dues. Suffice to say, my last job earned me enough money that I never needed to work again. Which I suppose is good, if dull, because it’s not like clients were lining up at my door.

            Except for the cat. And that didn’t really count as “lining up.” More like just hanging around.

            Which is exactly what my own life consisted of at that point. Hanging around and waiting for something to happen to break through the daily monotony of dining (alone) in Ashbury’s finest restaurants and then drinking myself stupid until it was late enough to go to sleep.

            Can there be anything worse than boredom?

            I examined the cat. It wasn’t terribly large, but showed no signs of being feral; its coat was glossy and well-groomed, a calico, and it wore a worked leather collar with a bell. A large spike had been driven through its chest and into my oak door. Blood stained and matted the fur beneath the wound, and discolored the wood below.

            Very curious, and I decided I’d begin my investigation immediately upon recovering from my hangover the following afternoon. In the meantime, it wouldn’t do to have a cat hanging from my door. What would my neighbors say? They already hated and feared me. I would, I decided, put it in a canvas sack and store it in the basement until the morning. I reached for the cat.

            And learned exactly what is worse than boredom.

            As I carefully tugged the dead cat off the nail, it hissed and spat, and raked a sharp claw across my cheek. I dropped it and jumped back, gracefully catching my heel on a cobblestone, and sprawled on my back.

            The last I saw of the dead cat, it was racing into an alley.

            There was no way I’d be able to catch it, so I went inside, poured myself a glass of wine, and collapsed on the bed. And I don’t remember much else.

* * *

            I awoke with the expected pounding hangover and a face full of bees. Which, in hindsight, should have been a clue that something was wrong. But at that moment, the bees were only an annoying and dangerous impediment to getting my face over a briefly empty chamber pot.

            I managed to scoop them away with no loss of life, and afterward, spent the remainder of the day sheltering in the quietest, darkest, coolest place in my humble abode, with cool compresses against both the back of my neck and my forehead.

* * *

            The sun had crept low enough that his insufferable gaze intruded through my windows into even the darkest depths of my home, my hangover refuge, when I heard something crashing against my door. It was as if a stone giant had come calling. I pressed my wrists against my ears to block the sound, and rolled over.

            The sound came again.

            “Go away,” I said. Perhaps. I’m not certain that I actually moved my mouth. This was the worst hangover I’d ever had. My head pounded, and felt like it had been stuffed with cotton, stretching my skin painfully. My kidneys hurt. Everything hurt.

            Again, that insufferable crashing against the door. I remember wondering how long the wood could possibly withstand the abuse. I managed to reach the door before the timbers splintered, throwing it open with what I hoped was a suitably impressive display of force.

            “If you touch my house again,” I said, “I will kill you, and everyone in your family.”

            “I should hope not,” said Sir Edwin, for that was who had been torturing my ears. “I think my wife would be rather put out by being killed.”

            I tried to get my eyes open enough to see him. It was at that moment that the air filled with bees, clearly come to protect me in my moment of distress. I remember hoping they wouldn’t hurt Sir Edwin too badly. And then I remember realizing that, no, I didn’t actually care, as long as he went away.

            “What are you doing here?”

            “I followed the bees, now, didn’t I?” Sir Edwin sounded pleased with himself. I couldn’t tell if he was preening; I still couldn’t get my eyes open properly.

            And I still might have killed him, but the bees corroborated his story, so I settled for just thinking bad thoughts. The bad thoughts swirled around my head like bats caught in a sudden storm. In fact, everything was swirling around, both inside and out of my head.

            “You look terrible,” Edwin said.

            I considered telling him to fuck off, but decided to collapse instead.

            Worst hangover ever.

* * *

            Where Sir Edwin managed to find a whole bathtub’s worth of ice in the middle of summer (and what it cost him), I still don’t know. I also didn’t know where he dredged up the sorry excuse for a healer whose countenance hovered over my face when I awoke. She was an antique, a septuagenarian at the very least, with a single tooth protruding at an unlikely angle from her wrinkled face. Her hair clearly hadn’t seen blade or comb since she was a child; there were twigs and leaves caught up in the matted tangles, and between blinks of my eyes, a brown-whiskered face shoved strands of white hair out of its way to peer down at me from atop her head.

            The image sent shivers through my body. No, it wasn’t the image. It was the fact that I was sitting in a tub of ice water.

            I tried to get up, but the healer put a withered hand against my chest, and with her mighty, twig-like arm, pushed me back down.

            “Need to get your temperature down,” the crone said. The rat in her hair nodded in agreement. “So stay put until I say otherwise.”

            Given that the monumental effort needed to lift my body was far beyond what little strength I had—most of which had left me after my first attempt to stand—my nodded assent was unnecessary. Still, it seemed only polite.

            She harumphed, but accepted my promise. I watched her shuffle away, and then things got a bit hazy.

            Next thing I knew, strong hands were gripping me under my arms and hauling me out of the tub. I considered threatening my assailant’s life, but it seemed too much trouble. Far easier to just let him lay me atop my kitchen table and towel me dry.

            I blinked my eyes, trying to get them to focus. When they did, I realized it was Sir Edwin. His hands felt hot on my skin through the towel, and then even hotter when he held my wrists fast and leaned his body across my thighs, effectively restraining me. I tested it. I’m pretty sure if I was in full health, I could have squirmed away, but as it was, I was helpless.

            “If only your wife could see us now,” I said. “I’m sure she’ll want to hear all about this little adventure. Especially since she’s barely forgiven you for the last time.”

            The crone hobbled up and scowled into my face. She wrapped her fingers into my hair and tugged a bit harder than necessary to hold my head immobile, and then she jabbed a knobby finger into my cheek.

            The pain was indescribable. I tried my best to describe it with my screams, but I’m sure I did an inadequate job.

            The crone, on the other hand, seemed unimpressed with my vocabulary, and continued to poke and prod at my cheek. She leaned in close and sniffed. She pinched and squeezed, and I learned that what I’d earlier thought was pain was really just mild discomfort.

            “Oh,” Sir Edwin said. “I forgot to make introductions. Lady Goselin, I’d like you to meet Laura’s grandmother, Larissa.”

            I have an unfailing ability to impress new acquaintances. Usually negatively.

            “Ah. Um.” It was difficult to speak between screams, but I did my best. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

            “It’s gone septic,” Larissa said. “You’re going to die.”

* * *

            A wound gone septic is not necessarily a death sentence, especially not with the miracle of modern magic. Even before proper curative spells were perfected, there were healing balms and charms that could draw the poison from all but the worst infections, and in extreme cases, there were surgeries to excise or amputate the affected area.

            Larissa, it turned out, was no minor hedge witch, despite her somewhat hedge-like appearance. She was a professor emeritus at the Royal College of Healing Arts. Which explained her bedside manner.

            She had performed all the greater healings while I was unconscious, and all it had done was slow the progression of the illness. It was only her knowledge of ancient and discredited techniques—old wives’ remedies that had been “proven” by the medical authorities to have no beneficial effects, such as ice to reduce fever, and herbal medicines that worked on a purely physiological basis—that had brought me to anything resembling a state of coherence.

            “It’s a magical affliction,” she explained, “but it’s not constructed like any spell I’ve ever seen. It’s a crazy tangle that shouldn’t work, by any of the rules of magic I have ever seen, and nothing that I know has worked to counter it. This was no accident. Do you have any enemies who might want to do you harm?”

            Sir Edwin kindly laughed out loud, since I was feeling too weak to do it myself. “Only half of Ashbury,” he said.

            “Used to be three quarters,” I said. “I’ve been slacking.”

            I closed my eyes and tried to visualize the spell infecting my cheek, and more. It had gotten into the bone, I could tell. Yes, I could see it: sickly green and yellow tendrils of magic, red, and black—the color of pus, of infection, of fever, of necrosis—twisted and tangled around my body, permeating my flesh and bones.

            “I recognize this,” I said. “But the only person I’ve ever seen use magic like this is in the deepest cell under the Duke’s castle. Edwin knows who I’m talking about.”

            Nine months earlier, I had—with the help of an insane man named Brian, two guards named Ned and Buckminster, and our very own Sir Edwin—defeated a plot in which an evil mage sought to make himself a doppleganger of the Duke, and his partner into the Duchess. This looked like his magic.

            “You need to convince him to remove the spell,” Larissa said. “Or kill him. That should dissipate it.”

            “Can you get me into the dungeons?” I asked Sir Edwin.

            He shook his head. “It’s not him. The villain died last month, of a fever.”

            “Then I need to see his lover. Partner. What was her name? Melissa something?”

            “Malena,” Sir Edwin said. “Malena Bane. And you can’t. She’s gone. The Duke decided that she was just a pawn, and harmless. After Tomas died, he set her free.”

* * *

            To say I spoke freely of the Duke’s naiveté is, perhaps, an understatement. By the time I had finished my monologue, several bottles of not-inexpensive wine lay smashed on the floor and my bees swarmed through the house in a confused rage. Sir Edwin cowered within my wardrobe. Larissa did not. She stood and waited, lips pursed, until I came into range, and then slapped me.

            I’d like to think that in the heat of the moment, she simply forgot the magically festering wound on my cheek. That she would have realized that it would have been kinder to disembowel me with a rusty scythe, and done so.

            It took everything I had to calm the bees. Not because I cared at that moment what happened to Larissa, but because I love my bees, and didn’t want any unnecessary deaths. Larissa may have deserved to be stung by a hundred bees, but she wasn’t a threat, and those bees didn’t deserve to die from my anger.

            “Screw it,” I said. “I can see how this spell is put together. I can pull it apart.”

            “No, you mustn’t!” For the first time, genuine concern flashed across Larissa’s face. Or perhaps it was fear.

            “I’ve taken apart spells like this before,” I said. “You just have to find the right thread and the whole thing unravels.”

            “It’s a trap,” Larissa said. “The spell that’s making you sick is just a container for another spell. Pull it apart, and you’ll loose the sickness as a plague over all of Ashbury.”

            I had thought nothing she said could dissuade me from tearing this wretched spell off me. I was wrong.

* * *

            Malena Bane had been escorted to the city gates and told not to come back. Though nobody reported having seen her since, clearly she’d ignored that advice, just as she’d ignored the rules that said you can’t imprison people and take their place, and then start torturing and killing everyone who might have a problem with that.

            In a city the size of Ashbury, finding her at all would be a feat; finding her quickly was nearer to an impossibility. Unless you were me. I had a hundred thousand pairs of eyes at my disposal. The only problem was that they were only good during the day, and I’d wasted away the daylight almost dying. If Larissa’s ministrations could keep me alive another twenty-four hours, I had no doubt my bees could find Malena Bane.

            But while Malena wasn’t the least of my problems, she also wasn’t the worst of them. Somewhere out there was a dead cat, and whatever was going on with me was tied closely to that cat. I could feel the ghost of the thread of malignant energy tethering us together. And so, with a strip of willow bark between my teeth—which almost overpowered the taste of the other foul concoctions Larissa had required I gag down—and a flask of sweet cream in my pocket, I set off into the dark of night.

            Sir Edwin tried to accompany me, but I knew his presence would only distract. For this, I needed to be alone.

            This was no systematic search. Nor was it random. I opened my eyes only as much as needed to keep from tumbling over curbs or stepping in front of carriages. Instead, I felt for that wisp of death that linked me to the cat and followed, through streets and alleys, behind heaps of trash and down drainage tunnels. Over fences, or under them, or through them if need be. I tried to conserve my strength as much as possible.

            Once, I was accosted by four roughs in the alley behind a tavern where the dead cat had hidden. One of them joked about wanting to get into my purse, in a way that made it clear that it wasn’t my purse that was on his mind, but when he grabbed me and felt the heat of my fever, he released me quickly. Nobody wants to play with plague.

            I held on to him, pulling him close to stare into his eyes.

            “Come on, then,” I said. “Come die with me.”

            He pushed me away roughly. But not before I learned his face. If I lived through this, I would come back here some night.

            Big if. The tussle took more from me than I expected. I crawled away, following the dead cat’s trail. I heard the men’s jeers only vaguely; they didn’t matter, as long as they didn’t stop me.

            What mattered was the cat, and the cat wasn’t far away. I found her at the end of the alley, hiding behind a broken water barrel. She looked worse than I remembered, some of the fur coming out in patches; whatever affliction I suffered was but an echo of the rot and decay which ravaged the poor dead cat.

            I wasn’t suffering from some illness that would eventually kill me; I was suffering from death itself. I despaired then. How do you cure that? There were only two ways to save myself: find some way to bring a dead cat back to life, or unravel the spell and loose death and decay on the whole city.

            The cat cowered away from me, ready to run. I knew I’d be hard-pressed to catch a skittish cat when in the best of health. In the shape I was in now… even a dead cat could outrun me.

            I put a small bowl down and poured some cream for the dead cat, pushed the bowl close to the barrel and stepped back. I spoke gentle nonsense to the creature. The cat took nearly twenty minutes to approach the bowl, and another five before she dared to taste it. It was nearly dawn when she consented to let me pet her. She was cold to the touch.

            She arched her ragged body against my hand and vibrated. It should have been a purr, but the air escaped through the hole in her chest with a moist, rumbling hiss.

            When I stood, she twined between my legs, smearing the cream that leaked from her body onto my clothes.

            “Come on, then,” I told her, “let’s go home.”

* * *

            The cobblestones were warming under the morning sun when we arrived at my door, and my friends were humming and buzzing happily as they emerged from the hive on my roof and prepared to embark on their daily rounds. The effects of willow bark had worn off, and I ached as my fever spiked. The dead cat followed on unsteady legs, keeping as much to the shadows as she could.

            My front door was ruined. The heavy, iron spike was still jammed in the splintered wood, and the cat’s viscera still stained the surface. It was dried and had started to peel. Worse, it had started to stink.

            I worked the spike free, further damaging the wood. I was about to toss it into the street when I saw the dead cat cowering away from it, back arched and fur raised. That meant something, though my fevered mind couldn’t think what it might be. I wrapped the spike in a handkerchief and shoved it into my belt pouch. Once it was out of sight, the cat relaxed, and rubbed her cold body against my legs.

            When I pulled the door open, she ran inside. I heard hissing, and Sir Edwin’s startled shout, and a sudden rearrangement of furniture. I found Sir Edwin standing on a chair, looking as pale as I felt, blade pointed at the dead cat.

            I scooped her up and rubbed behind her ears. She purred, and leaked pinkish cream on my shirt.

            “That’s an abomination,” Larissa said, making a warding gesture. Her rat, which had been—I think—helping her sort twigs out of a bowl of dried herbs, squeaked and ran up her arm to hide in her hair. “A necromantic abomination. You could be jailed for this. We all could be.”

            “I think I’ll call her Thana,” I said, placing the dead cat on my bed.

            “You’re delirious,” Larissa said. “You need to get some sleep, and let me tend you. And while you sleep, I’ll do what I can to banish this thing back to the grave, where it belongs. You’ll feel better when you’re rested.”

            I certainly couldn’t feel worse. And I wanted nothing more than to lie down. It was a struggle just to care whether I ever woke up again. But I couldn’t afford to do that. Not yet.

            “No graves, no banishing. Help me get to the roof.” The ladder was more than I could manage by myself.

            Larissa crossed her arms, and Sir Edwin shook his head. The rat poked his little face out of Larissa’s hair and shook his head as well.

            “Edwin. Just five minutes to talk to my bees. Then I’ll rest.”

            “Five minutes?” He shifted on his chair.

            I nodded. “And then rest. I promise.”

* * *

            I dreamed in hexagons. Fragmentary images in yellow and blue and violet, and colors deeper than violet that I have never seen with my own eyes. Hundreds of faces, thousands, as my bees searched the city.

            Sir Edwin woke me a few hours past noon.

            “Something’s wrong with the bees,” he said. “They’re angry.”

            They weren’t. They were excited. They’d found what I’d asked them to find—that singular, special flower that the Duke in his wisdom had deemed “harmless”—and they had begun to swarm into my home, eager to lead me to it.

            “They found her,” I said. “I need to go.”

            I collected what I needed: dagger, sword, a poisoned knife… I tried to think what else I might need, but my mind was foggy, and my strength started to fail me before I’d even finished dressing.

            Larissa handed me a glass of greenish-brown liquid; I swallowed it without asking what it was. She gave me a couple of small leaves, each about the size of my thumb, to chew. My mouth went numb almost immediately, which would normally have bothered me, but at the moment, it only meant that I wouldn’t have to taste the willow bark she gave me next.

            I felt somewhat more energetic, almost like I wasn’t dying.

            Larissa gave me more of the leaves. “Use them when you need them,” she said. “Not before.”

            “Yes, ma’am.” I put them into my belt pouch, next to the iron spike.

            I scooped up Thana, wrapped in a towel to shield her from the light, and Sir Edwin and I went out into the glare of the afternoon sun, following the bees.

* * *

            Freedom had not treated Malena Bane kindly. She had found refuge in a crowded tenement in the Rail District.

            “Where are we?” Sir Edwin asked. He glanced around nervously, like a shipwrecked sailor landing in a foreign and hostile land. His hand strayed to the hilt of his sword, and stayed there.

            “Ferris Street,” I said. There was no sign, of course. The Rail District lay just south of the Docks, and adjacent to the slaughterhouses, and derived its name from the rails that ran live animals from the docks and dead ones back. Once the slaughterhouses built their own docks to bypass the rail tax, there wasn’t much left but the people. When I was still just a girl, the duke—the former duke—vowed to clean up the city. The guard swept through and arrested hundreds of whores and pickpockets, drunks and gamblers. They put cobbles down atop the mud and whitewashed the walls. They put up signs for streets, and for the few businesses they hadn’t closed down.

            A week later, Rail District struck back. They hammered the metal of the signs into weapons and used the cobbles to smash in the bars of the prison in Ashbury’s largest jail break in history, before burning it to the ground.

            So now, the streets are mud again, and there are no signs, and you won’t find that prison break in any of the books.

            Sir Edwin wrinkled his nose. Possibly against the odor. “This is unbelievable. In Ashbury! Its very existence is an affront to decency. It should be razed to the ground.”

            I didn’t have the energy to argue. The effects of the mouth-numbing leaves were starting to wear off.

            “However, it is fitting that our quarry is to be found surrounded by the worst dregs of humanity.”

            “I grew up here,” I said.

            “What?” Sir Edwin stopped in his tracks. “Here? In one of these… I hesitate to call them buildings.”

            “No.” I pointed down an alleyway. “Down there. There’s shade in the summer, and there’s always a trash heap. Enough to keep a fire going in the winter, and attract rats for food.”

            “I don’t understand.”

            I spun to face him, anger overcoming the sudden dizziness. “You have no idea how hard it is to change your position in life. Look at you. No matter how stupidly you live your life, you haven’t managed to become destitute. The people here work hard, when they can find work, and harder when they can’t. They do work that would kill you, working at the docks, or the slaughter-houses, shoveling coal or shit or breaking rock to turn into the cobbles that pave your street, and what do they get for it? They get old and sick and die, and then they get blamed for not working hard enough to live a good life. Do you have any idea what your friend ‘Lady’ Maris Goselin did to get out of that trap?”

            I pushed him, and tried to pretend that I hadn’t actually forced myself to take a step back. Thana hissed in her towel.

            “Go home, Sir Edwin, where it’s safe.”

            I braced myself, and pushed him again, and this time he was the one that stepped back.

            “Maris, I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.” Sir Edwin reached for me, but I slapped his hand away.

            “Don’t touch me!” And now, finally, my friends clued in to my anger and swarmed up between us, forcing the bastard back, away, and down the street before I called them back.

* * *

            The confrontation with Sir Edwin had exhausted me. I fished more leaves from my pouch and jammed them into my mouth, leaned against a sun-warmed brick wall until that false sense of well-being percolated through my body.

            The bees had shown me her window, on the third floor of a grimy tenement. If I was healthy, it would have been no difficulty to scale the wall. I wasn’t, and I had to settle for the stairs. That was hard enough.

            The lock on her door gave its secrets without difficulty, despite my jittery hands. Thana tried to trip me as I pushed the door open, and slipped through the crack before I could.

            Malena Bane sat on her filthy mattress, facing me. She had never been pretty, except for the one brief, shining moment when she had looked like the Duchess. But now, she was gaunt. Her bones showed through her cheeks, and her clothes hung off her emaciated frame. There was nothing that hinted of food in her room, and I wondered when she had last eaten.

            Suddenly, I no longer wanted to kill her.

            “You’re more resourceful than I expected,” she said. “But it won’t help you. If there’s one thing you taught me, it was to prepare for the unexpected.”

            I closed my eyes and let myself see the threads of her magic. They wound around me like poisoned brambles, and coiled around her like dense armor. It would deflect anything foreign. Any blade I struck her with would shatter. My bare hands would suffer a similar fate, and my magic would slide off her like water on wax. In time, I could pick apart her defensive spells. But time was what I didn’t have; I would be dead before the sun set, I knew, or I would give in to the temptation to save myself, and damn the city.

            I closed the door, and sat next to her on the bed. Fleas hopped away from me. Thana jumped into my lap.

            “You were always the real wizard,” I said. “Not him.”

            “Tomas,” she said. Grief and loss welled up, drowning the hatred and madness in her eyes.

            I wondered what she’d have made of the smirk on Tomas’ lips when he struck the Duchess, knowing that every blow would be reflected on Malena’s body. Would it surprise her if I told her? Would she even be able to hear it?

            I’d been with a man like Tomas, a soldier whose love promised a life without whoring, back when that’s how I made my living. A man whose persistent, cruel mockery made me almost believe, the first time he hit me, that I surely deserved it.

            Almost.

            Instead, I jammed a knife through his femoral artery and watched him bleed out.

            A hundred moments like this were what separated my life from Malena Bane’s. And thousands of moments of pure chance, pure dumb luck.

            Nothing I could say now would change her course. The madness had settled too deeply in her mind, so deeply entwined with her magic that I couldn’t tell which had given rise to which. But I had to try.

            “I can help you,” I said. “I know where you’ve been. I know how hard it is. It doesn’t have to be this way.”

            Her face tightened, and she stood, spinning to face me with a knife drawn. “What do you know? How could you possibly imagine what my life has been like?”

            She threw down the blade.

            “You don’t get to die quickly. I’m going to watch you die like Tomas did. I’ll hold you in my arms like I held him. I’ll cradle you as you scream in pain because a little scratch went unattended, and the magic-proof cell you put us in kept me from healing him. And when you’re gone, I’ll find the guards who watched without helping, and everyone else, and I will not stop until they are all dead.”

            “I understand,” I said, because I did.

            And I flung Thana into Malena Bane’s face.

            Malena’s defenses protected her from foreign assault. But the dead cat was her magic. Thana’s claws dug into Malena’s flesh, distracting her for the few seconds I needed to find the iron spike, also imbued with Malena’s magic, and jam it into the poor girl’s throat.

            It felt like I was killing myself.

            Thana ran under the bed as Malena fell back onto the mattress. She clutched at her throat. Her mouth worked, but no sound came out.

            I knelt at her side, and brushed the hair from her eyes.

            “I’m sorry,” I said. “For everything. We can end this now, together.” I placed her dagger into her hand, and helped her press the tip against my ribs, aimed at my heart.

            Her lips moved. Closer, they said.

            I leaned in, and the blade moved up to my throat, and then to my cheek. She drew a line of red across my face, under my eye, parallel to the festering wound left by Thana’s claws.

            I kissed her forehead, and when she was gone, I closed her eyes.

            The fever was already fading, and the infected cat scratch was cooling, but I felt worse than when I climbed the tenement stairs. I fetched Thana’s cold, stiff corpse from under the bed and clutched her close, rocking softly next to Malena’s body.

            The door creaked as it opened.

            Sir Edwin, of course. Nobody else in the Rail District smelled of such fine perfumes.

            “It’s over, then,” he said. “You didn’t need me.”

            Of course I did. He was the only friend I had left, the only one I hadn’t already driven away, or abandoned, but I’d poisoned even that. Only his knightly sense of duty brought him back.

            “Give Larissa my thanks,” I said. “And I’ll pay for her services promptly.”

            He put a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s get you home.”

            I flinched away. “I can’t. Not now. Not yet.”

            He crouched next to me, put a hand on my forehead, tilted my head into the grimy light to examine my wounds. Then he nodded.

            “When you’re ready, then,” he said.

            I listened to his footsteps down the stairs, until he was gone.

* * *

            The problem was, I wasn’t sure where home was any more. I had run so hard and fast and far to get away from this place that I’d lost who I was, and thought myself the better for it. It was only when I was alone with Malena that I realized I hadn’t been angry with Edwin. I’d only lashed out at him because I couldn’t bear to lay blame where it belonged.

            Edwin gave voice to the words I had been thinking. The worst dregs of humanity. Of course it was his fault.

            I needed to find who I was, if I was ever to be whole.

            I sat with Malena and Thana through the night, remembering pieces of my life I had worked hard to erase.

            And in the morning when I stumbled into my house, my friends were waiting.

* * *

            Malena Bane’s real name was Kiema, according to those who remembered her, and that’s what we put on her grave, and on the sign Edwin painted over the door: “Kiema Memorial Clinic & Shelter.”

            When Larissa came to see the building I’d bought on Ferris Street, she declared it a disgrace. Barely adequate. Her nose wrinkled in disgust at the rodent droppings and the boldness of the cockroaches—which is odd for someone with a rat living in her hair, I think—but her eyes shone with the challenge of it.

            “It’s a crazy idea,” she said. “It’s not going to make the Rail District a paradise.”

            I shrugged and gestured toward the door. “If you’re having second thoughts, I can find other healers.”

            “Hrmph.” Larissa jabbed a finger at my still-tender cheek—scarred not from a dead cat’s claws but from Malena’s knife, her final gift, which I had refused to let Larissa heal. “To work for someone stubborn and pig-headed as you are? Doubtful.” Her rat stared at me from the back of her hair, chittering in agreement, as she went to inspect what would become the examination rooms.

            For once, I didn’t try to stifle the grin on my face.

            “Well, there’s something I’m not used to seeing,” said Sir Edwin, who was coming down the stairs from the second floor, wiping his grimy hands on his trousers. A toolbelt hung from his waist, in place of his sword. It looked good on him, though I doubted he’d recognize that as a compliment. He laughed at my gestured response.

            “How’s it look upstairs?” I asked.

            “It’ll need some changes to make it defensible. Nothing major.”

            “But it’ll work?”

            “Laura says it will. She’s the expert.”

            Had I known before that Sir Edwin’s wife volunteered in the women’s home where she and her mother had once spent three months in hiding? Had I bothered to learn anything about her other than how to annoy her?

            I’ve made a career of knowing everything about everybody that can be used against them, or against someone else. How to push people away. I still marvel at how much I didn’t see.

            Maybe it was about time I started.
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My dear Terin,

            And Darlissa. And Rendal. And Leander.

            Am I forgetting anyone?

            It’s your old friend, or brief acquaintance, depending on how fondly you remember me, Elmeki! Yes, I’m still alive. I’m even more shocked than you are. I’ve been Duke of the Hidden Kingdom for an inexplicable twelve months now. I don’t know how I’ve managed it.

            I hope this letter finds you well, or indeed, finds you at all. It’s not like we send a lot of messages all the way to Ashbury very often. I wouldn’t be surprised if my honeyed words were currently sitting at the bottom of an ocean trench somewhere, unread and unloved. Oh well.

            Anyway, assuming you are reading this, things have been going as well as could be expected. I’ve only had three assassination attempts, and none of them got very close to succeeding. And we’ve only had two armed rebellions, both of which we managed to put down relatively quickly. I got an arrow stuck in my arm a couple months ago, but it’s healing up nicely thanks to those potions Leander was kind enough to leave with me.

            Speaking of potions, that leads me to the story I wanted to tell you. Don’t worry, it’s not boring. At least I hope not.

            Our tale begins a few weeks ago, with me and General Roque traveling to the distant city of Goolwa far in the eastern reaches of the Hidden Kingdom. Roque’s turned out all right, by the way. The months with me seem to have rounded off his rough edges. He still has a sharp tongue, but I’m vaguely confident he hasn’t been behind any of the various attempts to kill and or overthrow me. So there’s that.

            Let me paint a picture for you. Roque and I rode at the head of our caravan of wagons. Goolwa, unlike most of the Kingdom, is not an arid desert, but a scrabbly patch of greenery on a river next to an arid desert. Our wagons were covered from a recent sandstorm, and our tempers were not the brightest, so the gorgeous green city before us came off looking a little smug, quite frankly. The buildings all looked brand new and towered five stories up; nothing compared to my own Karratha, of course, but impressive for the boondocks.

            Next to me, Roque sneezed, creating a small puff of dust and sand mimicking his entire body. The poor bastard had gotten sick a day out of the city. For a battle-hardened general, he was surprisingly a bit of a baby about it. “You can count me out of any fancy dinners once we get there,” he said. “I just want to lie in a soft bed and sleep.”

            “I didn’t bring you all this way to sleep, General,” I said. “You’re supposed to make sure my head stays on my shoulders.”

            He snuffled wetly. “Seeing as how my head would be in the same danger as yours, I wouldn’t worry about it. That’s what all the large intimidating soldiers are for.”

            “Appearances are important, which is why you’ll be making one.”

            He grumbled mightily, but didn’t contradict me. Amazing what a few months had done.

            As our caravan approached the city, a dozen soldiers on horseback thundered up to us and blocked the road. We dutifully ground to a halt.

            “Halt!” their captain shouted. “What is your business in Goolwa?”

            I stood up from my seat, trying to brush off as much sand as I could. “I am Elmeki, Duke of the Hidden Kingdom. I have come to treat with your lord and master.”

            I looked closer at him. This was not my first such encounter, but I still found it disconcerting. He appeared to me as a man-sized shadow sitting atop a horse, with no details visible within that black shape. Now, I realize this may sound a tad hypocritical to you all, since we’ve always looked that way to you, but it’s still new for me!

            Goolwa was far enough away from Karratha that when Jabiru exploded, they were not affected. They still retain their veil as Hidden Folk, and for those of us in Jabiru’s vicinity who lost our own, they appear to us the same as they would to a foreigner. Which, of course, was the reason we had come.

            The captain tilted his head in what I’m sure was a conceited sneer. “We do not allow Unhidden Folk within these walls.”

            We hadn’t had a proper war since Jabiru, but the stage was certainly set for one. Only this time it was for a new reason, an incredibly silly one if you ask me. The Hidden Folk in the far reaches of the country, who still maintained their veil from the Jabiru juice running in their veins, had gone and decided the “Un” Hidden Folk were impure and inferior. They wanted to form their own kingdom separate from mine, seeing as how I and everyone else in Karratha were Unhidden.

            I rolled my eyes mightily. “This is a lot of unnecessary posturing, don’t you think? I’ve already arranged this meeting, weeks ago, through messengers.”

            The captain ignored me and plodded on. This must have all been written out beforehand. “We’ve heard rumors of Hidden Folk becoming infected by the Unhidden and dying. That you carry some disease within you. Perhaps it’s not magic at all that has rendered you inferior, but a malady of the body.”

            Roque unfortunately chose that moment to sneeze loudly. All the Hidden guards turned to stare at him. “It’s just a head cold!” he shouted irritably.

            “Look,” I said. “I haven’t heard a single word of anyone getting infected by anyone. These are just vicious lies concocted to cement your amusing little rebellion here. I’m the Duke of the Hidden Kingdom, and you will grant me entry to your cesspool of a city.”

            The captain grumbled. “You may be permitted to enter, but you will be kept to a single road to the palace. You will be seated far away from any of the Hidden, and must leave the city boundaries when your business is done.”

            “Lovely!” I said brightly. “I didn’t want to sleep here anyway. I can smell the place from here.”

            Our caravan entered the city under heavy escort. The Goolwan guards gave us a wide berth, and the city streets stood empty where we passed. I saw the huddled and shadowy masses watching us from a clear block away. I couldn’t tell, but I’d bet you they wore cloth masks over their faces. It was a shame to see so many hoodwinked by this foolishness.

            They led us to a respectable sized palace (not as big as my own, of course!) on the edge of the river. As a matter of fact, it looked like a pale imitation of Karratha itself, with onion domes and everything. Only much smaller and cheaper. We Hidden Folk are not known for our ingenuity in architecture, alas.

            We disembarked from our wagons in the palace courtyard.

            “You may only take ten men with you,” the captain said.

            “That doesn’t sound very fair,” I said. “What if this is a trap?”

            “Then I hope you all have wings.”

            I pulled Roque aside once he was done blowing his nose into a cloth. “Am I in mortal peril, General?”

            “I thought the Doomsayer said you would die in Karratha,” he said.

            “Die, yes. Maiming and torture is still an option anywhere.”

            He shrugged. “I’m going in with you, so it must be safe.”

            I looked around uncertainly. “This would be a very poor situation to finally get to say I told you so.”

            Their guards led our guards through ornate—though not as nice—hallways into the main dining hall, which surprisingly was as large as my own. Must have really thrown off the building’s planners. The Lord of Goolwa, Bartnil, sat on a golden throne at the far end of the room at the foot of a long table filled with Hidden Folk. At least fifty guards lined the walls. A long table for us sat at the entrance of the hall with a wide empty space between the two parties.

            “Greetings, Lord Bartnil!” I said brightly. “Thank you for your glorious hospitality. I truly feel like I’m back home.”

            “Are you a leper there, as well?” Bartnil responded from across the room.

            “Only symbolically, I assure you. We’re all as healthy as can be.” I shot a quick glance at Roque. “And I’ve brought you a gift.”

            I motioned to two of my men who awkwardly carried in a heavy wooden crate wrapped in cloth. They lugged it into the empty center of the room and dropped it with a loud thud. Glass bottles tinkled inside.

            “The finest wine in my cellar, which believe me is saying something.” I gestured to the men who pulled the cloth away to reveal the crate underneath. “And knowing your silly fears of sickness, I’ve kept the entire thing wrapped and untouched by our filthy little hands.”

            Bartnil whispered to his men, and two came forward with the greatest of hesitation to examine the crate. They opened it to reveal a series of dusty old bottles packed in straw. One of them apparently knew something because he read the print on the bottle and looked back with surprise to Bartnil.

            “Very well,” Bartnil said reluctantly. “We thank you for your gift.” A bottle was brought to him. “Hmm. Let’s open this now, shall we? I’ll look forward to trying it… after my tester has tasted it first. And you, Duke Elmeki.”

            I grinned. “I was hoping you’d share. I think I’m going to need to be inebriated to get through this night.”

            They opened the bottle and poured out glasses. Bartnil’s poison tester took a long draught and nothing happened. Before any of the Goolwans took a sip, they brought glasses over to us. As they placed them on the table, Roque sneezed, rendering the hushed murmurs on the other end of the room into sudden silence.

            “It’s just a head cold,” he said loudly, his voice echoing off the stone walls.

            “Really, Lord Bartnil,” I projected across the room. “Spreading these false reports of illnesses? If you’re going to insult me, at least say something about my nose.”

            Bartnil stood up in his golden chair. I could spy the points of a crown sticking out of his shadowy head. “I received them. I did not create them. And they have come from multiple sources.”

            I patted the wooden table with my hands. “I guess you’ll be burning this table once we’re done, then?”

            “And the dishes.”

            I shook my head and took a long drink of the wine. It was indeed delicious. “What a waste of good cutlery. You can’t keep a lie going forever, you know. Eventually the truth gets out. People talk.”

            “Not when they’re at war with each other.”

            The Goolwan guards shifted on their feet, ready to spring into action. My own men did the same.

            “There’s no need for that,” I said. “I have no interest in fighting a war with anyone.”

            Bartnil tilted his head in amusement. “Are you surrendering to me, Duke Elmeki?”

            I waved my hand around in the air. “I prefer to think of it as a cowardly compromise. Looking at all these armed guards of yours staring at me menacingly, I suddenly feel inspired to grant you a certain degree of latitude you wouldn’t have had before…”

            “You bloody coward,” Roque muttered under his breath.

            I laughed awkwardly and patted his shoulder. “Now, now, General, we’re all friends here. No one wants to horrifically disembowel anyone. Isn’t that right, Bartnil?”

            Bartnil settled back into his throne and tilted his head. “We shall see. Tell me more of this ‘latitude’.”

            The servers brought my wine over to the Goolwan nobles. I watched carefully as Bartnil took a hesitating sip, and then a longer one.

            “Goolwa is far removed from Karratha,” I said. “I have little actual interest in ruling these far-flung provinces, but I must maintain the appearance of control, you understand.”

            Bartnil swirled the wine in his glass. “I’m listening.”

            I took a long gulp myself. “I’m prepared to let you do whatever you want within your own borders, as long as you claim to maintain fealty to me and drop this talk of racial purity and plague. You can have everything you want without a single drop of blood spilled, Hidden or Unhidden.” I stopped and looked around abruptly. “Where’s the food, by the way? I’m starving.”

            Bartnil let out an exasperated sigh and motioned for the servers to bring out the dishes. I tore into a leg of some animal. Not sure of what, really…

            “I have a counter offer for you,” Bartnil said. I could tell he was building up a proper head of steam. “I will take my independence from you. And I will lead a revolution of the true Hidden Folk against the unclean such as yourself and your witless lackeys. You will be herded away into the Wastelands, where we will be safe from your impurity and infection. The Hidden Kingdom will be cleansed of the Unhidden, and made a safe place for the pure once again!”

            I nodded thoughtfully, pretending to consider his words carefully. “I see. I see. You do realize the ‘purity’ you’re talking about is the result of an evil creature’s blood running in your veins, right? Your veil is just the mark of Jabiru, the Great Devourer. That’s, ah, not a good thing. If anything, I would say that I’m the pure one, and you’re the gamey beef in the stew. The only thing I’ve lost in the process is my direction-finding power, and quite frankly it wasn’t that useful very often.”

            “More unclean lies,” Bartnil spat. He actually spat. On the table. One of the servers hurried forward to wipe it up. This is the sort of thing you have deal with out in the sticks. “We are as we have been for untold generations! It is you and yours who have changed. Who are new. Wrong.”

            I laughed nervously. “I’m as terrified of change as much as the next man—”

            “Man?” Bartnil interrupted. “How old are you?”

            I made a show of looking offended. “I have all my grown up hair, if that’s what you’re getting at. Does it really matter? I’m the one in charge here.”

            “For the moment.” The Goolwan side of the room chuckled haughtily.

            I looked around at them. “Maybe this is just a regional difference, but where I come from, we treat our guests a lot nicer than this.”

            Bartnil gestured to his guards. “Ah, but you are not my guests. You are my prisoners.”

            The large intimidating shadow men moved forward. My own guards rushed up from the back wall to form a defensive line in front of my table.

            I anxiously climbed onto the table, kicking aside the food, and waved my hands around desperately. “Wait! Wait! No fighting, please!”

            Bartnil raised his right hand, and his soldiers paused in the middle of the room. “Do I have your surrender, then?”

            How long had it been now? I should have been counting in my head the whole time. “Well, if you really feel that strongly about it… Let me get this straight. Your entire rebellion here is based on the fact that you’re pure and I’m not?”

            “If you want to be simple about it,” he said through (presumably) clenched teeth.

            “Because me losing my veil, and my evil Jabiru blood, has rendered me less than human?”

            “Are you surrendering or not?”

            I was running out of things to say. And normally I’m so good at patter. “Surely you realize if you kill us, my Generals will declare war on you. They’re all Unhidden too, you know. Karratha and its surrounding region is the most populous part of the Kingdom. You’d be outnumbered.”

            Bartnil waved his hand at me dismissively. “Kill them.”

            I held up my hands. “Okay, okay! I surrender! Let’s discuss terms. Maybe get a scribe or two in here to write something really flowery—”

            A young man screamed in horror at the far corner of the chamber. The poison tester. Finally!

            Bartnil turned his head away from me. “What is the meaning of this?”

            The tester ran up to him in a mad panic. I could now see his body clearly. He was no longer Hidden. “They’ve poisoned me, My Lord! Some evil spell! I cannot see you! You are veiled to me!”

            Bartnil reared back in disgust. “You’re… you’ve become Unhidden! It’s poison!” Their direction-finding power also let them sense whether someone was still veiled or not—either way, a Hidden Person would not see a shadow in the place of a man.

            I held up one finger politely. “It’s a cure, actually.”

            Bartnil spun to face me. “What did you do to him?!”

            “I cured him of his impurity. My foreign friend Leander, he left a bunch of elixirs with me. Bottled spells to remove Jabiru’s influence from the Hidden Folk. Basically recreating the effect that happened to everyone in Karratha when Jabiru exploded.” I cupped my hands to shout to the panicked taster. “You’re welcome, by the way!”
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