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        Wounds


        
Every door on every street has its own sto­ry. Not all of them are ce­n­tered a­ro­und the peo­ple who live, die, and bleed in­side. Some sto­ries are the crea­tures that roam the walls or feed on the corpses. Some a­ren’t liv­ing at all.
—Ja­bo­ril Hasik, Be­hind Door 28C

Storm clouds rip­pled across the sky, spe­wing rain like vom­it across the streets. The wet slop­py droplets smacked a­gainst the roofs and walls be­fore drop­ping to the cob­ble­stones. A heavy mist blew in and out of the eve­ning dark, ob­scu­ring feet, rats, and pot­holes alike.

It was the per­fect weath­er for a bit of thiev­ery.

Balar le­aned just in­side an al­ley while pe­e­ring across the street to a brown­stone on the oth­er side of the road. It was a cute lit­tle place with a wrought iron fence and raised gar­dens on each side of the stone path lead­ing up to the door. If he was the type of guy to re­tire, that would be the kind of place.

He scoffed. More like­ly, he would just use the brown­stone as a safe house. The en­tire neigh­bor­hood would be a far bet­ter cov­er for lay­ing low, orde­ring food, and kick­ing back while the heat died down.

The brown­stone was owned by an old bat who lived by her­self. Al­most no one ever saw her out­side of her place, but judg­ing from the vi­brant gar­den, she spent too many hours putte­ring a­ro­und and tak­ing care of it. He didn’t know the types of flow­ers, but he guessed they were ros­es. That so­u­nded like a flower, right? He shrugged and ig­nored it, he didn’t care.

He wo­n­dered why she had both­ered to set up um­brel­las to pro­tect some of her plants. A few lac­qu­ered pa­ra­sols to­wered over the flow­ers clos­est to the house. Even from across the road, he could hear the wa­ter splat­te­ring off the hard ridges be­fore po­u­ring into a se­ries of pots.

Balar didn’t care a­bout the flow­ers or the old lady. Ru­mor had it that she had sur­vived three mar­ri­ages and had a siz­able for­tune bu­ried in the back gar­den. All he had to do was get rid of her and then dig out the back­yard be­fore it stopped ra­i­ning. At least the wet gro­und would be easy to haul.

He sighed and grabbed his shov­el. “The things I do for my weight in mon­ey.”

Ma­king sure the road was emp­ty and the neigh­bors’ lights were dark, he walked across the dark road and hopped over the fence. His heavy boots thud­ded into her gar­den, cru­shing the del­i­cate flow­ers.

The sweet smell of the petals rose a­ro­und him. He scoffed and dropped the blade of his space into the ne­arest pa­ra­sol. It cracked and col­lapsed, cru­shing the plant un­der­neath it. He gave it a vin­dic­tive twist be­fore pulling the blade free.

Balar smiled to him­self and tromped through the rest of the gar­den to the front door. Ta­king one last look at the emp­ty street, he re­ared back. Flip­ping the shov­el a­ro­und, he slammed the blade with all his might into the latch.

There was a flash of light from his en­cha­nted tool and the wood shat­tered from the im­pact. The met­al bar that pi­nned the door shut snapped in half, falling to the gro­und with a loud clat­ter. He ducked in­side while slid­ing his hand fur­ther down the shaft of his in­stru­ment.

The in­side of the house wasn’t much bet­ter than the gar­den. Flower pots sat in all of the wi­ndows. The old bat had vas­es every­where, all of them filled with fresh flow­ers.

He sniffed loud­ly and then pulled a face. It smelled like some sort of crea­ture had vo­mit­ed petals every­where. He stopped and then shook his head. No, that was a ter­ri­ble anal­o­gy.

Balar de­cid­ed just to fo­cus on mur­der and rob­bery. He e­njoyed that. He had to stop to cor­rect his thoughts. He e­njoyed rob­bery, mur­der just hap­pened.

In a brief mo­ment, he wo­n­dered if he should just walk away. To give up on bre­a­king and e­n­te­ring, from steal­ing en­tire­ly. He could go home and swear off the last years of his life.

The feel­ing passed.

Mov­ing his hand down near the head of his shov­el, he bounced the sharp­ened blade a­gainst a ta­bles and left a deep gouge in the wood.

Be­hind him, he heard the clack­ing so­unds of a horse’s hooves a­gainst the cob­ble­stones. Fear crawled over his spine. He grabbed the bro­ken door and pushed it closed. It wouldn’t latch, but at least he could give it the im­pres­sion of be­ing closed as long as it took for the horse to pass.

The so­unds out­side grew lo­uder.

His heart po­u­nded. This was al­ways the da­n­ge­rous po­int of bre­a­king and e­n­te­ring. He didn’t have any­thing of worth to take with him if he had to break out and there was no way of bluff­ing his way out of it. He pe­ered a­ro­und the room in hopes of se­e­ing a pile of mon­ey some­where a­mong the flow­ers, but didn’t spot any­thing.

As the horse passed, he caught a hint of noise. Cock­ing his head, he turned and pe­ered down the hall­way to­ward the back of the brown­stone. It may have been his i­ma­gi­na­tion, but he thought he also saw a flick­er of light.

Tighte­ning his grip on his spade, he kept his eyes locked on the back of the house while the horse fin­ished pass­ing and the street grew silent.

Balar wait­ed a long co­unt be­fore he cracked open the door and pe­ered out­side.

The street was emp­ty and dark a­gain.

He breathed a sigh of re­lief. Turn­ing back to the house, he got ready to in­vesti­gate the noise.

Be­fore he shut the door, some­thing caught his at­ten­tion. He turned back to the gar­den out front and lo­oked to the side. The pa­ra­sols had all tilt­ed, bent back to ex­pose the flow­ers to the rain. The heavy flow­ers quiv­ered with the rain stri­king the petals. It lo­oked like a dozen lit­tle crea­tures sta­ring at him.

The only pa­ra­sol that re­ma­ined in place was the one he had de­stroyed.

Balar frowned. “That’s strange.”

For the bri­efest of mo­ments, he con­si­dered just walk­ing out the door and esca­ping the flow­ery hell.

The lure of mon­ey brought him­self back to his sens­es. He a­ba­n­doned the door and heft­ed his shov­el. Lo­we­ring him­self slight­ly, he crept down the hall­way to­ward the back of the build­ing. He kept him­self alert, wait­ing for a sur­prise at­tack or even an old lady in a night­gown lo­o­king for a mid­night snack.

Like most brown­stones, the back of the house had a kitchen area and a small eat­ing area. True to the old lady’s obvi­ous ob­ses­sion, the kitchen had dozens of lit­tle herb gar­dens on every sur­face. They were on the co­u­nter and the wi­ndowsill. A set of cir­cu­lar pots lined the table, leav­ing only space for a sin­gle per­son to eat.

Balar pe­ered a­ro­und be­fore cock­ing his head to lis­ten.

So­me­one hummed a song out­side the back door.

He frowned. Was the old bat garde­ning at mid­night? In the rain?

Walk­ing over to the back door, he pe­ered through the small glass panes and into the back yard. For­tu­nate­ly, there was one street light that shone into the yard and let him see.

The old woman knelt in the grass. She moved slow­ly but sure­ly while she dug a hole us­ing a small spade. A few flow­ers rest­ed in the rain next to her; the roots were wrapped in can­vas and the petals flut­tered in the rain. She wore an old night­gown; the rain had plas­tered the fab­ric a­gainst her thin frame.

Balar shook his head. The old bat tru­ly was i­nsane.

She picked up one of the flow­ers and un­wrapped it. With her oth­er hand, she wove what lo­oked like a gold neck­lace into the roots be­fore set­ting both down into the hole she had just dug.

“Masks of Shad­ows, steal my heart,” whis­pered Balar.

A cold shiv­er ran down his spine. She was plant­i­ng flow­ers and jew­el­ry in her back­yard. In her night­gown. In the rain.

Balar con­si­dered him­self a lucky man. He eased the back door open.

The old woman didn’t re­spond.

He slipped his hand down to the far end of the shov­el. Grab­bing it with both hands, he stepped off the back porch and walked across the grass. Ra­in splat­tered a­gainst his back, but the sen­sa­tions quick­ly fad­ed as he fo­cused i­n­tent­ly on his vic­tim.

She made no in­di­ca­tion that she was aware of him.

He let his spade swing back. It didn’t even make a so­und as the mag­i­cal­ly sharp edge cut through leaves and roots. He held his breath to avoid alert­ing her and then brought the shove up and over his head.

The su­per­nat­u­ral­ly sharp blade cut into the back of her skull. It didn’t even jerk on its path down her spine be­fore the blade plu­nged into the grass be­low.

The old woman’s body froze for a mo­ment. The small spade in her hand tum­bled out of her slack fi­ngers. Then her split body peeled apart, falling in op­po­site di­rec­tions to slump loud­ly to the gro­und.

Balar chuck­led and used the shov­el blade to knock the with­ered knees apart so he could kneel down where she had been. Her leg fell away at an u­nnat­ur­al an­gle re­veal­ing a dry spot un­der her body. With a smile, he dug into the dirt and ya­nked the flower free from the soil. The gold­en neck­lace tum­bled to the gro­und.

He tossed the flower aside and grabbed the neck­lace. It was heavy with a large gem­stone. Eas­i­ly worth a cou­ple hun­dred crowns and e­nough to keep him drunk for days. Laugh­ing to him­self, he dug into the next flower she had plant­ed. His bare fi­ngers dug into the wet soil. He could feel roots and stems but kept dig­ging un­til his fi­ngers wrapped a­ro­und an­oth­er chain.

With a tri­umphant grunt, he ya­nked it free. An­oth­er heavy neck­lace worth a few hun­dred crowns.

Balar lo­oked a­ro­und. There were hun­dreds of fresh­ly plant­ed flow­ers in the back yard. Each one of them had the po­ten­tial for a prize un­der­neath.

And he had a shov­el. One that would make short work of even a hun­dred holes.

He grabbed his tool and use it to pull him­self up. He had a lot of plants to dig up be­fore morn­ing.

It took him a mo­ment to re­al­ize that he had not stood up. His hand slid down the shaft of his spade. With a frown, he grabbed it with both hands and tried to pull him­self up.

Some­thing held him down.

He pe­ered down but it was too dark to see clear­ly. His legs felt as if they had fall­en asleep. With a frown cross­ing his face, he reached down with one hand to feel a­ro­und the gro­und.

His fi­nger­tips came up a­gainst roots.

Roots? He lo­oked a­ro­und a­gain while fo­cus­ing on his fi­ngers. His eyes caught on the corpse of the old lady. He didn’t no­tice it be­fore, but her i­nner or­gans lo­oked wrong in the dim light. Co­n­fused, he le­aned clos­er to peer down.

Balar didn’t spot the u­sual or­gans he ex­pect­ed: lungs, i­ntestines, or any­thing else. In­stead, the old lady’s corpse had been packed with petals. They were the same types of flow­ers as out­side, the ones pro­tect­ed by the pa­ra­sols.

A cold sen­sa­tion filled his body, it could have been fear but he wasn’t sure. He hadn’t killed the old lady, she was noth­ing but a shell. His ear­li­er thoughts came back, giv­ing up crime and head­ing home se­emed like a bet­ter idea than ever be­fore.

Some­thing moved to grab his fi­ngers.

Balar ya­nked his hand up. It was hard­er than be­fore; some­thing tugged at his fi­nger­tips. He pulled with all his might un­til he felt strands snap­ping. With a lurch, he pulled his palm into the light.

Ten­drils were wrapped a­ro­und his fi­ngers, the torn ends ooz­ing sap as they wig­gled a­ro­und.

“By the Mask!” he gasped.

Fran­tic, he grabbed his shov­el and ya­nked it from the gro­und. The mag­i­cal blade eas­i­ly came free. With­out giv­ing a sec­ond to hesi­tate, he drove it into the gro­und on both sides of his knees to slice the roots and then lurched for­ward over the hole in the gro­und.

One leg came free but the oth­er caught on the roots. He spun the spade and hacked away at the roots. Af­ter years of us­ing his choice of we­apons, he didn’t even graze him­self with each blow. Dirt and plants flew in all di­rec­tions.

Balar gru­nted in fear and ya­nked with his might. The sen­sa­tions were re­turn­ing to one leg but his trapped limb con­ti­nued to grow more numb. He could al­most feel the sen­sa­tions dy­ing up his leg, like a po­ison.

“Shit, shit, shit,” he gasped. He jammed the blade un­der­neath his trapped limb and cut it free. The shov­el blade shone with a dull glow and he crawled away from the boil­ing mass of roots and vines that had qu­iet­ly erupt­ed from the old woman’s corpse.

He saw the two neck­laces tum­ble away but dis­missed them. His rob­bery had turned into a trap and he ne­eded to es­cape more than he ne­eded mon­ey.

Balar gru­nted with the ef­fort to pull him­self up but he saw that the gro­und un­der­neath had be­gun to boil. Waves rip­pled un­der­neath the grass and the flow­ers a­ro­und him quiv­ered to life. The move­ments were u­nnat­ur­al, mov­ing a­gainst the rain that still splat­tered a­gainst the petals.

He tried to re­gain his feet but his trapped leg had lost all feel­ing. His ef­fort pulled him more into the light from out­side the gar­den and he could see the ten­drils were wrapped a­ro­und his limb. Blood oozed from where the roots had pierced his skin. His flesh boiled with the plants that start­ed to crawl un­der­neath his skin and dig into his numb mus­cles.

Balar al­most screamed out in pan­ic. He lo­oked a­ro­und for some place of safe­ty, but the en­tire back yard had turned into a writhing mess of an­i­mat­ed plants. He was trapped, caught like a fly.

Grab­bing his shov­el, he used the blade to cut away the roots and leaves that dug into his limbs. Tiny lit­tle cuts and slices soon left him bloody. It hurt but he couldn’t risk let­ting them keep dig­ging.

De­spite cut­ting close e­nough to shave, the writhing sen­sa­tion un­der­neath his skin only grew more i­n­tense. He lo­oked for more to cut but couldn’t see any in the dim light. It was too late, they were in­side him.

Death had come for Balar, but the mur­der­er wasn’t ready to give up qu­ite yet. He lo­oked a­ro­und fran­ti­cal­ly for some way to safe­ty. He was go­ing to get out and then head straight out of town.

His eyes lit on the back door. It stood near the side of the yard and next to a tall fence that se­parat­ed the hous­es. More im­por­tant­ly, the old lady or what­ev­er the hell was in the house didn’t have climb­ing vines on the walls. Noth­ing but white-pa­i­nted wood. If he could make it there, he would be able to crawl up and es­cape.

Balar knew he would have been hard-pressed to suc­ceed even if he was in good shape. But, with plants eat­ing him from the in­side, pulling him­self free wouldn’t be e­nough.

He knew what to do, but he didn’t want to do it. He just didn’t have time to make a de­ci­sion.

“Ah, shit in my skull,” he mut­tered be­fore he gripped the shov­el haft near the blade. Clos­ing his eyes, he took a deep breath, and then slammed the blade hard into his thigh just be­low his hip.

The su­per­nat­ur­al we­apon cut eas­i­ly through mus­cle and bone. With a sicke­ning sen­sa­tion, he heard but didn’t feel his left leg snap. It fell away. A spurt of blood splashed across the grass which se­emed to ig­nite every­thing into a fury. Even the grass ap­peared to boil, buck­ling the gro­und un­der­neath and cre­at­ing rip­ples that raced across the yard.

Balar didn’t see the ex­pect­ed flash. There wasn’t the heat he ne­eded to stop the bleed­ing. He let out a groan and cha­nneled as much of his will into the blade and slammed down, slic­ing off a thin slice of his leg.

The sec­ond blow came with a flash of light and the smell of burn­ing flesh. Pa­in ex­plod­ed from his in­jury and he let out a cry of agony.

For­tu­nate­ly, the agony fad­ed quick­ly with a surge of adren­a­line that rushed through his ve­ins. Kno­wing he only had mo­ments be­fore the rush would sub­side and he would be in agony, Balar fum­bled with the leg that had been cut off. With blood spray­ing every­where, he ya­nked the trouser off the limb and fran­ti­cal­ly use it to wrap the end of his leg. His fi­ngers kept scra­ping a­gainst the burnt flesh that his shov­el had ca­u­te­rized.

If he was a diffe­rent per­son, toss­ing his sev­ered leg aside would have been sur­re­al, but he didn’t have time think a­bout it. He slammed the spade into the gro­und and pulled him­self up. He hopped across the yard. His blade cut through roots and leaves, leav­ing div­ots in the gro­und be­hind him. His foot kicked and tugged at the roots that caught his toes.

He slammed into the back door.

In­side, the herb pots had come to life and were writhing with an­tic­i­pa­tion. No doubt every plant in the house was go­ing to kill him. He didn’t even want to know what the flow­ers un­der the pa­ra­sols would do.

With the gro­und heav­ing un­der­neath him, he swung his shov­el and slammed it into the back of the house. It thud­ded loud­ly into the sol­id wood. With a grunt, he grabbed the shaft with both hands and pulled his leg away from the clutch­ing gro­und.

Blood drib­bled from his wo­und. His move­ments had o­pened up the cut but at least it wasn’t po­u­ring out from an artery. He could hear it splat­te­ring loud­ly on the gro­und. Dizzi­ness washed over him. He couldn’t stop; if he did, he would be dead. With fear-fu­eled strength, he pulled him­self fur­ther up un­til he could jam his body be­tween the door frame and a near­by wi­ndow. He gru­nted and swung his re­ma­i­ning foot to catch the bot­tom of the wi­ndow. It slipped off from the blood and rain coat­ing it.

U­nderneath him, the wo­oden step co­ming out of the house cracked with the plants mov­ing un­der­neath.

He stared down with con­cern. With­out a doubt, he should have walked away from the rob­bery. If he man­aged to get out, he was go­ing to stop rob­bing.

“I pro­mise!” he gru­nted and tried to get his foot brace a­gain. Every mus­cle in his arms and legs ached with the ef­fort to hold him­self up on the spade. He couldn’t find the words but he would do any­thing to es­cape: stop rob­bing, stop killing, stop any­thing. Hell, he’d do­nate mon­ey to or­phans.

Balar’s toes fi­nal­ly caught on the wi­ndowsill. Gasp­ing in tri­umph, he shift­ed his po­si­tion and put his weight on his foot so he could yank his shov­el free. The blade eas­i­ly slipped out with the prop­er grip; it was part of the mag­ic when he had en­cha­nted it.

Be­neath him, the liv­ing plants were in a fury as they chased af­ter the riv­er of blood that po­ured out from his body.

A wave of dizzi­ness slammed into him. His fi­ngers grew slack.

“No!” he screamed and forced his fi­ngers to grip tighter. He reached out for the side of the fence but missed.

“Please!” he gasped. “I pro­mise I’ll nev­er do this a­gain!”

He swung a­gain.

“I swear!” he screamed at the top of his lungs.

To his re­lief, his fi­ngers caught the edge of the fence. For the bri­efest of mo­ments, he could hold him­self still but then his fi­ngers be­gan to slide on the rain-drenched edge. De­spe­rate, he dropped his shov­el and grabbed the fence with both hands.

“Fuck!” he screamed.

Balar wasn’t a fool. He al­ready knew what would hap­pen if he tried to res­cue his in­stru­ment.

Us­ing the last of his strength, he hauled him­self over the fence and threw him­self over the oth­er side. It was too dark to see but he tried to throw his arms a­head of him to catch him­self.

The gro­und crunched into his body. The bones in his one shoul­der snapped fol­lowed by his one good leg. Grav­i­ty’s cru­el claws drove him hard­er into the gro­und with a flash of te­a­ring mus­cles and more bro­ken bones.

The im­pact drove the air from his lungs. He strug­gled to move, his mouth o­pe­ning and clos­ing but no air flowed into his stu­nned body.

With tears in his eyes, he lo­oked up to see so­me­one stand­ing in the back door of the neigh­bor’s house. Their forms were only a blur in the rain and his agony.

Sha­king, he held up one hand. His lips worked silent­ly, try­ing to beg for help, but no noise came out.

Obliv­ion rushed up, po­und­ing in his ears and darke­ning his vi­sion. He didn’t know what would kill him, blood loss or the bloody ros­es next door. If he man­aged to sur­vive, Balar knew he would hon­or his pro­mise. No more killing, more steal­ing.

Only if he lived.

“P-Please?” he gasped be­fore slump­ing the gro­und.
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        Regrets


        
Se­crets are like po­i­so­nous snakes stuffed into your pants.
—Co­nfes­sions of the Soul

It took all of Balar’s willpow­er to stop mov­ing but he couldn’t con­cen­trate on re­ma­i­ning still for only a few sec­onds at a time. Twi­n­ging mus­cles and bone-deep aches forced him to move a­gain. There was no com­fort­able po­si­tion, no way to arrange his body that wouldn’t hurt sec­onds lat­er.

Every time he moved, sharp pains radi­ated from his inju­ries. Cuts and scrapes cove­ring his limbs were noth­ing new, but he had nev­er had so many across so much of his body. He glanced down at his limbs and hat­ed se­e­ing so many of them criss­crossed with bloody and sta­ined ban­dages.

His gaze fo­cused on his left leg. More im­por­tant­ly, his at­ten­tion sharp­ened on where it e­nded six inch­es past the joint of his hip. There was noth­ing there ex­cept for heav­i­ly wrapped ban­dages so­aked with blood.

One of the pale-ski­nned heal­ers came in, a sour-faced man we­a­ring red and white. He had a small tray of rolled ban­dages and a knife. With a glare, he came over and set it down on the table next to Balar. “The guards will be back for you in a few hours.” There was no com­pas­sion in the ba­ri­tone voice.

Days ago, Balar would have said noth­ing. Noth­ing good ever hap­pened by pro­cla­i­ming i­nno­cence or try­ing to deny it. How­ev­er, the brush with death and hor­ror still ha­u­nted him and he fo­und it im­pos­si­ble to not say some­thing. “No doubt,” came his qu­iet re­ply.

It wasn’t many words, but for Balar, it felt like he had just co­nfessed to a mur­der. He took a deep breath and let it es­cape through his teeth. I­nward­ly, he be­rat­ed him­self for even let­ting two words es­cape.

He re­pe­ated the mantra that had kept him safe for years: don’t talk to the heal­ers, the guards are nev­er your fri­ends, just keep qu­iet.

The heal­er grabbed Balar’s left thigh and dug his fi­ngers into the joint. With a twist, he pulled the in­jured limb to the edge of the bed.

Pa­in cut across Balar’s sens­es. He arched his back and the rest of his breath came out in a loud hiss of agony.

“You are a damned mur­der­er. Eve­ry­one knows it.” The heal­er ya­nked down, te­a­ring off the ban­dages in a sin­gle swoop. “The guards wouldn’t have brought you here and they wouldn’t have cha­ined you to a bed if you were i­nno­cent.”

With a cry, Balar gripped the edge of the bed tight­ly. The iron man­a­cle a­ro­und his wrist rat­tled loud­ly. The pain te­a­ring through him made it im­pos­si­ble for him to cor­rect the heal­er; he was a thief who wasn’t op­posed to killing any­one who got in his way. So­mehow, he doubt­ed the heal­er would ap­pre­ci­ate the dis­tinc­tion.

The heal­er ges­tured down to the sev­ered end of his leg. The en­tire end had been co­ated in a thick, sticky poul­tice that kept him from bleed­ing to death and stave off i­nfec­tions. “Too bad who­ev­er did this didn’t aim high­er. A foot and you’d be less than a man.” He scoffed. “Or at least gut you prop­er­ly. The world will be a bet­ter place with your corpse.”

The urge to say some­thing rose up but even Balar had trou­ble be­liev­ing it. The heal­er would laugh at him if he said he cut it off to avoid a su­per­nat­ur­al plant that had bur­rowed into his leg and was try­ing to eat him out from the in­side. He shud­dered and clamped his mouth shut. The guards we­ren’t your fri­ends, he told him­self. Don’t trust any­one.

The heal­er grum­bled as he bent over to in­spect the wo­und. With a frown fur­ro­wing his brow, he le­aned over and pe­ered at it. “What of the Di­vine Grace?”

Balar tensed. The me­mo­ries of his am­pu­ta­tion came back, of the ter­ri­ble sen­sa­tions of plant ten­drils dig­ging into his flesh and along his bones as they crawled for his crotch. It was as if worms were eat­ing him out from the in­side. He had cut off his leg in des­per­a­tion to stop the plant.

Even the thought of the plants ca­used pha­ntom wrig­gling to ca­ress a­gainst his sens­es. He i­mag­ined the ten­drils had re­turned, bur­ro­wing up a­ro­und his bones as they tried to kill him a­gain.

The heal­er didn’t look up. In­stead, he shoved his fi­ngers into the bloody wo­und and be­gan to twist and probe.

Balar let out a sob of pain. He twist­ed try­ing to es­cape the heal­er’s prob­ing. The man­a­cles rat­tled loud­ly.

The heal­er let out a chuck­le and then start­ed to pull.

“Damn the gods!” Balar’s voice echoed a­gainst the walls, high­er pitch than he had ever heard be­fore.

“Got it!” cried the heal­er. He pulled on some­thing.

It felt like a tho­u­sand thorns were te­a­ring out of his leg.

The sharp smell of blood flo­oded the air. The heal­er slow­ly drew out some­thing long and string-like. It was a plant ten­dril; the end of which was deep in­side his stom­ach, twist­ing a­ro­und his or­gans. With every tug the heal­er made, Balar felt it slip­ping off of his hip bones and rip­ping out from his groin.

Balar let one last cry. “Fuck!”

The heal­er ya­nked it free. The bloody ten­dril swung back and forth. Frown­ing, he stepped away and pe­ered at it. “This is a root. What is a root do­ing in you leg?”

Pant­i­ng, Balar stared at it and whim­pered. It had got­ten de­eper into his body than he thought. It was writhing in­side him. He shud­dered with the sen­sa­tion as his i­ma­gi­na­tion be­gan to paint more squirm­ing ten­drils across his sens­es, a pha­ntom feel­ing of death i­n­ching clos­er but nev­er re­a­ching the deep ache of what­ev­er the root had just torn open.

The door to the cham­ber ba­nged open. A red-clo­aked guard came swe­e­ping in. He had a mas­sive pole we­apon, a hal­berd of some sort. It crack­led with en­er­gy and the lights in the room flick­ered in re­spo­nse.

The heal­er turned with a shock. “You can’t have that thing in here! We have peo­ple re­cove­ring from inju­ries and you could kill them with the feed­back.”

“They’re fine,” snapped the guard. He lo­oked a­ro­und the room and then he­aded straight to­ward Balar. The butt of his we­apon thud­ded a­gainst the gro­und, rat­tling the floor boards more than just foot­steps would have pro­vid­ed.

Balar cri­nged. He didn’t like the guards but the mage-cap­tains were the worse. They had mag­ic and were al­ways pu­shing with their ques­tions.

The cap­tain stopped next to Balar’s bed. “I’m Mage-Cap­tain Wathin, the in­vesti­gator.”

“Co­ming to ar­rest him?” asked the heal­er, still hold­ing up the bloody root.

“No, not at this po­int,” said a sec­ond mage-cap­tain in the door. The sec­ond one was an over­weight man with only a fri­nge of hair. He had the cap­tain’s bracelet but wasn’t we­a­ring the typ­i­cal cloak.

“Pity, the bas­tard de­serves to be in pri­son.” The heal­er tossed the root on the tray.

Balar stared at the ten­dril. Every­thing else was less im­por­tant than the over­whelm­ing fear that the plant still crawled in­side his body. His eyes ached with the ef­fort to see any hint of move­ment. Any sug­ges­tion that it was still alive.

The sec­ond mage came fur­ther into the room. “Our in­ves­ti­ga­tions have not con­clud­ed. We will not charge any­one un­til that po­int. Any­thing else would be a vi­o­la­tion of the law.”

The heal­er scoffed.

Wathin le­aned a­gainst the bed, be­tween Balar and the tray. “Balar, right?”

Balar lo­oked up. “Y-Yes, sir.”

Wathin was a hand­some man but he smelled of per­fume and smoke. Balar knew the type, a pret­ty boy who liked to play with oth­ers. He had the look and at­ti­tude of the bud­dy guard, the one that got you to co­nfess all your sins in ex­cha­nge for an easy smile and fri­end­ly but emp­ty pro­mis­es.

Balar’s jaw tight­ened. He had to be ca­re­ful a­ro­und the cap­tain. He lo­oked away from Wathin’s bright brown eyes and to­ward the tray with the bloody root. When he re­al­ized Wathin stood in the way, he tried to peer a­ro­und. The pha­ntom, squirm­ing sen­sa­tion in his leg re­dou­bled un­til he had to slump down.

“So, Balar, what were you do­ing in The Ha­gril’s back­yard with your leg cut off? Seems kind of u­nu­sual, don’t you think?”

Balar glanced at the guard. Don’t say any­thing. Don’t trust the po­lice.

Wathin fo­cused off a dis­arm­ing smile at him. “Who cut off your leg? That wo­und was very straight and clean. I’d say a sword cut and I know you don’t have one of those on you.”

Balar al­most said some­thing, but he couldn’t. The guards couldn’t be trust­ed. They could nev­er be trust­ed.

“He isn’t go­ing to say any­thing, Wathin,” said the oth­er mage with a chuck­le.

“Why do you say that, Mudd?”

“Ten­sion in the mus­cles, the flex in his cheeks. Not to men­tion, he is fo­cused on the co­n­tents of the tray more than you. He’s a mouse­trap.”

Balar tensed and lo­oked up sharp at the oth­er mage, Mudd.

Mudd didn’t seem to be tri­umphant or prob­ing. There wasn’t any exci­te­ment in his voice; in fact, he se­emed more clin­i­cal and mo­no­tone than Balar would have ex­pect­ed. The mage walked to the tray and pe­ered at it. Balar couldn’t see what he was lo­o­king at.

The mage bent over be­fore pulling out a pair of white leather gloves and slip­ping them on. He picked up the bloody root and in­spect­ed it ca­re­ful­ly.

Balar’s pha­ntom sen­sa­tions grew and he squirmed with dis­com­fort.

Wathin stepped away from both of them, turn­ing a­ro­und and stand­ing next to the heal­er.

Fight­ing back the urge to whim­per in pain, Balar watched Mudd ca­re­ful­ly.

“This is a root, isn’t it? Looks like the tap root of a pe­re­n­nial of some sort.”

Wathin said, “You saw plen­ty of those in the neigh­bor’s house. The en­tire place is lit­tered with them.” He shud­dered. “Too many plants, as far as I’m con­cerned.”

Balar’s head snapped up. He lo­oked in fear at Wathin’s and Mudd’s face. Nei­ther lo­oked like they were a­bout to ar­rest him for mur­der.

“Yes, but for an a­ba­n­doned house, those plants were in ex­cel­lent up­keep. Not to men­tion, a well-man­i­cured back­yard.”

Balar al­most missed what Mudd said. A­ba­n­doned? The house wasn’t a­ba­n­doned. He dis­tinct­ly re­mem­bered killing the old lady in the back. His body tensed when he re­mem­bered what came next. She wasn’t an old lady, the in­side of her corpse had been filled with flow­ers and roots.

“A few ques­tions, if you don’t mind,” Mudd said. He set down to the root and then pulled a no­te­book out of his pock­et. He wrote some­thing down for a few mo­ments and then cir­cled a­ro­und the bed. “What sev­ered your leg?”

Balar clamped his mouth shut. His mind still ran fu­ri­ous­ly. If he re­ma­ined silent, then they could just get him for bre­a­king and e­n­te­ring the house, not mur­der.

Mudd lo­oked at him and then back to his in­jury. “Sharp blade. Looks like a sin­gle cut of con­si­de­r­able force. Judg­ing from the cut marks, the blade was wide. At least sev­en inch­es across.”

“A sev­en-inch sword? Sure it wasn’t a down­ward slash?” asked Wathin with a frown fur­ro­wing his brow. Mudd was obvi­ous­ly say­ing some­thing that ei­ther dis­turbed or sur­prised Wathin.

“No, I de­ter­mined the pro­file of the we­apon from cuts I fo­und along the front door and flo­o­ring. The same in­stru­ment was used on the front gate. De­spite the wide blade, it was used for sla­shing and pierc­ing.”

Wathin le­aned to­ward Balar. “Do you have a sword?”

Balar strug­gled. There was noth­ing good talk­ing to the guards, even if he was hon­est. He lo­oked up at Wathin and couldn’t help but want to re­spond. He gro­aned and fought it for a mo­ment, then he sighed. “No.”

“What cut off your leg?” asked Wathin.

Balar glared at him. Ke­e­ping qu­iet du­ring i­nter­ro­ga­tion was al­ways the hard­est, but he was a free man beca­use he knew the mer­its of ke­e­ping his mouth qu­iet. He shook his head.

Wathin sighed. “Come on, was it a fri­end of yours?”

Balar re­fused to an­swer.

Mudd chuck­led.

Wathin sighed. “What?”

“Mo­use­trap.”

“Mo­use… damn it.” Wathin turned back to Balar. “Do you want to go back to the guard­house? I could throw you into i­nter­ro­ga­tion.”

“Please,” mut­tered the heal­er. “Get him off the street.”

Mudd and Wathin turned on the heal­er. Nei­ther said any­thing but the ten­sion in the room grew un­com­fort­ably.

The heal­er twist­ed for a mo­ment. “I-I should fin­ish wrap­ping this up.”

“Please,” said Mudd.

No one said any­thing as the heal­er fin­ished treat­ing Balar’s wo­unds. Then, with a huff, he left and shut the door firm­ly be­hind him.

Balar tensed.

Mudd le­aned over and picked up Balar’s clothes. Set­ting them on the end of the chair, he in­spect­ed each piece in­clud­ing turn­ing his boots over. “I no­tice you have mud and bro­ken leaves from the plants in the front gar­dens from next door, 28C.”

He plucked a crushed petal cov­ered in blood from one of the ridges. “The species of this plant is dis­tinct, I have nev­er enco­u­n­tered them any­where ex­cept in that house and yard.”

Balar tensed.

Mudd moved up. He took Balar’s hand.

Sur­prised, Balar didn’t re­sist.

“Are you a farmer?”

“I used to be.” Balar re­al­ized he had giv­en away some­thing that could be used a­gainst him. The guards were not a fri­end, he told him­self.

Mudd pe­ered down at Balar’s fi­ngers. “Yet you have steadi­ly used some­thing with a rel­a­tive­ly thick shaft. Judg­ing from the cal­lus­es, I would say you…” His voice trailed off.

Balar tensed and lo­oked at both of the guards.

The mage re­leased his hand and stepped back. He pulled out a no­te­book and be­gan to flip through the pages.

“Mudd? You have some­thing?”

“Yes…” Mudd’s said dis­tract­ed­ly. “I’m lo­o­king for…”

The mage did not say any­thing for a long mo­ment.

Wathin sighed and le­aned a­gainst Balar’s bed. “That’s the prob­lem with Mudd. He is very fo­cused on find­ing the source of a crime. Of course, if you were to ex­plain why so­me­one cut off your leg—”

“No one cut off his leg, Wathin.” Mudd still flipped through his book with­out lo­oked up.

Balar tensed.

“What?”

“He did it to him­self with a… a… shov­el I think. Wide blade. Should be a­bout eight inch­es across and sharp, maybe mag­i­cal­ly so.”

Balar felt all the blood drain from his face. The world spun a­ro­und him and he clutched the rail­ing tight­ly. They were go­ing to ar­rest him. He was go­ing to be in pri­son for the rest of his life.

Wathin lo­oked down in sur­prise. “You cut off your own leg?”

Trem­bling, the words spilled out of Balar’s mouth be­fore he could stop them. “Y-Yes.”

“Why?”

Balar man­aged to clamp down on any oth­er words.

Wathin turned to look at Mudd. “Why?”

The bald mage didn’t look up. “Judg­ing from his re­ac­tion to the bloody root next to you, of which was pulled out of his leg as we were e­n­te­ring the room, and a sug­ges­tion of self-in­jury, I’m go­ing to say that he was in mor­tal per­il.”

Mudd fi­nal­ly put down his no­te­book. “Don’t you think it’s i­n­ter­est­ing that the house is on the reg­istry with­out any re­asons?”

Wathin shrugged. “Most of the reg­istry is blank.”

Balar lo­oked back and forth. “R-Reg­istry?”

Wathin rest­ed an easy hand on his shoul­der, the kind ges­ture set­ting off warn­ing bells in the back of Balar’s head. “Reg­istry of For­bid­den Lo­cales. It’s the list of places the guards are not to in­vesti­gate or al­low any­one to break in du­ring a dark and stormy night.”

The pha­ntom squirm­ing sen­sa­tion re­dou­bled. Balar shift­ed his leg as he fought the urge to reach down and see if there were plants still crawl­ing un­der­neath the skin.

Mudd stared at Balar. “Would you be will­ing to make a deal with me?”

Wathin’s hand tensed.

Balar shook his head. Nev­er make deals, nev­er trust the guards.

Mudd sighed. “I want to know what tried to kill you. I sus­pect you a­ren’t pla­n­ning on bre­a­king into any more hous­es in the near fu­ture, are you? Maybe use this op­por­tu­ni­ty to stop your life of crime?”

Balar thought back to his screamed-out prayer as he was crawl­ing for his life. He said he would stop rob­bing. It hung in the back of his head, but there was a doubt. He didn’t have many oth­er skills be­sides steal­ing. With­out his leg, his op­tions were sig­nif­i­cant­ly cur­tailed.

Mudd flipped his book a­gain. “Dame Ha­gril re­ports he­a­ring a man scre­a­ming ‘Please. I pro­mise I’ll nev­er do this a­gain.’ Sec­onds lat­er, the sus­pect crawled over the fence and la­nded on the gro­und.”

Balar froze, his heart po­und­ing. Every­thing hurt and his skin crawled as he stared at Mudd with hor­ror and tre­pi­da­tion.

Wathin sighed. “You are re­al­ly go­ing to do this, Mudd?”

Mudd shrugged. “It serves the greater good.”

The two mages stared at each oth­er for a long mo­ment.

Then, with a sigh, Wathin shook his head. “You bet­ter be right a­bout this.” He pat­ted Balar on the shoul­der. “Bet­ter not be back here, Mo­use­trap.”

To Balar’s sur­prise, the com­bat mage grabbed his hal­berd and walked out of the room. His body could be seen through the door, but he didn’t walk away. In­stead, he le­aned on the far side of the door and shut it with his weight.

Slow­ly, Balar lo­oked back at Mudd.

The re­ma­i­ning mage glanced at the door. Then he picked up a chair and brought it over. “Balar is your giv­en name?”

Balar clamped his mouth shut.

“You came to Ro­u­gan three or so years ago?”

It was star­tling how close Mudd had guessed when Balar had left home to come to the big­ger city.

“I’ve been track­ing a se­ries of crimes since then with a com­mon pat­tern of a thief bre­a­king and e­n­te­ring us­ing a wide-ranged we­apon. While the crimes were most­ly fo­cused on high-pro­file rob­bery, there were a num­ber of mur­ders ex­e­cut­ed du­ring the process.”

The mo­no­tone way Mudd list­ed Balar’s crimes so­mehow made the li­tany more ter­ri­fy­ing.

Mudd ges­tured to Balar’s boots. “You haven’t cha­nged those since you ar­rived in town. The tread mark is some­what dis­tinc­tive and e­nough to sug­gest you were the cri­mi­nal in ques­tion.”

A whim­per es­caped Balar’s lips. He had been caught.

Mudd sighed and tapped his no­te­book. “I should have fig­ured out it was a spade. Wide blade made more sense giv­en the pat­tern of the wo­unds. En­cha­nted?”

Rapid­ly los­ing con­trol of the con­ver­sa­tion, Balar man­aged to keep his mouth shut.

“I heard of a set of farm im­ple­ments made by a for­mer we­apon smith in the Vil­lage of Kas.”

“M-my moth­er.” Balar re­al­ized he had just re­vealed more than he i­n­te­nded. “Shit.”

“You re­al­ize it was prob­a­bly de­stroyed. It isn’t a­mong the inve­nto­ry of 28C.”

The idea that his spade was miss­ing struck him like a blow. His moth­er had made it and four oth­ers for his broth­ers. Each one had been per­fect­ly craft­ed and en­cha­nted to be more ef­fec­tive. Only Balar had de­cid­ed to use it for the very pur­pose his moth­er de­test­ed: to kill.

Balar shook his head and lo­oked down.

“This might be an ap­pro­pri­ate time to re­vis­it that pro­mise you made.”

“Shit.”

“With­out your shov­el, hav­ing your leg ampu­tat­ed, and a near-death expe­ri­ence, I sus­pect you are at a cross­roads of life.” Mudd con­ti­nued to speak in a mo­no­tone, with­out a wa­ver or hint of emo­tion.

The mage closed his no­te­book. “You have some­thing I would like to trade. A sim­ple ex­cha­nge.”

Don’t trust guards. Nev­er trust deals.

“Be­tween your boots, spade, and time of ar­rival, I’m sure I can co­n­fi­dent­ly co­nnect you to twen­ty-three robbe­ries and six­teen mur­ders. Three years isn’t that long of a time and a num­ber of ques­tions would track your move­ments e­nough to e­nsure I could get a con­vic­tion for at least half of them. Fur­ther­more, with the mur­der we­apon i­den­ti­fied, I could prob­a­bly dou­ble the num­ber of po­ten­tial crimes.”

Balar choked. He lo­oked a­ro­und, wo­n­de­ring how hard it would be to es­cape his man­a­cles and throw him­self out of a wi­ndow. He wouldn’t get far with only one leg but it might be e­nough, Mudd lo­oked fat e­nough he would be a strug­gle.

Mudd held up a fi­nger. “As I sug­gest­ed, your cross­roads has giv­en me an op­por­tu­ni­ty to pop­u­late the reg­istry with in­for­ma­tion that could save lives. I don’t like miss­ing data, too many times a key piece of lost in­for­ma­tion could have saved lives.”

Balar gro­und his teeth to­geth­er. Don’t say any­thing.

“Giv­en that your ca­reer as a thief and mur­der­er ap­pears to have come to an end, I pro­pose a trade. I­nfor­ma­tion a­bout 28C in ex­cha­nge for me not co­nnect­ing you to your pre­vi­ous crimes.”

“Why would I trust you? You’re the city guard.”

Mudd shrugged. “That is the crux of the prob­lem. You have no re­ason to trust me and I be­ne­fit ei­ther way from your choice. Ei­ther I solve three years of cold cas­es and send you to pri­son—”

Balar squirmed.

“—or you give me de­tailed in­for­ma­tion of your expe­ri­ences of 28C and I fail to co­nnect you to your pre­vi­ous crimes.”

With the pres­sure of the ques­tion and the cold, cal­cu­lat­ing way Mudd pre­se­nted it, Balar shud­dered. It se­emed like an easy way out, a sim­ple way.

He shook his head. It was nev­er easy. The guards would screw over any­one to get their crime. Mudd would no doubt take it down as a co­nfes­sion and then charge him with the mur­ders.

Mudd stood up. The chair legs scraped a­gainst the gro­und. “I’m aware that you can­not trust me. There is no re­ason for you to do so and there is no proof that I will hon­or my end of the bar­gain.”

The mage shoved his no­te­book into his pock­et and then he­aded for the door. “My of­fer stands un­til you make a choice, a month pass­es, or I find your en­cha­nted shov­el.”

Balar tensed. He watched as Mudd o­pened the door.

Out­side, Wathin stepped for­ward and turned a­ro­und.

Mudd ges­tured him to the side. “Come on, Wathin, de­ci­sions have to be made.”

“De­ci­sions?” asked the oth­er cap­tain.

“Not by us.”

Wathin glanced at Balar and then shrugged. To­geth­er, they turned and he­aded away.

Balar made a choice, a de­spe­rate and fran­tic one. “Cap­tain!”

Mudd turned and pe­ered into the room.

“Both of you pro­mise? A deal?” I­nward­ly, he screamed at him­self. Don’t trust the guards. But, he also didn’t have much of a choice. It was only a mat­ter of days be­fore Mudd fo­und Balar’s shov­el and he would be thrown in jail. At least a deal would give him a chance.

Mudd turned back. “I made the of­fer.”

Wathin sighed. “I trust Mudd’s judg­ment. Not to men­tion, he’s the fo­ren­sic mage. If I don’t hear any­thing, then I can’t do any­thing.” He tapped his hal­berd a­gainst the gro­und and turned to stride away.

Mudd watched him and then re-e­n­tered the room. Shut­ting the door, he pulled out his no­te­book. “Let’s trade.”

Balar knew he was go­ing to be ma­king a ter­ri­ble mis­take. Years of ke­e­ping qu­iet and now he was go­ing to co­nfess to a crime.

“Now, you were walk­ing down the street at mid­night and no­ticed the door of 28C was open. Nat­u­ral­ly, as a good citi­zen, were there any oth­er de­tails you no­tice?”

Stu­nned, Balar stared at him in sur­prise.

Wathin gro­aned. “Damn it, Mudd.”

Mudd ig­nored the oth­er cap­tain. He sat down on a chair and held up his no­te­book. “Well, you wouldn’t have been cas­ing the joint to rob it. So, you de­cid­ed to see if there was so­me­one in da­nger? Or was it just an open door that con­cerned you?”

Balar lo­oked back and forth.

Wathin strode over to a chair on the far side of the room. He grabbed it and then dragged it loud­ly to the door. Turn­ing it a­ro­und, he plant­ed him­self down. “Yes,” he said in a sar­don­ic voice. “You were just an i­nno­cent man who had noth­ing but good i­n­ten­tions.”

The thief lo­oked back and forth.

“Just go with it, Balar. Mudd is try­ing to be nice.”

Balar start­ed to whis­per his mantra but then stopped. “Fine, I was…”

“… walk­ing down the the street…” prompt­ed Mudd.

“… when I no­ticed the door open.” Be­fore he knew it, he was re­veal­ing the deals of his own rob­bery to two cap­tains, some­thing he would have nev­er done an hour be­fore.
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        Betrayal


        
The will of the gods is sub­tle and fleet­ing, but for the stone-he­aded man, some­times a more se­ri­ous blow is requ­ired to re­mind him of their will.
—The Will of the Di­vine Cou­ple

A cold wind blew down the street, kick­ing up flecks of snow and draw­ing rip­ples in the slush. Balar shiv­ered and clutched the rat­ty bla­nket tighter a­ro­und his shoul­ders. The small met­al cup in his hand clicked with the two co­ins at the bot­tom. It hadn’t been a very pro­duc­tive day but he was ho­ping to get at least a crown be­fore night­fall; that way, he could af­ford a hot meal at the lo­cal church in­stead of his u­sual hunk of jerky with a bit of bread and wa­ter.

His stom­ach rum­bled and a he­adache throbbed along the right side of his head. It had been a long time since he had e­aten to his fill. It all start­ed three months ago when he de­cid­ed to turn his back on his life of crime and try to make an hon­est liv­ing. Hav­ing to cut off his own leg to sur­vive a ha­u­nted house filled with killer plants was a good re­ason; it was im­pos­si­ble to rob so­me­one with­out a left leg.

His skills we­ren’t su­itable for clean liv­ing and there was no way the Three Gods could con­vince him to re­turn home. No one in his vil­lage liked him nor could he come back with his tail be­tween his legs.

An­oth­er wind tick­led his nose. He tugged up the scarf and lo­oked a­ro­und at the road. He had camped out near the cor­ner of two busy roads, but it was af­ter the nor­mal work­ing hours. The sun had al­ready dipped be­low the hori­zon and the last of the light was weak­ly drag­ging its corpse across the skies. His prospects for beg­ging lo­oked slim.

Balar sighed. He should have lied to the guard. He should have fo­und a way of rob­bing hous­es and stores. It didn’t re­al­ly mat­ter if his miss­ing leg would have made that im­pos­si­ble. All that mat­tered was the knot in his stom­ach and the shive­ring that wouldn’t stop.

To his left, he heard boots cru­n­ching on ice. Drag­ging his scarf down his face, he steeled him­self a­gainst the cold and held up the carved wo­oden cup in his hands. “Just a few crowns, sir,” he asked the pass­ing man we­a­ring a black In­ver­ness cape.

The stranger stopped and turned a­ro­und. “Bal?”

When Balar didn’t reg­is­ter, he pulled back a knit­ted cap from his head to re­veal a face that Balar had seen be­fore: Stel­er, a pro­tégé back when Balar worked with teams to strip away hous­es while the occu­pants were at par­ties. Stel­er had the same phi­los­o­phy as Balar did at the time: get every­thing of val­ue, kill any­one who saw.

“What are you do­ing down there, Bal?” Stel­er spun on his heavy boots and came over. He squat­ted down. “I haven’t seen you in months.”

“Had a bad spill.” It felt strange talk­ing to a man who had once called Balar “a great teacher” and gave a perce­n­tage of his take for al­most a year in fees.

Stel­er’s eyes sca­nned over Balar’s body. It was the look of a pro­fes­si­onal thief, no doubt lo­o­king for any­thing of val­ue. Then the eyes fo­cused on Balar’s half-cov­ered left leg.

With­out a word, Balar tugged the bla­nket away to re­veal where his leg e­nded a­bout six inch­es from the hip. The wo­und had healed over but there were still dis­col­ored flesh and a few scabs left from his in­jury.

Stel­er whis­tled. “I heard you got hurt, but I nev­er re­al­ized it was that bad.”

Balar re­sist­ed the urge to snap. Be­fore he lost his leg, he thought he had a tho­u­sand fri­ends that would jump up and help. In­stead, they left him be­hind to fend for him­self. Once he had no more val­ue in steal­ing or spend­ing mon­ey, he ceased to ex­ist in their eyes. He tugged the bla­nket over his leg. “Bad spill.”

Telling eve­ry­one that he fell was much eas­i­er than ex­pla­i­ning that he used a mag­i­cal shov­el to cut off his leg to avoid the su­per­nat­ur­al plants. His hand twitched but he didn’t scratch him­self; at least the sen­sa­tion of hav­ing roots crawl­ing in his leg had fad­ed in the last month. Now, it was al­most nor­mal ex­cept for the star­va­tion, freez­ing, and lone­li­ness.

Stel­er lo­oked a­ro­und and then held out his hand. “Come on, old man. Let’s get you warm and maybe get you back into the game.”

Balar hesi­tat­ed for a mo­ment but the pro­mise of warmth lured him. He took the of­fered hand. As Stel­er pulled him to his feet, Balar used his crutch for bal­ance. It took him a mo­ment to steady him­self and then an­oth­er to gath­er his things.

Stel­er shook his head in dis­ap­po­int­ment and then turned his shoul­der in a clear ges­ture for Balar to use it. “Come on.”

Balar gripped the cape tight­ly and to­geth­er they he­aded down the street. It was a pa­i­nful­ly slow process, with Stel­er’s heavy boots a co­u­nter­po­int to Balar’s crutch­es.

“I got a big job go­ing on,” Stel­er said as they walked. “I’ve been pla­n­ning for bet­ter part of three months. Co­ming up with the con­ti­n­gen­cies like you sug­gest­ed, try­ing to find the most ef­fi­ci­ent way to get in and then out. I could use your help in spot­ting things I missed.”

Balar felt his thoughts re­turn­ing to his hap­pi­er days. “How big of a crew?”

“Six. I got Two Toes, Kisnar, Fa­ngol, Spit­toon, and the Hawk Twins.”

“Pret­ty yo­ung crew.”

Stel­er shrugged. “Fa­ngol and Toes been at it for a few years. Those are my po­ints. And if you got Toes—”

Balar chuck­led. “Then you get Kisnar. At least they are ke­e­ping their wed­ding vows. Twins are on watch?”

Stel­er nod­ded and then po­int­ed to an al­ley. “Down there. No, the Twins are do­ing the sec­ond sto­ry, hit the bank from three di­rec­tions. Spit­ton is watch this time. He’s got a new me­chan­i­cal bow that can punch a foot-deep hole into stone at three chains.”

Balar nod­ded. It felt good to do some­thing, any­thing. He missed it.

Stel­er slipped away to open an u­nmarked door on the side of the al­ley. He ges­tured in­side.

His crutch rat­tling, Baler took the in­vite and worked his way down the three short steps. He hat­ed the feel­ing that he was only inch­es from miss­ing and falling. It was just one more re­mi­nder how crip­pled he had be­come.

The ba­se­ment room lo­oked like every sto­rage hall Balar had cla­ndes­tine meet­ings in be­fore: a lantern ha­n­ging from the ceil­ing joists, an im­promp­tu table made from crates, and pa­pers tacked onto the side of more crates. He had made more than a few plans to break in so­me­one’s house or busi­ness in rooms like the one in front of him.

Balar sca­nned the la­bels. They were all yarns and tex­tiles and dyes. He could smell the chem­i­cal scent that perme­ated the room, it must have been a fab­ric weav­ing busi­ness.

Four men and two women lo­oked up from va­ri­ous places in the room. He had met all of him, but none of them since he lost his leg. They we­ren’t fri­ends but they also were e­ne­mies.

No one moved. Balar could feel the snow drip­ping off his face.

Stel­er came a­ro­und him. “He’s just here to check our work.”

Two Toes, a sour-faced woman with black lip­stick, glared at Balar. “He’s been out of it for a while.”

Her wife, Kisnar, smacked her light­ly. “He isn’t go­ing with us, right, Stel?”

Balar shook his head. The warmth of the ba­se­ment was more than he had in days. He wa­nted to crawl into the fab­ric and sleep un­til spring. Or at least, to get out of the wind.

“Good,” said Toes in a curt voice.

Stel­er guid­ed Baler to the table. The first thing the old thief saw were di­a­grams for a bank. The spi­ral pat­tern was dis­tinct for Tarsan-style banks, with re­i­nforced walls and guard posts. It was a big bank, prob­a­bly one of the twelve that deal with trade monies through the va­ri­ous net­works.

Balar sca­nned across the de­signs. He was glad to see that Stel­er had learned from one of Be­lar’s ear­li­er mis­takes and didn’t add i­den­ti­fy­ing names. How­ev­er, he was fa­mil­iar with most de­signs and could i­den­ti­fy the bank by the lay­out.

Spit­ton, an old woman knit­ting in the cor­ner, sighed. “I’m go­ing to be dead be­fore you fin­ish lo­o­king at it.”

“Well,” Balar said as he test­ed the table. It could hold his weight and he rest­ed a­gainst it. “If you are go­ing to rob a Ralonix, it prob­a­bly wouldn’t hurt to take your time and do it right.”

He lo­oked up to see Stel­er’s mus­cles tighte­ning. Po­i­nt­ed­ly, he ges­tured to a list of sched­ules with last names on that. “Use ali­ases for sched­ules, re­mem­ber? Roost­er, mouse, snake? Nev­er i­den­ti­fy peo­ple on pa­per.”

“Damn it,” mut­tered Stel­er. “How did you know it was a Ralonix?”

Balar le­aned on his crutch to po­int be­hind the co­u­nters. “Ralonix al­ways had these triple doors and no oth­er bank has them. Plus the way the com­mu­ni­ca­tion of­fices are arranged. This bank likes to have them in one big room to watch over them while oth­ers spread them out to avoid feed­back.”

Some of the ten­sion left the room.

Balar smiled to him­self. Maybe he could get a job pla­n­ning heists? He had a lot of knowl­edge it would use the skills he head. More im­por­tant­ly, he wouldn’t be rob­bing any­one him­self.

It was a tech­ni­cal po­int, but the gods wouldn’t be­grudge him a warm home, right?

He fol­lowed the va­ri­ous lines that the crew had arranged. An as­sault on the front and back at the same time. They went through a cou­ple loops of the spi­ral. A­bout a third of the walls were marked in col­ors, the oth­ers left blank. When he spot­ted a place where the lines went through a wall to get be­hind a guard post, he stopped. Le­a­ning over with a grunt, he tapped it. “Go­ing through here?”

Toes gru­nted. “There is a heav­i­ly-guard­ed post a­ro­und that cor­ner, co­ming a­ro­und while they are dis­tract­ed by the first squad is the only way we’ll crack it.”

Balar shook his head be­fore tap­ping the wall. “That isn’t a good idea.”

The fe­male rob­ber stood up. “Like shit it isn’t. I went through those walls my­self. The ones with wards are marked clear­ly, I dou­ble checked! If you think I’m go­ing to po­und my way through a ward, you’re stu­pid as you smell!”

Balar steeled him­self. He tried to fa­vor the rash rob­ber with an easy smile. “These are de­signed by De­crail.”

She scoffed.

“The al­chemist?”

“So?”

Balar tensed. “The one who is fond of putting acid in glass and nestling it be­tween walls that lo­oked like obvi­ous weak po­ints?”

Her eyes grew wider and her arm tensed.

He tapped the map. “This is only one loop from the vault. You have to as­sume that every wall that isn’t ward­ed is go­ing to be al­chem­i­cal­ly trapped in­stead. It lasts lo­nger, is hard­er to de­tect with mag­ic. When you were sca­n­ning, did the wards seem re­al­ly pow­er­ful?”

Toes gro­und her teeth to­geth­er.

Kisnar nod­ded. “They were. Re­al­ly bright.”

“That’s to hide the mag­ic in the traps. It gives you a false sense of se­cu­ri­ty be­fore your face melts off.”

“Then what do you have in mind, old man?” asked Toes with a sharp tone.

“I sug­gest—”

Any word that came out of his mouth e­nded when he felt some­thing crawl­ing along his left leg. It was del­i­cate, no more than an earth­worm bur­ro­wing through the earth. Ex­cept that it wasn’t on his skin, it was deep in­side the mus­cle. A quiver of some­thing that shouldn’t have been there.

Me­mo­ries rushed back, of the fran­tic des­per­a­tion to cut off his own leg to pre­vent the su­per­nat­ur­al plants from crawl­ing through his flesh. He had begged the gods to save him, if he only stopped rob­bing.

“Bal?” said Stel­er in qu­iet voice. “Are you okay?”

The wig­gling sen­sa­tion grew more pro­no­unced. He couldn’t tell if it was mov­ing up or his i­ma­gi­na­tion, but he could eas­i­ly pic­ture it sna­king through his mus­cles and bur­ro­wing de­eper, curl­ing a­ro­und the bones for pur­chase like some weed.

He thought a­bout his mus­ings only a few min­utes ear­li­er. Was the sen­sa­tion co­ming from the gods? Were they re­mind­ing him that he had pro­mised to stop crime if he lived.

Trem­bling, he reached down and pressed his hand a­gainst his leg. He couldn’t feel any­thing un­der­neath his fi­ngers, but the squirm­ing sen­sa­tion con­ti­nued to wig­gle in­side him.

“Bal?”

The gods had to be talk­ing to him.

“I-I have to go,” Balar said. “It’s good. Just be… be ca­re­ful of the traps.”

He turned and hob­bled to­ward the door. “Sor­ry,” he said.

With the eyes bo­ring into his back, he fum­bled with the stairs and then the door han­dle. He start­ed to tilt back un­til he grabbed it with both hands and twist­ed hard. Flushed with em­bar­rass­ment, he snatched his crutch and limped out­side.

The door closed be­hind him.

The wrig­gling sen­sa­tion con­ti­nued to writhe in­side him. He could i­mag­ine it was dig­ging into his i­ntestines, squ­eez­ing in places that ca­used his pulse to race.

“Stop,” he whis­pered. “Just stop gro­wing. I’m not go­ing to do it, I pro­mise.”

The mus­cles along his side con­ti­nued to spasm. He whim­pered and held him­self.

“Balar? What’s wrong?” Stel­er asked as he came out the door. He shut it be­hind him.

“N-Noth­ing. I just… just… I just lost my edge.”

Stel­er lo­oked into his eyes for a long co­unt. “Are you sure?”

“Y-Yeah. You’re go­ing to do great, it’s a good plan.”

With a frown, Stel­er stared.

Balar forced his hand away from his leg. “I pro­mise you. You’re go­ing to be rich.”

Stel­er pat­ted him on the shoul­der. Then he dropped his hand into Balar’s. When he pulled back, there was a few bills in his palm, each of them hun­dred crowns. It was more mon­ey than Balar had seen in months.

“Stel?”

Stel waved and turned away. “Be ca­re­ful, Balar. If you need me, leave a note at the Dru­n­ken Horse.”

It was a seedy dive that Balar used to fa­vor in bet­ter days. Many of the thieves and rob­bers drank there, at least un­til the next guard raid and then they would scat­tered to dozens of oth­ers equal­ly dis­gust­ing places.

Balar shoved the bills into his pock­et. If he stretched it out, he get a small bit of warm food and the che­apest board­er house to make it through the wi­nter.

Hat­ing how his life had cha­nged, Balar situ­ated his crutch and be­gan to hob­ble down the al­ley.

With every step, the writhing in his leg and side felt like it was gro­wing worse. His i­ma­gi­na­tion pa­i­nted an im­age of roots wrap­ping a­ro­und his or­gans as the sharp­ened po­ints worked their way to­ward his heart and lungs.

He twist­ed in dis­com­fort. “Come on, I’m not rob­bing any­one.”

His breath fogged with his cry but the crawl­ing didn’t sub­side.

Strug­gling to move, Balar forced him­self to hob­ble down the street. There were a num­ber of cheap board­er hous­es. For a few ex­tra crowns a night, they would have some hot food in the morn­ing for the te­nants. The idea of hav­ing some com­fort, and at least one hot meal, kept him go­ing for al­most a block.

The writhing sen­sa­tion re­dou­bled.

Gro­wing more pan­icked, he stopped and pulled up his clothes to stare at his wo­und. The icy touch of wind a­gainst his bare flesh hurt, but it was noth­ing com­pared to the hor­ror he ex­pect­ed to see.

Noth­ing lo­oked out of the or­di­nary, oth­er than the dread of hav­ing some sort killer plant gro­wing in his body like it was a pot of dirty.

It had to be the gods. It had to be the world telling him that he had vi­o­lat­ed his oath.

He whim­pered and lo­oked a­ro­und at the emp­ty street. He couldn’t cut it out this time, not with the feel­ing that it was bur­ro­wing deep into his gut.

A few blocks away, a pair of city guards start­ed to walk down the street to­ward him.

Balar thought a­bout the two mage-cap­tains that had questi­oned him when he first es­caped the back­yard where he enco­u­n­tered the killer plants. One of them, the fat one, had sur­prised him by trad­ing in­for­ma­tion a­bout how he lost in leg in ex­cha­nge for walk­ing free.

He frowned. “What was his name. Wat… no… Dirt. Dirty. Slime. Mud. Mudd!” Mudd, the strange­ly mo­no­tone cap­tain with prob­ing ques­tions. Maybe he could ap­pease the gods by talk­ing to him.

Balar froze. Was he re­al­ly go­ing to be­tray Stel­er and the oth­ers by telling a guard what was happe­ning? He couldn’t. The un­der­bel­ly of the city would gut him in an in­stant.

More im­por­tant­ly, guards were not his fri­ends. Noth­ing good ever hap­pened when he talked to the guards.

A twinge in his leg made his de­ci­sion for him.

Balar crossed the road and he­aded to­ward the guards. “Ex­cuse me? I have a ques­tion.”

Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, Balar was hob­bling to­ward the edge of the dis­trict. The guards had pro­mised to send word to Mudd but Balar didn’t trust them. All guards were ass­holes. But they did tell him that Mudd was in­ves­ti­gat­ing a mur­der at the edge of the Gold­stone Dis­trict. It was only twen­ty or so blocks.

The wig­gling sen­sa­tion kept him com­pa­ny, re­mind­ing him that he had be­trayed the gods with his de­sire for warmth and food and the old days.

A plain-lo­o­king woman go­ing the op­po­site di­rec­tion sud­den­ly turned a­ro­und and then came up even with him. “Balar?”

He jumped. “Y-Yes?”

She reached up to tug her white leather gloves over her hands. He stared at them for a sec­ond, re­mem­be­ring the same type of gloves on Mudd when Balar was questi­oned.

A prick­le of fear ran along his spine. He glanced at her, at the sober out­fit and but­ton-down shirt. She lo­oked cold, as if she had a cloak but a­ba­n­doned it.

She dug into her pock­et and pulled out a no­te­book. On her wrist was a guard bracelet. The ruby in­di­cat­ed she was an­oth­er mage.

He stum­bled.

The woman caught his el­bow. “Ca­re­ful now, it’s slip­pery in this weath­er.” She lo­wered her voice. “I was told that you asked for Mudd?”

He glanced a­ro­und. No one se­emed to have no­ticed but the wi­ndows were open and there was al­ways so­me­one watch­ing. He ducked his head. “Yes. I was ho­ping… to talk to him.”

“A­bout what?” She had the same pierc­ing tone as Mudd.

Trem­bling, Balar reached down and pressed his hand and grabbed his stump. He could still feel the wrig­gling sen­sa­tion of the plant gro­wing in­side him. It was twist­ing a­ro­und his stom­ach and ma­king it hard to breath.

He hat­ed that he couldn’t tell if it was anx­i­ety and i­ma­gi­na­tion that made it im­pos­si­ble to tell if it was real.

“I… I broke my pro­mise. T-The one I made to him.”

She le­aned clos­er and spoke in a low voice that wasn’t qu­ite a whis­per. “Not to com­mit a crime?”

Le­a­ning back, she lo­oked him over. “It doesn’t look like you have a farm in­stru­ment. What was it? A hoe?”

Balar shook his head. “No, that’s my broth­er. I had the shov­el.”

She lo­oked sur­prised for a mo­ment and then shrugged. “He for­got to tell me that.”

“Do you think I could… talk to him, Cap­tain…?”

“Li­e­u­te­nant, but why don’t you call me Vi­o­la? It seems like you a­ren’t in a good place to use my ranks.”

“No,” he sighed. “I don’t think this ends well for me.”

“Want to talk a­bout it?”

Every­thing in­side him screamed out in protest. Don’t trust cops. Don’t tell them any­thing. They will nev­er do any­thing but be­tray you.

The squirm­ing sen­sa­tion in­cre­ased. He i­mag­ined he could feel the pres­sure bur­ro­wing their way to­ward his groin, a deep pain that was so far be­neath the sur­face that he could only feel it as pres­sure.

Sweat prick­led along his brow.

He tried to con­vince him­self the feel­ings were just his i­ma­gi­na­tion, a re­mem­bered ter­ror from his ill-fat­ed night. He was fine. It had been months and no plants had burst out of his chest since that hap­pened.

Why had it cha­nged now? He strug­gled with his emo­tions, on the edge of burst­ing into tears and los­ing it. He shook his head as he thought a­bout how the rest of the com­mu­ni­ty would han­dle it. They would slaugh­ter him, string him up and let him dan­gle. There was no chance talk­ing to the guards, even i­nno­cent­ly, could ever be seen in a promis­ing light.

Vi­o­la watched him, her gaze tak­ing his face. It felt as if she could hear his thoughts or see di­rect­ly into his soul.

“Shit,” he mut­tered and lo­oked a­ro­und a­gain.

“Need me to leave?”

He o­pened his mouth to say yes. He couldn’t be­tray Stel­er and the oth­ers. Even if he wouldn’t get a frac­tion of the mon­ey they were go­ing to steal, there was a sense of hon­or a­mong thieves. He couldn’t let the guards know the plans.

Vi­o­la nod­ded. She dug into her pock­et and pulled out a few bills. “How a­bout I—”

“Stel­er is a­bout to rob the main Ralonix bank!” he gasped in a rush.

The smile on her face froze. Then she slow­ly put the bills back into her pock­et. “Well, that was not what I ex­pect­ed.”

He cri­nged and lo­oked a­ro­und. “Can we… find some­where pri­vate to talk?”

She nod­ded. “You know of the Gold­en Flagon?” It was a mas­sive pub on the edge of the Gold­stone Dis­trict.

Balar had robbed the Flagon twice du­ring a fes­ti­val but he was sure that the own­ers would nev­er be able to pic­ture his face from the fires. He nod­ded and stepped back.

“A­bout mid­night? Mudd and I should be done with our in­ves­ti­ga­tion.”

“It would be bad if they caught me.”

“One of the lo­cal politi­ci­ans is hav­ing a fundrais­er tonight. There will be a lot of dru­n­ken rich peo­ple, some­thing that you would be re­a­son­ably ex­pect­ed to check out.”

Vi­o­la stepped back and nod­ded. “Good luck.”

He froze, u­nsure of what to say or do.

A cold wind blew past him, cut­ting through his clothes and bri­n­ging a chill to his body. He shiv­ered vi­o­lent­ly while she walked away.

Balar wait­ed un­til she was out of sight be­fore he dropped his hand to his sev­ered leg. The wig­gling sen­sa­tion had sub­sided and all he could feel was the shive­ring from the icy cold wind.

He had made the right choice.

If it came down to be­tray­al or his life, there was only one thing he could cho­ose. He gave the sur­ro­und­ing build­ings one last look be­fore he he­aded to­ward the bor­der hous­es. He had e­nough time for a warm meal and a bed be­fore meet­ing with the guards.
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        Surrender


        
Blood broth­ers nev­er for­give a be­tray­al, even if it may take a life­time to ex­e­cute their reve­nge.
—Jack of South and Wa­ters

So­mehow, Balar had made it through the wi­nter but he was in a far diffe­rent sit­u­a­tion than the be­fore.

Last year, he re­mem­ber cel­e­brat­ing the be­gi­n­ning of spring by blo­wing through a huge sack of mon­ey he had got­ten from the fence. It was a rob­bery of op­por­tu­ni­ty, he had got­ten a ru­mor than a rich old man had died in his house. Balar had rushed over and bro­ken in, loot­ing every­thing he could while step­ping over the rot­ting corpse.

Things were dras­tic diffe­rent with the next spring. He gro­aned with the ef­fort to pull him­self into bed. The stub of his left leg twinged with pain when he acci­de­ntal­ly bumped it a­gainst the rust­ed rail at the foot of the bed. He mut­tered un­der his breath and fin­ished ya­n­king him­self onto the mat­tress.

He had fo­und a diffe­rent call­ing, help­ing two guards with their in­ves­ti­ga­tions. It didn’t pay near­ly as much, but he fo­und an ap­pre­ci­a­tion for the con­sis­ten­cy of hav­ing a week­ly sti­pend in his pock­et.

Mudd, the mage-cap­tain, had pro­vid­ed a se­ries of drop box­es and lo­ca­tions for in­for­ma­tion and pay­ment. They were scat­tered through­out the dis­trict and were dif­fi­cult to mo­ni­tor. Balar was thank­ful for that al­most as much as the mon­ey. If Balar’s old as­so­ci­ates fo­und out that he was talk­ing to guards, they would be less than pleased.

Balar gro­aned and tugged the thin bla­nket up. He had just had his week­ly cle­a­ning, twen­ty min­utes with a buck­et and a rag in the ba­se­ment. His shorts were thin and more suit­ed for the sum­mer months, but they were just right as he sank be­tween two fresh­ly cle­aned bla­nkets.

He let out a low moan. “This is the life.”

“You should e­njoy it while you can,” said a woman.

Balar froze. He was not ex­pect­ing a woman in his room. Nor did he plan on it be­ing a spe­cif­ic one. He lo­oked a­ro­und to­ward the only sha­dowed cor­ner. “Eve­ning, Two Toes.”

Two Toes was a mus­cu­lar woman just un­der six feet. She nor­mal­ly wore dark ma­keup to con­trast her pale skin, but there was only a few dark sha­dowed un­der­neath her eyes. She had a curved knife in her hand, the blade had been pa­i­nted black to avoid re­flect­ing in the light.

A shiv­er of fear ran down Balar’s spine. He didn’t have to look a­ro­und to know where he had left his knife. He also didn’t both­er try­ing to reach for it, Two Toes had too much co­n­fi­dence. She had tak­en away his we­apon, he was sure of it.

She shook her head. “Don’t you dare.” Her eyes glit­tered in the light from the lamp out­side her wi­ndow. “They ar­rest­ed my Kisnar. They beat her up and threw her into the street.”

Balar shud­dered.

“I know it was you. You were the one that told the guards a­bout Ralonix job. I don’t know, but you dis­ap­peared.” She gro­und her teeth to­geth­er. “They took her.”

He knew that he was re­spon­si­ble. When he walked out of Stel­er’s pla­n­ning ses­sion, he had he­aded straight for Mudd and Vi­o­la, his as­sis­tant and a li­e­u­te­nant. It was one of the biggest ar­rests in re­cent news and man­aged to get to the front page of the rags for days.

Balar sighed.

Toes waved her knife. “What? You a­ren’t go­ing to deny it?”

“I had to.”

“Why? Beca­use you wa­nted to live the rich life?” She scoffed as a tear ran down her cheek. “You wa­nted to get out? You couldn’t just walk away? I haven’t seen her for months!”

He gulped and reached down for his left leg. His fi­ngers dug into the end. The wo­und from where he had ampu­tat­ed him­self had most­ly healed. It was te­nder but no lo­nger ached every minute. More im­por­tant­ly, he didn’t feel a wig­gling sen­sa­tion just un­der­neath the skin. “I can’t ex­plain it.”

Two Toes was on him in a flash. She jammed the edge of her knife a­gainst his throat, the sharp edge just cut­ting into the flesh. “Try. Tell me why you lost my Kisnar.” She sniffed and more tears ran down her cheeks. “I lost my wife beca­use of you!”

The knife dug de­eper, the edge da­n­ge­rous­ly close to his artery.

He lo­oked at her. “Toes—”

Two Toes ya­nked her hand back. The sliv­er of re­flec­tive edge on her blade flashed in the street­light. In the same smooth ges­ture, she pulled away from him.

Balar slapped his hand to his throat be­fore the pain reg­is­tered. Hot blood burst out from his fi­ngers, spray­ing a­gainst his hand. It felt like he was hold­ing onto liq­uid flame as the stench of blood sur­ro­u­nded him.

“Burn in all the hells,” hissed Toes. She backed to­ward the wi­ndow un­til the sill pressed up a­gainst her back. Her eyes were hard as they stared at him.

Balar knew that lo­o­king at her plead­ing­ly would be use­less. She came to do one thing and he was dy­ing. The ten­sion in his body drained out of him and he lost his bal­ance. With his free hand, he tried to catch his side table. His hand wasn’t work­ing as quick­ly as he ex­pect­ed and he tum­bled over the side of his bed.

His fo­re­head struck the side of his table and a burst of pain bli­nded him. He crunched a­gainst the gro­und, his face and hip catch­ing the hard wood.

Trem­bling, Balar tried to clutch his neck tighter to keep the blood from spray­ing out from be­tween his fi­ngers. He knew he was dy­ing, but his body re­fused to give up. He dug his fi­nger­nails de­eper as  des­per­a­tion fu­eled his mus­cles.

Bli­nded by his po­si­tion, he couldn’t see or hear of Two Toes had re­ma­ined be­hind. He flailed help­less­ly to the gro­und with an ef­fort to find some­thing, any­thing, that could stop his life from po­u­ring out from his throat. He re­mem­bered his bla­nket and pawed help­less­ly for him but his po­si­tion made it im­pos­si­ble to reach.

He wished he had fri­ends still. They had all left him, ei­ther by his be­tray­al or when he walked away from his fam­i­ly. No one who would be close e­nough to save him. The guards we­ren’t his fri­ends, he re­mem­bered think for many years. It was still true, Mudd and Vi­o­la would nev­er be more than as­so­ci­ates. Ei­ther might try to save him, but it would take a mir­a­cle for them to come through the door.

He knew he wasn’t that lucky.

His strength con­ti­nued to pour out of him in a crim­son wave. The heat and stench was over­whelm­ing.

With the last of his strength, he man­aged to flip him­self on his back while clutch­ing for his bla­nket. His bloody fi­ngers caught the edge and he pulled it off. When the fab­ric slumped over his chest, he stuffed it into his neck.

Dark­ness be­gan to gnaw at the edges of his sens­es. He could feel it, a suf­fo­cat­ing pain that wa­vered on his pe­riph­er­al vi­sion and turned his legs cold. It wouldn’t be much lo­nger.

The bla­nket be­gan to pull out of his slack fi­ngers.

He tried to clutch it but his dig­its re­fused to an­swer.

Balar tried to say any­thing but the only noise came out was a gur­gle and a gasp. Tears ran down his face, burn­ing his eyes even as his vi­sion dark­ened.

His hand dropped to the wo­oden floor, limp and use­less. His oth­er hand was still pressed a­gainst his wo­und, swim­ming in the hot pool of blood that be­gan to fill his lungs.

He closed his eyes and tried to steel him­self for death.

A new sen­sa­tion tick­led the hand. It was a tin­gling, a faint sen­sa­tion of wrig­gling.

He shook it weak­ly.

His numb hand caught on some­thing. It moved along his skin, crawl­ing from his fi­nger­tips down to his knuck­les. His arm slipped to the side but then caught. Through the dark­ness of death, he could see his el­bow sha­king.

The move­ment gave him fo­cus. He strug­gled to lift his hand. It took all of his willpow­er to force the numb limb up and into his vi­sion.

Through the haze and dark­ness, it lo­oked like it was wave­ring.

He shook with the ef­fort to pull it clos­er.

There was some­thing on his hand. Red and black worms rolling over his skin. They were work­ing their way down his wrist and arm.

Balar gasped and pe­ered clos­er.

No, it wasn’t worms. It was roots. Ten­drils of a plant had ripped out of his skin and was wig­gling a­ro­und like tiny flow­ers along a gar­den. The tin­gling sen­sa­tion re­dou­bled and he re­al­ized that he had felt it be­fore, al­most a year ago when he had bro­ken into the brown­stone at 28C and fo­und his life at risk when the plants in­side had at­tacked him.

Fear so­mehow gave him more strength and fo­cus. He tried to brush the root away with his hand but it only smeared more blood on his skin.

The ten­drils moved faster, gro­ping for the smears be­fore dig­ging back into his flesh. He could feel them bur­ro­wing deep into his skin, wrap­ping a­ro­und bone and joint in a tight web of hor­ror.

Balar re­al­ized the pha­ntom sen­sa­tions from the last wi­nter were not his i­ma­gi­na­tion. They were the plant set­tling into his body, pre­pa­ring for the mo­ment when he died. They were feed­ing off his blood and then would ex­pand.

More roots and ten­drils ripped out of his legs and back. They wig­gled and twist­ed, writ­ing a­gainst his flesh.

He tried to roll over, but he felt re­sis­tance. He cried out and forced him­self to con­ti­nue for­ward, past the sen­sa­tion of te­a­ring plants, and con­ti­nued un­til his face smacked a­gainst the floor.

Where he was ly­ing be­fore, the plants were writhing in the pool of blood. He could see them dig­ging into the wo­oden planks. One of them fo­und pur­chase and sank a few inch­es into the wood. A mo­ment lat­er, the blood sank in a line that fol­lowed the plank be­fore a ten­dril rose up a few inch­es away. In a mat­ter of sec­onds, the su­per­nat­ur­al plant had drank up the blood along the crevice.

Shock rip­pled through his fad­ing thoughts. The plant was try­ing to set roots down. It was a weed, a par­a­sitic weed that used his body to car­ry its seed to a new lo­ca­tion.

It would turn his apart­ment build­ing into the same thing that had hap­pened to 28C.

For one of the first times in Balar’s life, he thought a­bout the hun­dred oth­er men who lived in the board­ing house. They wouldn’t know what was co­ming. They would be vic­tim to the weed as it took root in the build­ing and then spread along the wo­oden floors to co­n­sume eve­ry­one.

He shud­dered and closed his eyes. He was al­ready dy­ing. The only thing that se­emed to keep him mov­ing was the plants writhing in­side his dy­ing corpse. He just had to slump to the gro­und and let the plant take over.

He re­laxed the ten­sion, si­n­king into the writhing that boiled un­der­neath his flesh.

His mind drift­ed back to­ward home. His broth­ers wouldn’t ever see him a­gain. NO doubt, that would give them a sigh of re­lief. He had be­trayed his moth­er’s will when he turned her mag­i­cal tool into a we­apon of mur­der and death; the for­mer war­rior had tried to teach all of them that vi­o­lence wasn’t the an­swer.

His shov­el.

His moth­er had hand-craft­ed it for him just as she made the hoe, rake, and oth­er tools for his broth­ers. They were sup­pose to bring peace, food, and har­mo­ny to the world but none of them re­al­ly knew what to do with en­cha­nted farm­ing tools. He fo­und it could cut through rock, stone, and bone eas­i­ly e­nough and left for Ro­u­gan to make his name.

Balar’s mind fo­cused on the shov­el. He had left it be­hind in 28C. Mudd had said he couldn’t find it.

His head rolled to the side where the plants were still bur­ro­wing into the wo­oden planks. He no­ticed where the blood had been co­n­sumed, the ten­drils were mov­ing slow­er and wilt­ing.

The weed ne­eded blood.

He ne­eded his shov­el. He didn’t know why, but it be­came im­por­tant that he find it. The act would also take the plant away from the board­ing house and the men who didn’t de­serve to die like he did.

Balar didn’t think he had any­thing left to move. He forced his hand down on the gro­und and pushed up. Even thought there lit­tle blood left in his body, the plants wrapped a­ro­und his bones and mus­cles twist­ed and moved. They act­ed as his limbs as he pushed him­self up into a sit­ting po­si­tion.

He had to use his face as a brace to pull him­self up from the gro­und. Dy­ing ten­drils lit­tered his bed, the re­mains of a weed that didn’t have e­nough to eat.

Balar’s mind grew fog­gi­er. He al­most lost his fo­cus when he had for­got­ten why he stood up. Af­ter a mo­ment of sway­ing, he con­cen­trat­ed on the one thing he could pic­ture clear­ly: his shov­el. He had to get it.

He man­aged to turn a­ro­und and stag­ger to the door. He hit it with his face and shoul­der. Through the pain, he fum­bled with the lock un­til his slack fi­ngers caught it.

With a smear of blood, he pried open the door and thumped a­gainst the wall to the stairs. Be­hind him, he could tell that he was leav­ing be­hind a trail of gore and plants; he only hoped they would die be­fore any­one else was i­nfect­ed.

Balar didn’t make it down the stairs. He lost his bal­ance and tum­bled down them, crack­ing bone and sma­shing his limbs along the wall. When he hit the gro­und, the wet air flew out of his lungs with a splat­ter.

“Are you okay?”

He forced his hand a­gainst the gro­und. The plants writhed un­der­neath the skin, caus­ing the flesh to boil and twist. He couldn’t tell if he was mov­ing or the weed, but he so­mehow got back to his feet.

His eyes wa­vered and dark­ened. He waved at it, try­ing to clear his face, but his hand struck noth­ing.

So­me­one swore backed off.

He tried to wave at the wave­ring in front of him, but his hand was be­hind it. Trem­bling, he reached to touch his eye­ball.

The move­ment was fur­ther in.

Balar pressed hard­er, rolling his fi­nger along the orb un­til he could get a clear look at what was blind­ing him.

It was a flower. A tiny flower with co­unt­less petals. He had seen it be­fore, back when he had bro­ken into the brown­stone. It was the plants that were out­side the front door, the ones that were al­most lo­o­king at him as he broke through the front door. It was also the same type of plant that filled the old lady that he had killed in the back­yard.

The need to find his shov­el rose into a fevered pitch. He lurched to­ward the front door.

So­me­one swore. “Get the damn guards!”

Balar ig­nored him. He had to get his shov­el. There was a re­ason, but he couldn’t re­mem­ber any­more. He felt drained. An emp­ty shell filled with worms, but the shov­el was im­por­tant.

Al­most blind and stagge­ring vi­o­lent­ly, he made his way down the street. There were screams and cries. He had to ig­nore them, it was the only way to keep mov­ing for­ward.

He heard so­me­one co­ming close. “Are you okay?”

Balar waved at them. He o­pened his mouth but only blood and ten­drils spilled out form his lips. He could feel them twist­ing and sha­king off his chin. Soft petals drip­ping with blood ca­ressed his throat and shoul­der.

“By the gods!” Thank­ful­ly, the per­son backed away yelling for the guards.

He con­ti­nued to move blind­ly for­ward, but he knew where to go. The path to 28C had been burned into his mind, the place he had lost the most tre­a­sured thing in his life, his moth­er’s dy­ing gift.

His shov­el.

He had to get it.

There were more peo­ple co­ming clos­er.

Balar shook his head vi­o­lent­ly and waved his hands but didn’t stop mov­ing.

“Eve­ry­one back!” bel­lowed a fa­mil­iar voice. It was Wathin, one of the mage-cap­tains that had questi­oned him ear­li­er. Balar could re­mem­ber the hand­some man that al­most got him to spill his guts.

The air crack­led a­ro­und him. Balar could pic­ture Wathin’s we­apon, a hal­berd that crack­led with en­er­gy. He half ex­pect­ed Wathin to cut him down. Balar didn’t know if that would stop the weed or let it spread out.

He de­cid­ed the gods would know. He reached out to­ward his des­ti­na­tion and kept stagge­ring for­ward.

“Clear the path!” bel­lowed Wathin. Then, in a qu­i­eter voice. “You are head­ing back, a­ren’t you?”

Balar nod­ded and then swayed.

“Eigh­teen blocks for­ward, I’ll tell you were to turn.”

He al­most sobbed to re­lief. He fo­cused on ma­king each step for­ward. He had to keep go­ing, to get his shov­el. He didn’t re­mem­ber why, so he just con­cen­trat­ed to the feel of it in his hand and the way his moth­er lo­oked when she pre­se­nted it to him for his birth­day. A small shred of joy, thought long for­got­ten, rose up and pushed back the hor­rid sen­sa­tion of his en­tire body a­bout to burst like an over­ripe milk weed pod.

One step in front of the oth­er.

His hand reached for his shov­el.

He had to get it.

Balar ne­eded it.

Wathin gave him more di­rec­tions.

He obeyed. When he bumped a­gainst the wrought iron gate of the i­nnocu­ous brown­stone at 28C, he al­most col­lapsed.

“Keep go­ing.”

Some­where a­head of him, a door cre­aked open.

The flow­ers in his eye­balls be­gan to quiver. He could feel the roots bur­ro­wing into his skull and si­n­king into his brain. Flash­es of light, col­or, and per­fumes flo­oded over him.

There was an old lady at the door, hold­ing it open. He had killed her once be­fore but she wasn’t re­al­ly dead. She was just a pod, a shell hold­ing the weed that had co­n­sumed him.

She held out her hand.

Even bli­nded, he could feel the en­er­gies of his shov­el. His birthright. He trem­bled as his hands grabbed the shaft and held it tight. It wasn’t his mus­cles mov­ing any­more, it was the blood weed. It gave him strength even when his own body failed.

The old lady stepped away from the door. In­side, the en­try hall was filled with flow­ers of all types. They were lo­o­king at him, watch­ing to see what he would do.

Balar turned to look at the crowd out­side the gate.

In the front was Wathin, the guard held his we­apon hori­zo­ntal­ly to pre­vent any­one from get­ting clos­er.

It didn’t mat­ter any­more to Balar. He was go­ing to die, but cut­ting off his limbs wouldn’t mat­ter. He could feel the roots bur­ro­wing into his chest and te­a­ring apart his or­gans. He was noth­ing more than food for the thing that had co­n­sumed him.

Balar stepped back and shut the door, seal­ing his fate with the brown­stone at 28C.
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