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Without a doubt, this has been one of the biggest learning curves of my life. When I was accepted to be editor for this anthology I thought I’d hit the jackpot. Turns out I had a much bigger jackpot than I’d originally anticipated. But my part in this project was quite small compared to the one in which the founder, creator and author, Karen Lee Field played.
Where there’s a will, there’s a way is more than just the overall theme of this collection. When Karen took it upon herself to see not only her words in print but those of other unpublished authors, I don’t think it occurred to her how true those seven words would become. Speculative Realms was born of that determination and passion, a perception most emerging authors need to get published. Since its conception Karen has hauled this book up that inconceivable mountain to publication, so for me at least, that proves that where there is a will there is definitely a way.
Of course, I most certainly haven’t forgotten all our inspirational authors, our gifted artist, Heather, as well as the husbands, wives, families and colleagues who no doubt gave an opinion or corrected a sentence as we delved into our imaginations to create this anthology. To everyone who contributed, this is a heartfelt thank you. Although at times it could be described as a bit of a struggle, without you, this book would obviously not be.
As one who has been there since the start, I have to say there is a definite subtheme which I can only express as determination through diversity. This is a testament to the myriad of voices the world may not yet have heard. The process to find these voices was long and at times quite arduous, but it is certainly a selection to be proud of.
I invite you to step into this whirlpool of intrigue and adventure, from nail biting horror to unbridled fantasy and mystifying science fiction you will be transported to varying speculative realms. So, prepare yourself as you leave this earthly domain and enter the unimagined.
Sasha Beattie
Editor, Speculative Realms
Maliq di’Reyew took another slow step. Rocks crunched underfoot, and his ankle twisted. Only a quick jab with the butt of his long spear kept him upright, but the motion sent more rocks tumbling. Echoes ricocheting off the canyon’s granite walls took several heartbeats to die away. A brown tail of hair tickled his back as he swivelled his head side to side, eyes straining to catch every scrap of light.
Might as well have them shut for all the good it’s doing, he thought with a grimace. Starlight and a waning moon did little to penetrate the night here where shadows of jagged peaks swallowed most of the night sky. He shifted the large, cloth bundle on his back with his free elbow. A torch might help. He dismissed the thought with a shake of his head. Even if the flame didn’t make him an irresistible target, he couldn’t afford to drop the rune-carved spear long enough to light the thing. I could conjure a witchlight easily enough, but that would be as good as suicide. A soft, wry laugh escaped his lips. The Heart would love that. He could still see Beinof Skidaal, the Heart of the Storm, standing on the thunderhead mosaic of the Citadel’s great hall as she forbade him from seeking the beast. He scowled. Why should I care if the beasts are nearly extinct? She named me protector of our people. It is my decision what weapons I need to fulfil my duty, not hers. Still, he sometimes found himself questioning the wisdom of undertaking a mission that would make more experienced hunters blanch, a quest guided only by rumour and legend. Scowling, he eased one foot forward.
A stealthy, rasping slither scraped across the rocks somewhere to his left. The mage crouched, spear at the ready. It wants me to know it’s here. But where is it? He moved forward a few paces, then paused as the sound came again, closer this time. Perhaps if I’m quick enough… He took a deep breath, looked up and concentrated.
A boiling green sphere materialised in the sky. Harsh light threw the canyon into sharp relief. It widened and levelled out a few feet away. Fissures and caves gaped along the high walls. Rent armour, shattered weapons and bleached bones littered the ground. He looked up at the sound of another leathery rustle.
There it perched, black claws gripping a wide ledge about halfway up the southern cliff face. Maliq’s breath caught. It’s beautiful. His right hand gripped his spear tighter while the left groped for one of the pair of long, pearlescent daggers tucked behind his belt. He forced the hand back to his side. Not yet.
The dragon looked like a huge serpent carved out of the night. How many ebony dragons can there be left in the world? He chuckled. One less after tonight. From its spiky mane to ridges marching down its long spine, the beast was pure black. It was wingless, unlike its more colourful brethren, but muscles bunched in its four man-sized legs suggested it could leap, if nothing else. It stared at him, onyx eyes narrowed in what looked like amusement. The wyrm grinned, revealing teeth that could have been made of obsidian. A rope of saliva trickled down its long chin and splashed to the ledge, where it sizzled and etched a trail in the rock. Its gaze turned to the glowing ball overhead.
Its chest puffed, and its lips pursed. Maliq hurriedly released the spell, but not before a stream of jet-black flame shot upward and made contact. The fire wailed as it flew and enveloped the sphere. Purple-tinged light replaced green, and a narrow tongue of dark flame raced toward Maliq. He dove forward, feeling something cold that screamed as it passed over his head. He rolled. The impact knocked his spear free to clatter on the granite floor. He snatched it and climbed shakily to his feet. Idiot! The thing breathes pure hellfire and you decide to cast a spell? Why not just conjure a shield around yourself while you’re at it? He gazed upward.
The dragon was gone.
Cursing, Maliq spun on one heel. That thing could be anywhere. The violet illumination created more shadows than it destroyed, and the moaning flames above made thinking difficult.
A sharp inhale and soft thup offered only the briefest of warnings. He jerked left, away from the sound. Something soft struck the spearhead, and a few small drops splattered his temple and hand. He yelled at the searing pain and dropped the spear. Maliq ripped a broad swath from the bottom of his dark tunic and swiped at his face while wiping his palm across his breeches. Eventually, the dragon’s spittle stopped burning trails into his flesh. The rag disintegrated, and holes appeared in his pant leg. He ran a finger along the tender skin on his face. Any slower, and I’d have lost an eye.
Stooping to retrieve the spear, Maliq noted with satisfaction that neither the wooden haft nor metal head had the slightest trace of wear despite the acid still pitting the rock underneath. He straightened and carefully wiped it clean with another piece of his tunic, wincing at the pain in his wounded hand. The ball of black fire above sputtered and died.
“You are fast, human.” The sibilant voice slid down the walls and crawled over the rocks until it seemed to come from everywhere. “You intrigue me. I might even let you live if you tell me what you want.”
“I’m just a traveller passing through,” he said loudly. The ebony dragon replied with a staccato hiss.
“Most amusing, human. A traveller, here, days from the nearest food or water?” The laughter cut off. “What do you want, Stormdancer?”
“You know who I am?”
“I know your kind, wizard. Did you think you could come to my home stinking of magic and death, and I would not notice?” Something viscous landed on the rock at his feet with a faint hiss. The voice hardened and lost all trace of amusement. “I ask you one last time: Why are you here?”
He cursed silently. The tales said they were clever creatures. I should have listened more closely. He sighed. “Blades.”
“Ahh.” The voice took on a knowing tone. Maliq could picture the dragon nodding its head sagely. “I thought as much when I spied my cousin’s bones at your waist.”
He gripped one of the daggers. Pommel, narrow quillons and long blade were all of one piece, forged from the rock-solid bones of the diminutive dragon. A sinuous line blacked out a patch of stars overhead briefly, and something slashed the night air. Maliq held the spear over his head with both hands. Black talons met spell-hardened haft with a clang and a brief shower of sparks. The blow drove him to his knees, and the mage half ran, half crawled behind a nearby boulder. Acidic saliva ate into the rock and splashed his boot.
“Tell me, Stormdancer. Did she put up a fight?”
“More than I would have imagined, dragon,” he called and chuckled loudly while ripping his boots free. Should have brought an extra pair. Bare feet are not going to be fun out here. “Not that it mattered much in the end. I got the daggers, didn’t I?”
“You did, indeed.” It sighed with a sound like a blacksmith’s bellows. “And now you are here after my bones to make another blade.”
“Blades, actually.” Maliq tossed the boots in a high arc. Several wet splats followed its trajectory. “I thought a brace of boneswords would look quite dashing, not to mention useful. I once saw an old Stormdancer with a pair. Nothing could touch him.”
“A warrior, then, not a mere hunter. You ought to provide an interesting challenge before you die.”
“Better than you have tried.” Sliding off his pack, he threw it up after his footwear. It landed with a soft thump high on the wall. “Frankly, I don’t really care.”
The dragon chuckled, a deep, booming laugh that sent echoes down the canyon. “You may not be any more intelligent than the rest of your kind, but you are braver than most.” Starlight died as a massive head reared above his hiding place. Its foreleg smashed down on the boulder, splintering the rock. Claws scored the stone.
Maliq scrambled backward, swinging his arm wide. A thin, narrow line flashed out in a wave, pushing hardened air before it. It caught the dragon just above its forelegs. The blow snapped its head back, but the edge hiding behind the air shattered on the beast’s scales. So the creatures are immune to magic. I’d hoped that was merely a rumour. Maliq raised his hand.
A large fireball shot up. Whipping its neck forward, the wyrm spat a series of short, black flames. Each fell short. Maliq’s fire struck the ledge where his pack had landed. The bag’s tightly-wrapped contents ignited in a blinding flash. Maliq smiled. One of us will be dead long before that burns out. More hellfire streaked toward the light, playing over the stone with no effect. The stream cut off suddenly and the ebony dragon turned a puzzled gaze his way.
“It’s not magic, dragon. There’s nothing there for hellfire to burn.”
“Clever, human.” Admiration tinged its voice, but Maliq thought he caught something else, a faint buzz that might be a hint of worry.
“Still think you’re going to stop me?” He levelled his spear at the creature’s chest. “Maybe you’ll die, after all.”
The dragon shrugged. “All things die. My sire’s sire was the fiercest of our kind, the most cunning, but even he fell to a band of you Stormdancers eventually.” Its lip curled in a smirk. “Still, he did take most of their number with him.” Its eyes narrowed. “Arrogant to think one of your kind could accomplish the same feat alone.”
Maliq kept his face smooth with an effort. My great-great-grandfather died harvesting that dragon’s bones. An image of massive, light-absorbing doors flashed in his mind, and he smiled. “I heard about that one, I think. They said he was a toothless old lizard whose bones weren’t suitable for weaponry. They did make a nice set of doors for the Citadel of Storms, though.”
Roaring, the dragon scuttled forward with breathtaking speed, spitting as it came. Bones crunched under its feet. Maliq leapt aside. He dodged the worst of the liquid assault and forced himself to ignore the minor burns eating through his shirt and breeches. He launched his own attack from behind another boulder.
Blue lines shot out from his hand, curled around the dragon and pulled tight. They dissolved when they made contact. He grunted and rained large knots of air on the wyrm. It slithered to the side under the assault and sprayed the canyon with a blast of screaming fire. The knots caught, and black flames followed the connection back to Maliq. He severed the ties as the blaze licked at his mind.
Maliq reeled in shock and fell to the ground, limbs twitching. Spear landed beside him. His brain felt numb. He could barely focus on the dark shape slithering toward him. It drooled as it came, leaving a trail of pitted, smoking stone in its wake.
“That hurt, Stormdancer. I am impressed.” Its jaws opened wide and a thin string of acid ran across his right foot. Maliq screamed as three toes melted into a red smear on the rock floor. “As I said, all things die.”
Turning his gaze to the cliff, Maliq reached up with one trembling hand. He struggled to keep his palm flat and his fingers aligned. By the Eye, work or I’ll cut you off myself! He snarled and forced the hand still. He ignored the dragon’s hot breath and the steaming liquid that tore into his ear. Something locked along his line of sight. He twisted his arm.
A few pebbles bounced off the dragon’s head. Dust filled the air. The canyon wall rumbled, groaned and gave one final, creaking protest before collapsing. Maliq held both palms up and closed his eyes as a huge slab tried to crush him. It stopped inches above his face. He grunted. His left hand slowly fell, and the right one rose. The rock tilted, shuddered and crashed to the ground.
Large stones smashed into the dragon’s ribs, legs and head. It shied away from the blows and turned to flee while trying to dodge the landslide. A chunk of rock twice the size of its own head landed on its tail. It thrashed and howled. Black blood spurted onto the canyon floor. Falling boulders crushed a hind leg. The wyrm’s shrieks cut short, drowned in a granite rain.
The shower dwindled away, boulders giving way to smaller stones and finally a last few pebbles rattling down. Coughing, Maliq crawled from a small, triangular opening between the canyon floor and the wall. He turned and dragged the spear out, then climbed upright and staggered to a rumbling mound of rock nearby. He teetered with every step on his maimed foot.
The dragon’s forelegs and head remained free. The hill covering its body shuddered as its claws dug into the stone and pushed. It gained a few inches of freedom while Maliq watched. The beast opened its eyes.
“An interesting tactic, Stormdancer, but I will free myself eventually.” It groaned. “I suggest you leave before then. I will not follow.”
“Not yet, dragon.” He hefted the spear. “We have unfinished business.”
“You should have run, human,” the dragon growled. Muscles bunched in its legs and chest. Stone grated and dust billowed as it dragged itself free.
Looks like I’ve done more than just hurt it. One of the dragon’s rear legs dragged, and blood oozed from the stump of its tail. Its movements seemed sluggish. He jabbed with the spear. Maliq barely fell back in time to avoid snapping jaws. It’s still quick, though.
Maliq ran and scrambled awkwardly up the pile of stone with the spear clutched in one hand. Rocks slipped under his weight, causing him to slide as much as he climbed. Sharp edges sliced his bare feet. The dragon spat at him, fusing stone on either side of his head. Finally, he reached a boulder poking through the scree and stood on top of it.
The dragon crouched below, eyeing him warily. I’ve shown I can hurt it. The beast isn’t so confident anymore. “You ready, dragon?”
“Are you, human?”
Maliq’s fist flew forward. A huge ball of air knocked the dragon’s snout to one side. He spun in the same motion and hurled his spear. The enchanted weapon punched through what remained of its tail for better than half its length and quivered in place. Runes glowed fitfully but held.
Bellowing, the wyrm tried to lift its tail free, only to find the spear had also pierced stone. It spat at the wooden shaft. Acid ran off with no effect. The beast squinted at the flickering symbols and looked up at Maliq, teeth bared in a sneer. Black fire played across the spear, wailing as it caught. The dragon winced as the flame burned down.
Maliq drew the white daggers from his belt and leapt. He landed astride the ebony dragon’s neck. Blades flashed in the light of his still-burning pack as he raised them high and plunged them straight through the creature’s eyes. Black blood spurted hot across his arms.
The dragon’s scream shook the canyon. It lashed its long neck, each whipcrack bashing its head against a rock wall and threatening to knock Maliq from his perch. He hooked his hands inside the eye sockets, grimacing at the slimy feel, and wedged his ankles in the spiky mane. The beast’s thrashing eventually slowed. Its legs gave way and it fell to the earth, head slamming into the ground. Maliq, jarred loose, tumbled to the ground and fetched up against a stone. His head rang like a bell, and the world went black.
“This cannot be, Maliq,” Beinof said, her voice ringing with all the authority of the Heart of the Storm. “The elder breeds are dying. We must nurture them, not hasten their extinction.” Beinof’s long, white hair swayed as she jabbed a finger at the pale blades sheathed at his waist. “You have slain the last ivory dragon in this forest, perhaps the last on these shores. You think only of the glory. And now you want more weapons? How much needless blood do you require?”
“You named me protector, Heart. How I fulfil that duty is up to me. The world is filled with peril. I will make sure no one can endanger us. If a few dragons perish so that we might survive, so be it.”
Groaning, Maliq sat up. Dawn glimmered in the sky. He rose slowly. Every limb felt stuffed full of glass. Turning to a boulder nearby, he stretched out both hands. The stone rumbled and grated as it reformed itself into a massive forge. Rock in the centre glowed, cracked and melted.
Maliq slumped once it was done. His body cried out for rest, but he forced it to move. Got to get this done before sunset or else the bones will die. Then all this was for nothing. He looked at the still corpse filling the rubble-strewn canyon. I won’t allow that. He shivered as he recalled the Heart’s last words before he left the Citadel, a sad smile softening the Heart’s stern features: “Your love for your people mitigates your sin, Maliq. Do not compound it further.”
Perhaps I have sinned, but whatever gods there may be will just have to wait on my punishment. I have work to do. Maliq reached inside the eye sockets and pulled his daggers free. He pulled his shirt off and wiped them clean.
Twisting one blade back and forth, Maliq eyed the gleaming lines in the sunlight. He tapped the pair together. They rang sweetly, the vibration increasing until their edges grew fuzzy. He swiped his left hand at the black leg in front of him. The obsidian scales parted like silk. A white streak trailing the blade widened the gash even further. He glanced at the beast, beautiful even now.
“You fought well, dragon. But, like you said, all things die. Your death will save others, I promise.”
Maliq held the other quivering knife to his face in a salute before he started carving. He offered a silent prayer for the dragon’s spirit as he hauled black bones to the forge.
Pain intruded as the excitement of battle faded. Burns crisscrossing his hands turned gripping the stone hammer and hot bones into torture. His feet burned and the missing toes upset his balance. Sweat dripped into a hundred wounds great and small, each adding its own unique note to the orchestra of agony that tried to halt his work. He raced the sun, screaming and weeping as he moved, but moving nonetheless. Finally, as the sun’s last rays touched the earth, it was done.
Twin blades seemingly carved from midnight’s heart lay on the cooling forge. Maliq grasped the pommels weakly, then tightened his grip with a gasp and held them up in the dying light. Each had a single, curving blade. He swept them around and smashed the boneswords together. A single, deep knell echoed across the canyon. The swords vibrated. He swept them to one side, each blade trailing a deadly shadow. Knees sagging, the mage drove the swords point-first into the rock and grasped the hilts to remain upright. Even imprisoned, they trembled. He grinned. Glory? The woman doesn’t know the half of it.
“I’ve done it. Punish me.” His voice emerged as a cracked whisper. He lifted his gaze skyward. “If you dare.”
Laughing, Maliq wrenched his boneswords free and staggered out of the canyon.
The summer of the widows began with a basket of blueberry tarts and ended at the gallows, but what I remember most vividly is my discovery of the body.
I blame Nissio. Had he not been in such a foul mood he would have gone to deliver the cooper’s potion himself and left me studying peacefully. But no, his spell research was stymied and he wanted to have a little rant with his impressionable young apprentice out of earshot. So it was I who stumbled upon the still-cooling body of poor old Blodgett the peddler in the Bowshot Woods.
I cannot recommend the finding of dead bodies as a pleasant experience. The blue hood crumpled on the rough pebbled path signalled something amiss, and I knew it was poor Blodgett, for the hood was his trademark. Thinking he had fallen and injured himself I rushed to his side, crying sympathies, but my voice quieted and then stilled. I placed a hand on his breast to check for the nudge of a heartbeat.
A sharp bite of pain nipped my palm and I yelped. A shock had jumped from Blodgett’s body to mine, although he had not moved. Gingerly I touched his chest again, but nothing untoward happened. No heartbeat thudded under my hand. The poor old fellow was gone.
I sent a call-spell to Nissio, a small talent that links apprentice to master. He’d come as quickly as he could, for a call-spell was reserved for matters of urgency. Then I gathered my skirts, settled beside the old peddler and clasped my hands to stop their trembling.
It had already been a difficult summer. Nissio was developing a new spell, kept secret even from me. His moods were mercurial. On good days he was jovial, on bad days, churlish. Most days were somewhere in between, but it wore sorely on my nerves.
There were also the widows. Three good ladies from the nearby village had taken it into their heads to — well, “woo” is the only word I can think of — Nissio. Why any sane woman would be interested in an irascible, cantankerous old wizard…at any rate, there they were. The first arrived on Nissio’s doorstep one summer morning with a basket of blueberry tarts.
“You may call me Widow Nona, my dear,” she told me kindly, patting her finely curling salt-and-pepper hair. I showed her to Nissio’s workshop (after checking his mood), and went to feed the chickens in a state of puzzlement. Nissio was not in the habit of receiving lady callers, except when they wanted a spell. Those ladies were generally distraught and not in the least concerned about the state of their hair. I didn’t think the Widow Nona wanted a spell. This was confirmed when Nissio drove her back to the village in the little cart pulled by Benna, the mule. Nissio did not drive clients home.
Not three days passed before Widow Islana appeared at the door, cradling a basket from which wafted the unmistakable aroma of honeycakes. Her nut-brown hair was done up in an artful knot, her celadon gown was pressed, and she giggled occasionally. Ladies requiring spells did not giggle. Nissio walked her home. I found it difficult to concentrate on my studies.
Widow Augusta completed the trio. She knocked on the door the next noontime, bearing apple pastries, her silvery hair swept up into an elaborate coiffure of curls. She batted her eyelashes and fluttered her hands, even at me.
I muttered darkly that evening as I cleaned Benna’s stall. “Something’s afoot, girl, and I don’t like it.” Nissio might have been a cantankerous old fool, but, well, he was my cantankerous old fool. The house already had a woman, and I didn’t trust any of those three widows as far as the edge of the herb garden.
Consequently, my nerves were already strained when I found old Blodgett. Thankfully, Nissio was at my side in a trice, patted my shoulder awkwardly, and summoned the local constables. The body was carted off to the barber’s and Nissio and I attended at the magistrate’s office. Mr. Grimes questioned me gently about finding the body, I will say that. I mentioned the shock when I touched the corpse. He looked up sharply.
“What’s that?”
I explained again, and Nissio and Grimes exchanged what could only be called a Significant Glance.
“Why? What does that mean?” I asked.
Nissio pursed his lips. “It generally means, Albettra, that the victim was killed by magic.”
I gasped. Magic was never to be used for such foul purposes, except perhaps in times of war.
“It will happen only if a spellcaster is the first to touch the body after death,” he continued. “But usually a murdering spellcaster takes pains to touch his victim before he flees the scene. He takes the shock upon himself, thus eliminating that clue. This murderer was careless.”
“Indeed,” said the magistrate, his own lips pressed into a thin line. “Or else he did not have time to touch the body. Perhaps he was surprised before he could do so.”
I shuddered at the thought that I might have been so close to the killer.
Nissio shook his head. “No, Albettra, you were not the interruption. The body had begun to chill, remember? Life, and the murderer, had fled long before you arrived.”
I sighed and nodded.
“If we can be of any further help,” Nissio said, standing, “please let us know. I have no sympathy for murderers, spellcaster or no.”
“Nor do I, sir. We’ll find out who killed poor Blodgett, don’t you worry.”
On our way out one of the young constables stopped us. He handed me a heavy sack. “Peddler’s things,” he said briefly. “You found him, so you’re entitled. Unless you know of any family?”
Startled, I shook my head. “Yours then,” he said, and turned away. I looked to Nissio, who nodded, and we headed home. Blodgett’s things bumped against my back all the way. I little guessed what a heavy burden they would be by summer’s end.
I went through Blodgett’s pack that night, laying each object out on the scrubbed wooden table reverently. There were assorted unsold wares, which I put aside for later use. A few articles of clothing — if Nissio couldn’t use them I’d consign them to the poorbox in the village church. A thin silver ring, which Nissio assured me was non-magical and suggested I might wear if it pleased me. The only other item of interest was a worn, leather-bound and much-thumbed marriage book.
It was a custom not widely followed any longer, the marriage book. I knew instantly what it was by the entwined hearts and initials stamped into the leather of the cover. My grandparents had kept one. It had long been the fashion to keep these records of married lives, and they might contain memories, recipes, observations, love poetry, anything the couple might have thought to note down.
This one bore the letters “P” and “W.” I knew Blodgett’s first name had been Pyotr, but had no inkling of his wife’s name. I didn’t open the book. They were intensely private items, usually buried with the latter spouse to die or passed on to children. To read it would have felt sacrilegious.
To be honest, I also knew that such tomes were generally protected by magical charms. They might deliver a nasty shock or worse to the unauthorised browser. I wasn’t ready to bury Blodgett’s book, since I wasn’t sure about children, so I put it and the silver ring away in the little chest in my room where I kept my own few cherished possessions.
I did know that Blodgett’s wife was dead. He’d been to tea with Nissio the day before his murder, and naturally our larder was well-stocked with sweets donated by the widows. Blodgett had tucked in appreciatively, and paid me the gruff compliment that I’d learned the knack of proper baking with magic.
“Unfortunately, I haven’t,” I confessed. “You’d be hungry again in an hour if it were mine. None of this is my work, but donations from some village women. And none of them is a sorceress. So it’s just good baking.”
Blodgett frowned and harrumphed. “Village women!”
Nissio laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “Still a confirmed old woman-hater! But don’t take it out on Albettra. She’s only a girl yet.”
I glared at Nissio and rushed to Blodgett’s defence as I passed him the sweets. “Mr. Blodgett doesn’t hate women, I’m sure. You were married once, weren’t you, Mr. Blodgett?”
The old peddler scowled. “There’s women,” he said darkly, “and then there’s wives.”
And then there’s widows, I added silently.
He helped himself to a honeycake and added, “My own wife crossed the river years ago, lass. Hard to say what I’ve thought about women since then.”
It’s funny how we prefer to avoid saying the word “dead,” substituting gentler phrases like “passed on” and “crossed the river.” Just days ago Blodgett had done it, and now he’d “crossed the river” himself. But even with both parents dead, the children, if there were any, should have the book. What duty did I have to try and find them? And how to even go about it?
Just one more thing for me to worry about.
A week after the murder, Blodgett’s killer was still unknown. The widows had made what I was beginning to consider their weekly rounds, each bearing their specialty. At least Nissio wasn’t stingy, and I had to admit that the baking was delicious. Nissio’s generosity had its drawbacks, however. I worried that my gowns would begin to feel tight around the middle.
That wasn’t actually the only drawback. The more those widows came around, the more proprietary they became. Widow Augusta commented on the bedraggled state of the cottage. Widow Nona remarked upon a spot I’d missed when washing the floor. And Widow Islana one day asked with a giggle exactly what I did around the place. Their hyena-like laughter when they chatted with Nissio, and the calculating way they began to study the place when he wasn’t looking, grew tiresome.
I was entirely mystified. The cottage was ramshackle, held together mostly by magic and hope. Nissio was a well-known wizard, but he wasn’t wealthy. If he had money I’m sure the cottage would have been in better condition.
Their motivations became clear one day when I went to the village to purchase supplies and visit my friend Blinnet. She always had a sympathetic ear, and let me expound my growing frustration with the Dreadful Three, as I’d taken to calling them privately.
“Well, they’ve heard the rumours, that’s plain,” Blinnet said as she poured steaming tea into my cup.
“Rumours?” I spooned in a liberal amount of honey and stirred ferociously.
“About Nissio’s new spell. Everyone in town knows he’s working on something, of course, and that it’s a big secret.”
I nodded glumly. “Even I don’t know what it is.”
“But the rumour,” Blinnet dropped her voice conspiratorially, “The rumour is that it’s a spell to turn straw into gold!”
“What?” I almost choked, laughing around a mouthful of hot tea. “But that’s impossible! Magic can’t do that!”
Blinnet leaned back in her chair, shrugging. “I believe you, but most people don’t know heads nor tails about magic. Once a rumour like that gets started, there’s no stopping it.”
My eyes narrowed. “So the Dreadful Three think Nissio is going to be rich. That explains a lot.”
“It doesn’t help you, though,” Blinnet said. “If you deny it, it will only gain credence.”
I sighed. “I suppose you’re right. What can I do?”
Blinnet shook her head. “I don’t know. Wait it out?”
“Should I tell Nissio? No, of course not.” He was a man, after all, and he had his pride. He’d never believe the women were after him for money, and he’d only be angry with me for suggesting it. Blinnet’s look told me she agreed.
“Well, I’ll try,” I said. “Thanks for the tea, anyway.” Blinnet hugged me and I left feeling slightly cheered.
The feeling didn’t last, however. One of the constables met me on my way out of the village and politely requested that I return in an hour with Nissio. The magistrate wanted to ask me some questions. I could tell by the way he wouldn’t meet my eyes that I wasn’t going to like them.
Nissio and I were barely seated in the magistrate’s office an hour later when Grimes fixed a steely eye on me and asked, “How did you get along with Mr. Blodgett, Miss Albettra?”
I shrugged. “Fine. He always called on Nissio when he was in town, brought us supplies that we needed. Came to tea once in a while.”
“Did you ever have a falling-out with him?”
“No. We got on well. What could we have a falling-out about?”
The magistrate counted on his well-manicured fingers. “Merchandise. Prices. Unwanted advances—”
“Here, here!” Nissio had quite a bellow when he wanted. “I’ll not hear that sort of talk about Blodgett. Or about my apprentice, if you please. What’s this all about?”
The magistrate flinched back but stuck out his chin. “We haven’t found anyone in the village with reason to wish harm to Mr. Blodgett,” he said flatly. “Your apprentice was the first to find him — according to her story. She gave us the information that he was killed with magic. She knows how to use magic,” he added pointedly.
“I didn’t know that’s what the shock meant!” I protested.
“Mmm-hmm. So you say. We have only your word for that. He took tea at your cottage the day before his death. Perhaps something happened then.”
Nissio scowled. “Mr. Grimes, this is pure codswallop. In the first place, my apprentice has never had any altercations of any sort with Mr. Blodgett. In the second place, she is not devious enough to be either a practiced nor a capable liar. I know instantly when she is attempting to deceive me. In this matter she has spoken with nothing but the utmost veracity.”
That worried me more than being accused of murder. I hurriedly tried to recall my attempts to prevaricate with Nissio. Had I ever lied about filching sweets or snooping in his spellbooks?
“Have you made any progress at all, Grimes?” Nissio demanded. “Have you discovered who might have caused the murderer to flee the scene?”
Grimes grunted. “Two hunting parties were in the wood that day. Neither kept to the paths, so they would not have discovered the body, but they might well have passed close enough to startle the murderer.” He fixed me with a gimlet eye. I stared back with as much composure as I could manage, and after a long moment he flicked his gaze to Nissio.
“And what about yourself, Nissio? Had you any disagreements with Mr. Blodgett?” Grimes had a determined set to his mouth that made me feel his zeal had gotten the better of his judgement.
Nissio rose from his chair in a single, fluid movement. “When your reason has returned and you are ready to discuss this matter with intelligence instead of idiocy, I shall return. Not before, nor my apprentice. Good-day, Mr. Grimes.” Nissio’s voice was imperious and calm, but I scuttled almost reluctantly after him as he swept from the room. The sparks would fly on the way home.
I was right. Once the cart reached the woods he let loose. “That dunder-headed, mumble-brained moldwarp!” he roared. “That tottering pumpion! That beslubbering folly-witted canker-blossom!”
Benna jumped at the first epithet and skittered on the road. I gently eased the reins out of Nissio’s hands to try and calm the poor mule. Nissio didn’t even notice. He shouted invective almost all the way home.
When we reached the cottage, there was a basket of blueberry tarts waiting on the step, with a note in flowery script attached. He stared down at it for a moment and then turned to me.
“Albettra, that man is a fool and a flap-dragon. However, I have far too much on my mind right now to take on another task. You shall have to apply yourself to the problem of who killed Mr. Blodgett.”
And with that he swept up the basket of tarts, entered the cottage and left me holding the mule and gaping like a dimwit. Finally I shook my head and led Benna to the barn. Wonderful. Now all I had to do was keep up my studies, keep Nissio out of the clutches of the Dreadful Three, find out what became of Blodgett’s family, and track down a murderer. I filled Benna’s feed-bucket and tried to look on the bright side. At least I didn’t have to bake.
I went back to Blinnet. If anyone in the village was on bad terms with the old peddler, she’d be likely to know about it. She didn’t think so.
“He seemed to get along with everyone, for all he was a grumpy old soul.” She studied me. “Why do you want to know?”
“Because the magistrate suspects me, or possibly Nissio, of being the killer. And Nissio in his wisdom has charged me with solving the crime.” I crossed my arms and sat back.
Blinnet gasped, then chuckled. “Wish I’d been a fly on the wall in the magistrate’s office.”
I grinned. “I haven’t seen Nissio so angry since he fought with Zipnax.” My grin faded. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to fix this so easily, though. How does one go about finding a murderer?”
Blinnet shrugged. “Ask a lot of questions, and see where that gets you. Murders are usually about secrets, right? Secret facts, secret desires, secret grudges.”
I sighed. “His wife probably knew all his secrets, but Blodgett told me she’d crossed the river. So those secrets are dead.”
Blinnet frowned and tapped her lip with a slender finger. “Although you know, folk used to say the same thing when a wife or husband simply left a marriage. It was more polite than saying they’d run off.”
“Really? I didn’t know that.” I pursed my lips. “So maybe she’s not dead after all. I guess I’ll have to add that to my list of questions.”
“And you know this village,” Blinnet said with a smile, “they’re not much for keeping secrets.”
“I don’t suppose you know what Blodgett’s wife’s name was?” I asked.
She thought for a moment, then shook her head. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard it. Is it important?”
“I don’t know yet. But it might help me in finding out if she’s really dead or not.”
“Nissio didn’t know?”
I snorted. “He said not, but I don’t think he was really paying attention. When I told him I thought it began with “W” — from the marriage book — he said, ‘Yes, yes, that sounds right,’ without even looking up from his book.”
“Well, I’m sure if anyone knows, they’ll tell you.”
“Thanks, Blinnet,” I said, hugging her. “I have an idea how to start now, anyway.”
I spent the rest of the afternoon traipsing from shop to shop, talking to people in the street and in the market stalls about Mr. Blodgett. Notwithstanding Nissio’s claim that I was an incompetent deceiver, my story was that I was gathering information for my master about his old friend. It was a simple lie, and most people seemed to accept it at face value, since the ways of wizards are rather expected to be inscrutable and eccentric.
Most folk had liked Blodgett, although they characterised him as grumpy or gruff. The majority thought his wife was long-dead, although a few maintained that she had tired of his long absences and left him. The elderly proprietor of the Seven Stars tavern claimed in a hushed voice that there had been something strange about her.
“A succubus,” he wheezed, bleary-eyed but earnest. “Or possibly a shape-shifter. Pretty thing, by all accounts. I never saw her myself.”
I drew back as politely as I could from the haze of alcohol and promptly discounted that notion. The consensus was that Blodgett’s prices had been fair and his wares of good quality. If he wasn’t well-liked, at least he was respected. No-one had ever heard him mention children. No-one could recall his wife’s name, even when prompted with the initial.
So that was one thing. A dead wife and no children meant that I could stop worrying about the marriage book. No-one was likely to come looking for it. But I’d still found no hint of why anyone, let alone a sorcerer, would want to kill the peddler.
The next day all three widows took it into their heads to call, and I was kept busy hopping to the door and manufacturing smiles and tea. Widow Islana arrived first, and annoyed me by calling me “dear.” I was forced to make conversation with her while we waited for Nissio to emerge from the workshop and I decided the best word to describe her was “vacuous.” I escaped when Nissio joined us. It amazed me that she was even capable of pretending to be interested in Nissio for reasons other than money. She was so dim-witted I thought she’d be bound to blurt it out in the middle of a conversation.
Nissio drove her home in the cart — and returned with Widow Augusta. He’d met her on the road on her way here. Once again I boiled the kettle and set the table with a fixed smile
“You’ve just missed Widow Islana,” I said pleasantly, setting cakes and pastries on a plate. The widows never came up in conversation with each other, but suddenly I wanted to stir something up.
Widow Augusta raised her eyebrows. “Oh, really? Here for a spell, I suppose? Of course you can’t divulge what it was,” she said hopefully.
“Oh, no,” I said with a dainty laugh. “She was here on a mission of mercy, just as you are. Saving Nissio from the fate of my baking.”
Nissio darted a pleading glance at me, which I ignored. “The ladies of the village are always generous,” he ventured.
“Well, a few in particular, Master, let’s give credit where it’s due. Widow Augusta, here, and Widow Islana, and of course Widow Nona.” I laid out teacups, spoons and honey with delicate grace.
“Really? Nona as well?” Widow Augusta looked as if she’d spooned salt into her tea instead of sugar. “You’re certainly well thought-of, Nissio.”
I set the plate of sweets before them and poured out the tea. “It’s such a help this summer, as we’re so involved with Nissio’s spell research.”
“Oh? A new spell?” Augusta was all feigned innocence.
Nissio shook his head. “Nothing really, just a small project. Idle hands are the devil’s playground, they say.”
“I suppose, then, it was someone with idle hands who killed poor old Blodgett,” I said tragically.
“That was horrible. Shocking,” Widow Augusta agreed. “He was a good man, no matter what folk said of him.”
“Oh? I thought most got on with him pretty well.” I hadn’t questioned the widows on my investigative rounds. I saw quite enough of them as it was.
Widow Augusta smiled. “Yes, yes, of course. There was some talk when his wife left him, naturally. Rather ugly.”
“I thought his wife died years ago,” I said. “You don’t recall her name, I suppose?”
Nissio had given up on the conversation and was glumly eating a honeycake. Served him right. He was the one who told me to solve the mystery.
“No, I never heard her name. She may well be dead by now,” the widow said in a hushed voice, “But I’ve heard she was alive and well when she left him. There were some said,” her voice rose to a thrilling pitch, “she was a witch!”
Perhaps remembering her present company, she hastened to add, “Not like you, of course, Miss Albettra, not a sorceress, as such. By ‘witch’ I mean the dark arts…the, er, unclean—”
“Black cats, cauldrons, hexes, yes, of course,” I said sweetly. In other words, a sorceress whom folk didn’t like. I excused myself to attend to my chores and left them in awkward silence.
Puzzling, I thought, as I tossed grain for the chickens. Another hint that Blodgett’s wife had been something out of the ordinary. Perhaps in dismissing the barkeep’s tale I had overlooked a grain of truth that lay within.
Could his murder possibly have anything to do with a wife who’d left him years ago? It hardly seemed likely. And yet Blodgett’s wife was the only aspect of his life that was in any way unusual.
The chickens pecked contentedly around my feet as I scattered their supper, a sharp contrast to my frustrated musings. It was a peaceful moment, the only sounds the soft rain-like patter of grain on the ground and their rhythmic scratching, and I suddenly thought of the one clue I hadn’t explored.
The marriage book.
I spirited Nissio’s Charms book out of his workshop and up to my room when he drove Widow Augusta home. I doubted he would notice it missing. It was such a mess in there I wondered that the widows persisted in their quest after seeing it.
Which spell would work to make it safe for me to open the book? I pored over the manual in indecision. There were any number of incantations for opening books, disarming traps, unlocking latches and the like.
I dithered a while, until the image arose of poor Blodgett, crumpled on the path in his blue hood. Then I steeled myself, chose a general disarming charm, and spoke the words.
Nothing happened.
Was this a good thing? I fetched a deep breath, closed my eyes, and opened the marriage book cover.
Nothing continued to happen, so I opened my eyes.
I tried my utmost not to “snoop.” I did not read every entry, merely let my eyes scan the sometimes-faded handwriting for items that might lend a clue to the current mystery. There were reminiscences, some so private as to make me blush, memories of travels together, recipes, notes and love poetry, among many other things. Some entries crawled across the page in a cramped yet haphazard hand that I thought must be Blodgett’s, while others, in a more flowing script, I attributed to his wife. Names were never mentioned, much to my chagrin, only pet names and initials.
A few bitter notes near the end of the book indicated that dissatisfaction had entered the union, and it seemed likely that the wife had indeed left Blodgett. Several entries, in the flowing hand, noted useful household charms, many of them talents I used myself in the upkeep of Nissio’s cottage. So it seemed that the tales of witchery and magic had not been groundless. The entry that made me sit up straight and stifle a gasp was the notation of a charm for successful cooking with magic.
Blodgett’s grudging compliment that day at tea came back to me with startling clarity: “I see you’ve caught the knack of proper baking with magic. Most can’t get it right.”
But it hadn’t been my culinary creations he’d been eating, it had been donations from the widows. What if — what if one of them used magic in her baking? What if she were Blodgett’s long-lost wife?
What if she were Blodgett’s murderess?
I slammed the book closed and clutched it to my chest, breathing deeply. My mind raced as if pursued by wolves. It could make sense. Blodgett’s wife left him, and ended up living in our village calling herself a widow. Perhaps they’d never crossed paths here, or perhaps they had; if so, neither had ever mentioned it to anyone else. Of course, none of the Dreadful Three had names beginning with “W,” but how difficult would it be to change one’s name in a town where no-one knew you?
Then the wife decided to set her cap for Nissio and his imagined riches. Blodgett would be a nuisance, an obstacle in her path. He might speak up. At the first opportunity this summer, she’d removed him, using the magic arts she’d kept secret all these years. Someone or something — probably the hunters — had frightened her off before she could take the tell-tale shock, but she wouldn’t have worried too much about it. No-one knew she was Blodgett’s wife, no-one knew she wielded magic. Suspicion would never fall upon her.
She just hadn’t counted on the marriage book, or on Blodgett’s chance remark. Or on me.
But what, oh what, had Blodgett been eating when he’d made that observation? I squeezed my eyes shut against the gathering dusk, trying to picture him that last time I’d seen him alive. Nattering on with Nissio, the blue hood hanging askew around his shoulders, crumbs in his beard — but crumbs from what? I’d set a plate with delicacies from all three widows that day. For the life of me, I could not remember what the old fellow had been eating. Probably a little of everything.
I laid the marriage book carefully back in my little chest and locked it, slipping the key into my pocket. Then I paced the length and breadth of my small room, thinking hard until Nissio bellowed up to ask if there was to be any supper tonight.
I smiled grimly on my way downstairs. Supper would be thrown together and Nissio might be peeved, but I cared not.
I had a plan. A plan to trap a murderess.
Widow Islana I was able to eliminate from my suspicions immediately. Her husband had been a well-known citizen of the village and the two had lived there all their lives. This was fortunate, since I could not begin to entertain the notion that Islana was either cunning or clever enough to have lived such a ruse and orchestrated Blodgett’s death. Augusta and Nona, however, had both moved here following the deaths (purported, at least) of their husbands. Any tale they told of their past lives could be pure fabrication.
My plan was simple enough. Nissio’s disdain for my ability to deceive notwithstanding, I was going to tell a little lie, and see what came of it.
My chance came the next afternoon. Widow Augusta dropped by with the inevitable apple pastries. I let her in and greeted her civilly enough, but made it evident I was in ill humour. Once I’d banged enough pots about she politely inquired what was wrong.
“Oh, just that Nissio,” I complained bitterly. “He’s accused me again of using magic in the cooking, says it gives him indigestion and that I should stop.”
“Well, my dear,” Widow Augusta said stoutly, “he is the man of the household. You should abide by his wishes.”
I threw my hands up in exaggerated exasperation. “But that’s the problem. I’m not using magic in the cooking or the baking, I can never do it properly anyway. I haven’t the knack and I’ve told him so. Still he complains that it’s upsetting his digestion and he’s certain that’s the cause. I’m at my wits’ end!”
I looked at her with imploring eyes. She appeared not at all guilty, only perplexed, her brows drawn delicately together, puzzled but mindful of wrinkles.
“Well, then it must be something else…I shall have a word with him.”
I shook my head vehemently. “No, no, don’t do that, please. He’ll only know I’ve been complaining and probably deny it anyway. Men do so hate to appear ill or weak to their lady friends.” I smiled at her conspiratorially. “I’ll root out the mystery eventually. It had me vexed for a moment, that’s all. I’ll go and call him for you.”
And that was that. No response that I could detect. Ah, well, there was still Nona.
The following morning she appeared on schedule with the blueberry tarts. I went through the same affronted act with her, and she, too, suggested that I should take Nissio’s digestion into account. Upon my protests that I was not using magic she laughed.
“Men are vexing creatures, are they not?” She shook her head. “Always thinking they know everything about everything. Here’s my advice, dear. Keep on making everything just as you’ve been doing — but tell him you’ve stopped using magic. No doubt he’ll feel much better and will thank you for it.”
Her eyes twinkled and she looked very jolly — not guilty in the least. I concealed a sigh and went to fetch Nissio. Perhaps my deductions, and my plan, had not been quite as brilliant as I’d thought.
Islana came the next day with honeycakes as usual. I didn’t even bother telling her any lies. That night, dejected, I went through the marriage book again, this time with less trepidation. The only thing I gained was an increased melancholy at the way relationships deteriorate. I was no closer to knowing who’d killed Blodgett and I was sure Grimes would soon be sniffing around me again with his horrible accusations. The moon had risen and passed well above the top of my window before I fell into a dispirited sleep.
Two days passed in wretched normality. Nissio barely emerged from his workshop. I tried to apply myself to my studies but could not quell the image of poor dead Blodgett nor the memory of that tell-tale shock upon my hand. I puzzled over the widows until my head ached, but I could come up with no further plan of action.
When Nissio did appear it was to tell me tersely that he “needed some air”. He stormed through the cottage and out the front door. Not long after, I’d begun to brew up a headache tisane on my little burner when someone knocked. I answered the door listlessly, forcing a half-smile when I saw it was Widow Nona with a covered basket as usual.
“Is Nissio about?” she enquired brightly, setting the basket on the table. “I’ve brought him a little treat.”
Yes, yes, blueberry tarts, I thought maliciously. How can blueberry tarts be a treat when you’ve eaten them every week for an entire summer?
“He’s just gone for a walk,” I said, and twitched the covering aside, prepared for the array of perky little golden-topped pastries staring balefully up at me with blueberry eyes.
Except that they weren’t blueberry tarts. They were scones.
I stared stupidly at them for a long moment. Taking in the milk-brushed, sugar-sprinkled, raisin-studded tops. Scones. They were golden and round and they smelled like a baker’s dream.
But Nona never brought scones. Islana brought honeycakes, Augusta brought apple pastries, Nona brought blueberry tarts. They each had a specialty. They only brought their best. It had been the same all summer.
I looked up and met her eyes. Grey eyes that studied me intently, and I could almost see the pieces falling into place behind them, just as they were behind mine.
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