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For anyone who was told you that you "Can't" or "Shouldn't" be yourself… 


Be more of your true self and never look back.
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Kidnapped





"God's breath, Emilio, I can't hold it much longer!" she yelled. 

The creature convulsed violently, attempting to shake Marisol off. She clenched her teeth and clung tighter to one of its impossibly long limbs, cloaked within a swirling vortex of palpable darkness. The creature had shed all remnants of its once-human appearance. If Marisol's heart still pulsed with the warmth of life, it would have quickened at the horrific sight unfolding before her.

This tainted soul bore an unsettling resemblance to spectres that had eternally invoked forgotten fears, the kind that haunted every child's nightmares. It embodied a profound, primordial dread—a darkness that defied understanding.

Fantasma, a specter of unfathomable malevolence classified by Emilio as El Cucuy.

They had to contain it.

"Hang on, Mari!" Emilio's voice echoed through the eerie stillness as he meticulously drove white oak stakes deep into the tainted earth. His skilled hands etched intricate glyphs onto the natural canvas below. A vile green slime cloaked the ground beneath him and seemed to seep into his skin. He worked with a sense of urgency, aware that Marisol was desperately struggling to prevent the Fantasma's escape.

A sudden cry of surprise pierced the air behind him. Whirling around, Emilio watched in dread as El Cucuy took hold of Marisol's leg. Marisol swore sharply, though it was abruptly cut short as the creature flung her violently into the wall. The impact left her gasping for breath. 

But Marisol was no longer counted among the living. The limitations of the physical world should not affect Marisol. She was an unfettered spirit, the ghost of the late Queen Marisol Failla. Emilio had rescued her from being bound to a questionable fate and a doppelgänger that had stolen her likeness. She was no longer part of the material world. If she could be slammed into the wall, it could only mean that the building was now an extension of the Fantasma! 

Recoiling in shock, Emilio watched as the entity struck her again, hurtling Marisol through the open front door.

"Marisol!" he cried as she disappeared outside. Turning back, he could feel his heart pounding as malevolent yellow eyes locked onto him from the abyssal darkness. In that fleeting moment, a tense silence hung in the air as he tried to hold his ground against the sinister Fantasma. 

He caught a flicker of movement at the edge of his vision too late.

Swiftly shifting his gaze to the left, Emilio could only brace himself for the Fantasma's writhing limb as it descended upon him with brutal force. The impact struck his chest like a battering ram, expelling every ounce of air from his lungs in a painful rush. The sheer force of the strike sent him hurtling back through the doorway and crashing into the unforgiving earth beyond.

For a breathless moment, Emilio lay sprawled on the ground, his chest throbbing with agony. A rib or two had likely been cracked, but he had no time to dwell on his injuries. Their mission remained paramount, and the relentless darkness awaited.

Marisol! Where was Mari?!


      [image: image-placeholder]Emilio jerked awake with a gasp, his head reeling.

His heartbeat raged behind his skull, each pump seared and pounded as though his bones were rending asunder.

Waves of discomfort washed over him, accompanied by a heavy, sickening lurch in his gut.

"For the love of Styx," he tried to mutter but instead, an iron gag silenced him. He slowly deduced that the swimming sensation was the result of head trauma. 

I've been concussed and kidnapped.

As he fought to regain his bearings, the world around him swam in murky shadows of pain and confusion. With each attempt to move, the bonds that held him tightened their grip. As his senses slowly coalesced amidst the haze of agony, Emilio realized the true nature of his plight. A pair of iron gloves affixed to his hands prevented him from even the smallest magical gestures. El Nudo…The Knot, bound him. The Sovereign of the Reach had bound him in similar constraints two months ago. Things were not faring well. 

No, Kane, you’re not kidnapped, he thought to himself. You’re in custody. They know who you are, he realized with a sinking heart.

Beneath the haze of pain, Emilio’s mind churned with frustration and resignation. Society’s perceptions of him as a practitioner of the dark arts were a burden he bore with grim acceptance. It was a label branded upon him by superstition and the ignorant.

They would never understand.

Emilio desperately strained against his bonds. But the irons that bound him were wrought with magic he could not counter and stifled his connection to the divine essence of Styx, leaving him adrift in a sea of suspicion.

He had to escape.

Emilio realized the first step in reclaiming his freedom was determining where he was. He attempted to draw a deep breath to clear the fog that clouded his mind, only to be met with the constriction of a band across his chest, binding him to an unfamiliar chair. A burlap sack obscured his vision, casting the world into shadow and uncertainty.

His inner voice screamed in protest at the absurdity of his predicament. Bound, gagged, and trapped on a chair with naught but darkness to accompany him, what manner of labyrinth had he stumbled into? He stilled the inner workings of his mind in an attempt to listen to his surroundings. If he could not see anything, he could at least listen.

Clickita-Clackita-Clickita-Clackita-Clickita-Clackita-Clickita-Clackita

There was a pattern of sound. It was rhythmic and almost soothing—metal on metal. The simple cadence was reminiscent of a heartbeat.  

With it, there was a gentle, equally rhythmic rocking motion. It threatened to lull him to sleep again, but he had to stay awake. This was… a train? Why was he on a train?

He was moving. But where to?

"Good grief, Kane," he muttered to himself, his words muffled by the gag. "What on earth have you gotten yourself into?"

Something hard slammed into his forehead. A torrent of white-hot pain filled his vision and stole his breath. His head swam as he struggled to outlast the agony. 

Then, a woman’s voice, tinged with defiance, pierced the veil of sounds and pain. An ally? Perhaps.

"Did you even bother to read the orders?" the woman protested. Her words were a beacon of hope in the darkness. "Ascertain his whereabouts and then escort him back. There is no mention of binding and gagging him! We were gone for only half an hour, and you have trussed him up to be ready for market!"

But her plea fell upon deaf ears, drowned out by the cold indifference of a man whose voice dripped with the venom of authority.

"You read Escritor Tomas’ report. This man deals with the dead and cannot be trusted," he intoned, his words a chilling reminder of the dangers that lurked in the shadows.

Escritor is a title within the Inquisition of Hil. 

He was in more danger than he thought.

“The man is Certified through the Imperial Fugue Academy as a Necromist,” the woman continued. “He also has a formal Writ of Agency from Lykos Eskill, the King of the Reach, to operate within the Kingdom as The Reach’s official Necromist.”

“Give me those,” the man’s voice grumbled.

“I understand that a healthy dose of preventative action and precaution is warranted most of the time, but the man has both a King’s and the Imperator’s seal on his dossier!”

“Forgeries,” the man spat.

“Perhaps you should allow the Escritora to make that determination, Manos?” another woman’s voice spoke. It was softer than the first and carried a sense of calm, spiked with a stern authority. “Your job is to execute the tasks put before us; it is hers to understand, guide, and record. So be silent and let her do her job.”

An Inquisitorial retinue? Styx help him! What did they think he was guilty of?

“Thank you, Voca,” the first woman replied. “I trust you to do your job, Inquisitor. Trust me to do mine.”

A silence fell over the group, filled only by the clickita-clackita sound once more.

The band around Emilio’s chest loosened. He could breathe! Suddenly, the burlap sack vanished from his head. Light flooded his eyes, blinding him. He blinked and squinted, trying to gauge his surroundings.

They appeared to be in a small office or apartment of some kind. The walls and ceiling were polished tongue-in-groove slats, save for one corner. Metal plates were affixed to the floor, walls, and ceiling there. Sitting in that corner was a simple pot-belly stove. Across from the stove was a red leather couch, well worn and patched with care. A woman sat on the couch. Her faded saffron-colored robes, with embroidered sun emblems, marked her for who she was in this tapestry.

A Voca. The Voice of Hil. One called to the service of the Bringer of Light just as he had been called to serve Styx.

She watched him intently, her honey-colored eyes probing his very essence. With a polite inclination of her head, she conveyed a silent acknowledgment.

Emilio moved to incline his head in return when he felt someone pull back on the leather thong that secured the gag in his mouth, jerking his head away roughly. His head and belly wobbled with pain.

“One wrong whisper from you, and I will send you where you belong, cabrón.” The Inquisitor growled against Emilio’s ear. He smelled of sweat, leather, and machine oil. This had to be the Manos - The Hand of the Inquisition.

Emilio nodded slowly.

There was no love lost between Hil’s most Faithful Inquisition and Emilio Kane. The remnants of the Corpse Wars, armies of wandering dead, ensured that those who bore the mark of Styx earned no trust within the Imperium. Many of Her chosen found themselves imprisoned at best, or executed at worse.

All the writs in the world would not save him from their fanaticism.  

With another rough movement, the gag was freed from his mouth. Emilio stretched his lips and ran his tongue over his teeth. Nothing chipped or broken. He did not taste blood.

Small miracles.

He began to speak:

“I am not sure what is going on, and I fully acknowledge that I’m in your custody, so no fight from me,” he said as he felt his hands and arms come free. “I have two questions: are we on a train, and where are we going?”

The Voca looked toward Emilio’s left. Following her gaze, he saw a younger woman, smartly dressed in greens and golds of an Imperial Scribe. Her dark red hair was pulled back into a sensible bun. A few wispy curls had escaped their prison and teased gently around her heart-shaped face. The red tattoo of the Escritora, the Historians for the Inquisition, marked the side of her long neck. At her hips, she wore a pair of holsters that nestled a brace of pistols. She was not a simple record-keeper.

In her hands, she held a sheaf of papers. At her feet sat his black medical bag. Emilio’s eyes fixed on the bag for a moment. They had clearly opened it. The contents no doubt rifled through. He dreaded how many items might no longer be of use because of untrained hands. There wasn’t anything inherently illegal in that bag. Potions, alchemical tools, bandages, and other medical paraphernalia one might expect to find in the bag of a practicing physician. A craftier mind, one educated in the Ars Necromatia, would be able to determine what the contents of that bag could honestly do.

“Hello, Doctor Kane. I am Escritora Wax. I'm sorry for my teammate’s response to your person,” she said, green eyes fixed on the Inquisitor who stood behind Emilio and neatly cleaned his nails with a small knife.

He flashed a predatory smile at Emilio.

The Escritora frowned at the Inquisitor and returned her focus to Emilio. “That is Inquisitor Cortez.” She nodded her head in the Inquisitor’s direction. 

Motioning to the woman on the couch, she said, “Our Voca, Inquisitor Boyorquez, and to answer your first question, yes, you are on a train.”
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Revelations





Emilio nodded at the confirmation, “Very well.” He took a measured breath and focused back on Lyric. “You mentioned you had orders to escort me?” he asked. 

“We do,” she replied with careful neutrality.

“May I inquire about the nature of the orders?” Emilio asked. He knew he must be mindful of his actions and words lest they be misconstrued.

“No,” the Inquisitor replied curtly.

The Inquisitor moved to lean on a desk pressed against the wall. Despite the elegance of the court finery he wore, Emilio could find nothing appealing about Cortez. He wore the regalia of his office: a crisp, high-collared white shirt adorned with a black vest embroidered with subtle gold suns. Decorative medals adorned his chest, testaments to his rank and accomplishments within the order. A silver pauldron, a silent sentinel of authority, rested upon his left shoulder. His wild tangle of black hair was pulled back and secured with a simple green ribbon at the nape of his neck. Scars of battle and years of service marred his weathered face, lending him an air of seasoned resilience. Despite appearing to be in his late twenties, his eyes betrayed the weight of experience, and bore the burden of centuries. 

He raised a scarred and calloused hand to smooth his black mustache. The scars hinted at other injuries that no doubt riddled the body hidden beneath the uniform. Emilio’s eyes fixed on a mechanized weapon strapped to the Inquisitor's forearm. A short, silvered blade nestled within a marvel of engineering designed for swift and deadly combat.

He was clearly skilled in the performance of his duties.

The red-haired young woman frowned at Cortez, her expression a silent rebuke amidst the tension that enveloped them.

“Inquisitor Cortez is…,” she began.

“Cautious,” Emilio finished. He forced a pained smile and then shifted slowly in his seat. He looked over at the man who had been trained to end people like himself. “The Inquisitor is being cautious,” he continued. “He does not know me, and even if he did, the history of the Imperium and those with my abilities is dark and terrible.” He locked eyes with Jalin Cortez. “One that I, too, am appalled at and seek to ensure never happens again.”

Jalin scoffed at the remark and pushed off the edge of the desk. He walked past Emilio’s chair and toward the couch where the Voca sat. He glanced down at the saffron-robed woman who had not taken her eyes off Emilio.

“He speaks the truth,” she responded without taking her eyes off him.

The Inquisitor frowned at the remark, his visage becoming more sour. He turned then and assumed a position facing the front of the caboose. Leaning against the rear door, he glared at the Necromist.

“Apologies, Mister Kane...” the Voca offered.

“Doctor,” Emilio corrected.

Jalin twitched at the correction.

Emilio held his hands up in silent apology. “I am a physician first and foremost. I apprenticed and trained for most of my life. My induction and education at Fugue was secondary to my primary calling as a healer.”

It was true. Those so gifted, or cursed, with the blessing of Styx were rarely seen in the open within the Imperium. If a child had the mark of Styx, they were swiftly sent to the Fugue Academy to be trained in the proper use of their Gifts. Emilio’s parents had been medical practitioners. Well respected and wealthy. He had learned the art of healing and medicine before anything else. But even they had to submit to the will of the Imperium when it became apparent their son had been so marked.

Necromancer, the word was whispered. He grew accustomed to the whispers and accusations that trailed in his wake. He carried the burden of being seen as a practitioner of dark arts by society, a label rooted in ignorance and superstition.

Esperanza nodded in acceptance of the explanation. 

“Apologies …Doctor… Kane,” she offered. “We rarely encounter those of your calling outside of Fugue and Festival.”

“No, I don’t suppose you do,” Emilio replied. 

“And our training demands a critical eye on those so ...gifted.” She continued.

Of course, it does, Emilio thought. But he remained silent and offered no comment.

“As the Escritora said, you are not under arrest or suspected of a crime. We have simply been tasked with escorting you from one location to the next and ensuring your safe arrival.”

“Of course,” Emilio replied, folding his hands in his lap. “With that understanding, may I ask again, where am I being escorted to?”

"Our ultimate destination is the Fugue Academy," Lyric answered. "We departed Carver’s Town while you were… incapacitated." She glanced at the Inquisitor leaning against the rear doorframe.

Emilio’s unnaturally green eyes glanced toward Cortez and then back to Lyric. He inclined his head ever-so-slightly toward the man in silent inquiry to the young woman. Lyric’s shoulders rose and fell almost imperceptively as they concluded their silent exchange. She dropped her gaze to shuffle through a sheaf of papers and recovered a small map.

Lyric continued, “Our current destination lies at the Northern Gate, where we'll switch to ground transportation and head to the Academy."

Emilio looked down and picked at a non-existent thread on his pants."The High Lecturer does not like to be ignored.” He glanced back up to Lyric and mused with a faint smile, “Guess I shouldn't have turned down that professorship." His attempt at mirth wilted under the room's oppressive atmosphere. "Right, so that brings me to my next question. How did I come to be in Carver’s Town to begin with? The last thing I remember I was outside Inez…."

Esperanza shifted on the couch, and answered, “We found you in a clearing, unconscious, surrounded by splintered trees. There were no injuries on your person or indication of what happened.”

Emilio frowned, “I was simply… laying in the middle of the forest?”

“In a clearing,” Esperanza corrected, “by a fire.”

“And you found me how?” Emilio asked.

Esperanza smoothed her robes, “The locals of Knot’s End advised us that you had been tasked by King Eskill to deal with an issue in a fishing village.”

“Mmm, yes, which I did.” 

Esperanza gestured to Lyric, who pulled out a rough sketch and handed it to Emilio. It appeared to be a strange sigil. 

“You were laying in the middle of this sigil that was scorched into the earth.”

Emilio’s eyebrows knotted together. He studied the crude drawing cautiously. It seemed familiar, but he could not place it. "That seems to be a binding circle,” he turned the sigil around and frowned once more. He reached toward his vest pocket. 

Jalin stood upright at the movement. 

Emilio held out his hands. “Just glasses, Inquisitor,” he continued. He recovered a pair reading glasses out and settled them gently on the bridge of his nose. He examined the symbol Lyric displayed. “Definitely a binding... of a sort." His brow furrowed. He tilted his head to the side, "Typically, one would use salt to confine a hostile spirit. But salt should not have caused that area to burn…” He narrowed his eyes and looked closer. 

It’s off. Something’s missing. Or added?

His head swam and his eyes hurt from concentration.

"What were you doing in the forest, Kane?" Jalin demanded.

Sweet Styx’s embrace must why must you be so loud? 

"I don’t remember,” Emilio shrugged finally. “After banishing the Fantasma, I was heading back to Inez to reassure them all that it was safe. I wanted the children to sleep without fear."

"Fighting the boogeyman, were you?" Jalin scoffed.

"Yes, actually," Emilio replied flatly.

Jalin narrowed his eyes, but before he could speak, Esperanza interjected with curiosity. “A Fantasma? Truly? How severe was it?"

The Voca’s interest in the spirit was to be expected. The Voice of Hil was charged with the exorcism of the undead. Their ways tended to be far more brutal than his own.

Emilio took a deep breath and tried to pull the memory from his broken mind. Fragments. That was all he had. 

"The entire area surrounding the home seemed warped… by fear. Everything had been impacted: trees, grass, rocks… everything. I expected to deal with a Screamer, or possibly a Howler, not a Fantasma. Banishing it required considerable effort, but I managed the Misericordia."

Esperanza's face displayed a mix of shock and curiosity at his actions. "The Banishment of Mercy? For a Fantasma? Surely, if it was so dangerous, one should use the Exorcismo?"

The Voca’s concern was just. In the whispering corridors between life and oblivion, some spirits curdled into Screamers. Reflections, whose final earthly screams, like souring milk, became wretched things that echoed their own demise. But the Fantasmas, weren't mere echoes. They were death throes given flesh, the last lingering breaths sculpted by the darkest emotion a soul could carry. A Screamer might evoke fear, a chill skittering down the spine. But a Fantasma became fear itself, a walking monument to terror. 

El Cucuy. A monstrosity. Something that Hil’s Faithful believed should be extinguished the moment it took shape.

"Destroy it entirely?” Emilio shook his head. “That's not my approach, Voca," he said, his voice steady but tinged with a sense of weary resignation.

“Of course not,” Jalin scoffed. “You might need it later.”

Emilio paused. He had no interest in enslaving the tormented souls of this world. That was not his calling. And it was not the spirit’s fault that it had become what it had become. It deserved a chance at redemption. For peace. But now was not the place for this philosophical argument. It would be both futile and potentially hazardous.

"Regardless, the creature was vanquished… .” He looked briefly to Cortez and then back to Esperanza, “Then… I was here."

“Bullshit,” Jalin said simply. “I will tell you what happened.” Jalin moved forward and leaned on the side of the couch. “He tried to contain this so-called boogeyman, but it was too much for him. He got sloppy and his binding circle blew up in his face! I’ve seen it before with would-be Necromancers, and he is not any different, just another freak among the fold. Look at him… I bet that thing’s power was so great that it knocked him senseless and took a portion of the forest with it! Don’t bother denying, I’ve examined your bag, Kane. You aren’t fooling anyone! Medical paraphernalia, my ass! I know ritual components when I see them. It's obvious he was experimenting with powers beyond his grasp, and now he’s worried he’s been caught,” he added with a smug look. “Admit it Doctor, you fucked up.”

There were many things that Emilio Kane was willing to tolerate. He was used to being bullied and tormented by others for the sake of what he was. Avoidance, threats, and even physical injury were all part of the life that had been assigned to the Fugue Academy. Such a life made many of his kind angry and bitter, often turning them into the very things they were accused of being. 

It made Emilio careful. Careful and precise. He knew what he was capable of, and dedicated his life to the safety of others because of that. He attended Fugue Academy and endured years of service and training through the Imperium’s regimented course of scholarly teaching. He learned the histories of The Reach and the Imperium. He wrote his thesis on the horrors of the Corpse Wars and the spells the Necromantic Generals used to command their armies. He even went so far as to create spells that allowed one to accomplish many of the same effects without having to take innocent life. 

He was a researcher and a physician. 

A healer and a guardian of the lost. 

What he was not was a fuckup.

He sighed deeply and stared at his hands. “Does the prejudice of your Order impact your ability to think critically, Inquisitor?” Emilio said. “I’m honestly curious.”

Jalin’s face darkened. “What did you just say to me?”

“The Order would not send a -competent- Manos and his… entire retinue… to escort a single man. Even he is a Necromist.” Emilio’s tone was careful, measured, and cold. He continued, “By the admission of your Scribe, my files show I am neither an essential officer of the Court nor a known threat to the Realm. And yet, a Manos, Voca, and Escritora were sent to bring me back to the Academy.” His eyes shifted and locked on Jalin’s. “Not to the Capital. Not under arrest. Not in custody. The Academy. The place of education for the Imperium.”

Jalin ground his teeth and seethed. 

"Do you know what that tells me?” Emilio continued. “It tells me your Order assigned a Voca and an Escritora to reign… you… in. I’m not the dangerous and unpredictable one here; you are.” He gestured to Lyric and Esperanza, “These… competent… members of Hil’s Faithful have been assigned to watch over you because you must be incapable of completing a simple escort job without injury to the person you have been assigned to! So demean me… I’m used to it. Tie me up. Punch me in the face. Kick me in the gut. You won’t be the first… or last. Demean my work; it’s typical of the short-sighted and superstitious. But I assure you there is only one fuck-up here, and I’m looking right at him… Manos.”

Esperanza was not quick enough to stop Jalin as he surged forward. The Manos moved with the speed of a cat and was instantly on his feet. Far quicker than Emilio had accounted for. With a flick of his wrist, the mechanical device on his arm activated, and with a click, the blade swung free.

A gut-wrenching -thunk- stopped Jalin mid-stride, his arm restrained. As he looked down, he found the blade embedded in the wall. There was not enough room for the weapon to swing freely. It held fast. Not only had the blade jammed, but also the gears had locked up because of the sudden halt. Angrily, he unclasped the straps on his arm and drew his knife on Emilio.

As Jalin closed the distance between himself and Emilio, the room burst into light. 

With her hand in the air, Esperanza held a beautiful gold and red flame in her palm.

“You will STAND DOWN CORTEZ,” she said. Her words carried an undeniable power that Jalin could not resist. He dropped to one knee.

“Witch!” Jalin growled through gritted teeth but made no move forward.

Disregarding Jalin’s remark, Esperanza shifted her focus to Emilio. One might have anticipated a smug expression on the Necromist’s face. Yet, Kane sat as he had, poised and focused on the Voca as if patiently waiting in line. “Have you lost your mind, Doctor?” she inquired, her tone carrying a blend of concern and intrigue.

Emilio carefully folded his hands in his lap.“Voca, I have been kidnapped, bound, gagged, assaulted, and threatened.” His eyes glanced toward the window and quickly noted the sunlight outside, “All before lunchtime.” He looked back at Esperanza. “If this man had his way,” he said and motioned to Jalin, “I’d be dead.” His shoulders rose and fell slightly. “I am fully aware of my situation. I am simply tired of being abused. If I am going to die, I prefer to do it on my feet rather than‌ in fear.”

"I'm unsure which of you is the most stubborn," Lyric said quietly.

Jalin shot Lyric a scathing look, still unable to break free of Esperanza’s magic.

Emilio chuckled a little. “Whichever of us is older, I would presume,” he offered. He sighed and looked over at the young Escritora. “Forgive me, Ms. Wax. You seem to be a polite and learned young woman. I have spent my life in fear of the Order for a simple matter of divine fate. A fear carefully curated by the Temple and their Scribes. “ He nodded in her direction. “By you. So please forgive me if the yoke of fear I have been saddled with chafes, and I tire of wearing it.”

Lyric's shock was apparent, but she remained quiet and shifted her focus to Esperanza and Jalin.

Esperanza watched Jalin, the Inquisitor she had been assigned to. A silent exchange passed between them. He closed his eyes and lowered his head in an unspoken resignation. She lowered her hand. The light faded and returned to normal.

As the room fell into a heavy silence, interrupted only by the rhythmic churn of the train wheels, Cortez slowly rose. Sheathing his knife, he shot Esperanza a chill glare, but her expression remained unmoved. Turning around, he pulled his scoring blade from the wall. With a few practiced repairs, the blade relocked. Ignoring them all, he made for the back door of the railcar.

“Jalin …,” Lyric whispered and reached for his elbow.

“Don’t,” came the reply. He glanced at the young woman and reached for the handle on the back door of the caboose. It did not budge. Cursing, he attempted to wrench it free, to no avail. With a growl of frustration, he turned on his heel and strode to the opposite door. It refused to open, eliciting another string of curses. He pounded on the door and stared through the small window there.

"What's wrong?" Lyric inquired.

"The doors are jammed! Those idiots must have locked us in when they added the extra cars!" Jalin spat. Pressing his face to the glass window, he peered out only to recoil in horror. With a swift strike from the butt of his knife, he shattered the glass. A foul stench filled the car, a sickening blend of decay, blood, and the moans of dying animals. It was a scent all too familiar to all of them.

Jalin quickly pulled a kerchief from his vest and covered his nose.

Lyric blanched, setting her papers aside, and pulled her scarf over her mouth and nose.

“Ough!” Emilio gagged and buried his nose into the curve of his elbow.

Esperanza’s eyes widened as the odor reached her. She exchanged a knowing glance with Emilio. They both stood and turned their attention to the door.

"Is... is that what I think it is?" Lyric coughed.

Emilio nodded grimly. "Ghoul Rot... the cattle cars must have ghouls inside."
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“We need to stop this train!” Esperanza shouted. She looked around the caboose cabin for the emergency pull. A rope-like cord ran along the top edge of the windows from the front of the car to the tail. Pulling the cord would alert the Engineer at the head of the train to an emergency in the tail. 

“We have to alert the Engineer!” She reached for the cord and pulled. There was tension on the cord, and then… SNAP.

It broke free in her hand.

She stared at the useless item as it lay limply in her hand and draped across the length of the caboose.

“Sabotage…,” Lyric whispered.

“We need to get out of here and find a way to stop this train,” Esperanza replied. She dropped the cord and started examining the car.

“I’ll check this side,” Emilio said as he joined her. While they may have been opponents philosophically, the occupants of the cattle car made them compatriots of fate at the moment.

Jalin gestured to Lyric. “Open the windows. If they don’t open, break the glass before we all suffocate from rot!”

Lyric nodded quickly and started on the windows on her side of the train. None of them opened. “Glued or sealed shut!” she shouted.

Jalin scowled, discovering the same on his side. “Wax, wrap your hand and use the butt of your dagger to break the glass….”

The sound of broken glass answered his instructions as Lyric broke open one of the windows. “Already ahead of you, Cortez,” she said and moved to the next window.

Jalin nodded with a hint of appreciation as he watched the Scribe work. Then he looked at Emilio. “Someone wants you dead, Kane,” he commented and moved to re-examine the rear door and window there.

“Just like every other day of my life…,” Emilio quipped. “I have nothing on this side. No other call cord to the head of the train or brake lever.”

“Same on this side,” Esperanza confirmed. She met Emilio in the middle of the car while Lyric finished busting open the windows. The air was still rank with death and rot, but at least it was moving now.

Jalin pressed his face against the rear door window. His eyebrows rose, and his lips curled into a smile. “There’s a brake wheel on the rear platform!” He stepped back and examined the doorframe. The door had a single window embedded in it. Two smaller windows flanked the doorframe on either side. Hanging next to the door was a long metal stick. One end sported a flat end, and the other a heavy axe-shaped hook. 

The brake stick. 

Jalin grinned and reached for the item.

“You’ll be useful,” he said. He hefted the stick to gauge its weight and the distance in the car, then swung it deftly into the window. Glass shattered and flew out the rear of the caboose, littering the tracks behind them. Nodding, he quickly broke the remaining glass free from the frame.

“Wax, grab my long coat and get over here,” he ordered.

Doing as commanded, Lyric grabbed Jalin’s long, faded leather coat and brought it to him. He took it from her, draping it over the bottom of the open and now empty window frame, covering as much of it as possible.

Jalin took a knee and knotted his hands together. “Out you go,” he said, boosting Lyric up to clear the door’s window. She winced as her hands found remnants of glass, and she climbed outside.

The wind blew past her as she stood on the platform, her hair ripping free of its secure knot and whipping wildly around her face. She scrambled to secure it as the landscape dashed by on either side. Kneeling, she examined the lock on the door. The metal there had warped and melted. She frowned.

“Get the door, Wax,” Jalin shouted against the wind.

“I can’t, the lock’s broken!” Pivoting, she turned her attention to the brake wheel. She gripped the wheel and tried to turn it, but it would not budge. 

“PUT YOUR BACK INTO IT!” Jalin shouted at her.

“I AM! IT’S JAMMED AS WELL!” She shouted back to him. 

Jalin stretched his neck in irritation and looked up. A brace bar ran along the top of the car. Gritting his teeth, the Inquisitor leaped up, wrapping his hands around the bar, then lifted his legs and swung out the narrow window. He landed soundly on the platform next to Lyric.

“Lend me a hand,” he said. Without awaiting a reply, he advanced to the wheel. Lyric stepped up, and together, they attempted to move the round brake wheel to no avail.

Esperanza approached the rear window and watched the pair struggling with the wheel. She scowled and looked out the window and down at the lock. 

“Melted.” She looked across at the wheel. Several teeth on the wheel cogs were deformed.

“Both of you come inside! That’s never going to move!” she shouted, her voice disappearing in the wind. She pulled herself back inside.

“Did I hear you say melted?” Emilio asked.

Esperanza nodded. “Mmm. Someone does not want us to interfere with whatever that is,” the Voca said as she motioned to the cars ahead of them. “They’ve been very thorough so far. I am going to guess the other wheel is also damaged. We must find a way past the cattle cars and get to the next set. Hopefully, they have brakes or a communication tube with the Engineer.”

Lyric slid back through the window in the rear of the train, a look of frustration on her freckle-kissed face.

Footsteps sounded on the roof of the car above them. Esperanza looked upward.

“What is he doing?” Esperanza asked.

Lyric shrugged and simply stared up as they heard the wood creek under Cortez’s footfalls. She recovered his coat from the window. “Trying the other side.”

Emilio’s eyes tracked the sound of the Inquisitor’s footfalls to the head of the caboose.

“He’s certainly persistent,” he commented.

“Indeed,” Esperanza replied.

Jalin’s footfalls on the roof ceased, and then there was a heavy thud on the front platform of the caboose. Glancing in that direction, they could see the condition of the head brake wheel was the same as the other, as was the condition of the door lock.

Jalin drew his pistols. “Stand away from the door!”  

Emilo’s eyes widened, “Is he really going to…?”

“Shoot out the lock? Yes, Doctor, now move to the rear of the car. NOW!” Esperanza said, shoving Emilio toward the rear of the caboose. They all ducked into the alcoves beneath the raised cupola just as shots rang out.

With a single hard kick, the door flung open. The metal handle remained nestled into the frame as if it were all one piece. Jalin strode in and holstered his weapons. The trio peered out from their positions then advanced to meet him. 

He looked at Esperanza. “Those doors opened and closed easily at our last stop. The Corpse Speaker can’t melt metal; otherwise, I would have him dragging behind us by now. Any ideas?”

“Yes, but you won’t like it,” she said.

“I already don’t like today,” Jalin replied.

“A Fire Singer could warp metal without a forge,” the Voca said.

Jalin’s face scrunched up in a scowl.

“More magic…,” he muttered.

“Mechanist with a torch?” Emilio offered quietly.

Jalin swung his head around to stare at Emilio. “What was that?”

Emilio balked at the sudden focus on his words. “Oh! I was just saying a member of the Mechanist Guild, a Mechanist, could have sealed them all as well. It wouldn’t have had to involve magic.” 

Jalin narrowed his eyes and focused on Kane.

“And while it is true that anyone using one of their torches could have performed that act… before you begin hurling accusations… I was bound, gagged, and unconscious.”

Jalin continued staring at Emilio, “True,” he reluctantly admitted.

“And you just said the doors were working at your last stop.”

Jalin sucked on a tooth. “Also true.”

“The brake wheels couldn’t have been done earlier either,” Lyric added. Jalin and Emilio looked at her. “They had to use them to stop the car at the station.”

Jalin nodded and looked at Lyric. “And the windows?”

She shrugged. “Could have been sealed ahead of time to prevent whoever was in the caboose from opening them and catching a whiff of what they just loaded. Stuck windows are easy enough to explain and would not raise too much concern.”

Jalin smoothed his mustache and tugged on this chin beard. “So it happened at the last stop.”

Esperanza and Lyric nodded.

“If I may ask…” Emilio began, “When did the cattle cars get added?”

Lyric exchanged glances with Esperanza and then with Jalin. Jalin waved his hand non-committally.

“At the last stop,” Lyric answered. She looked at Emilio and said, “They uncoupled us and pulled us onto a shunt rail, then loaded the other cars on.” Her eyes darted to Jalin and then back. “We already had you in custody, and Cortez insisted on remaining here.”

“History lessons later,” Jalin growled and recovered his long coat. He shook it out then and slid it on. The worn and patched leather starkly contrasted the court finery beneath, but the look seemed to better befit him. He patted his pockets and pulled out a tiny spyglass. “Wax, I need your eyes,” he said, striding toward the now open door.

Without pause, Lyric followed Jalin out onto the head platform of the caboose. Jalin pulled a black scarf over his mouth and nose and gestured to Lyric to pull hers on. Then he stepped to the edge of the railed platform and looked up along the length of the train.

Nine cars. Between them and the engine, there were nine railcars. He pulled the glass up to his right eye and examined each one carefully. He paused, lowered the glass, and then gestured to Lyric.

“Tell me what you see,” he told her and stepped back.

Lyric shifted her weight and carefully lifted the glass to examine what Jalin had already seen.

The two cars immediately ahead of them were cattle cars. The slat board sides were tight, making it impossible to see inside, but the smell of their contents was undeniable. Seven additional railcars made the line-up. At least one of the cars carried passengers, another she assumed was a dining car, the sleeper, baggage, and…

“Is that a water tender car?” she asked, lowering the glass.

Jalin nodded.

“So it's a Mechanist train… running on steam and using generators… .”

“And that car is carrying either coal or oil to heat the water,” Jalin surmised. “There is no direct route to the engine and the engineer.”

“So, how do we get to the engine?” Lyric asked. She handed the glass back to Jalin.

“The same way we get past these two rolling corpse cars,” Jalin replied and nodded at the rear of the cattle car before them. A ladder climbed the back of the railcar to its roof.

Lyric looked inside at Esperanza and Emilio. “They are not going to like this.”

Jalin scowled and shoved the glass back into his pocket, “I don’t care, “ he said and returned inside.
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