

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


Title Page

Copyright

Better Than Me

Want more?

Author’s Note

About the Author


Better Than Me

Zoe Cannon


© 2023 Zoe Cannon

http://www.zoecannon.com

All rights reserved

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and events are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.


Better Than Me

 

Seward was used to wrestling with the thick wooden dungeon door and its complaining hinges. But today his hands shook as he slid the key off his belt and jiggled it in the rusted lock. It took him three tries to shove the door open; he had to throw his whole shoulder into it, and when the door finally popped open with a yowl from the hinges, it sent him off-balance and he almost tumbled down the stairs. He wasn’t usually this weak.

He padded slowly down the narrow stone staircase. Just to be sure he wouldn’t fall, he told himself, since he seemed to be unusually clumsy today. Certainly not for any other reason. There was nothing for him to avoid down there. This was just like any other day.

Most days, he walked down the stairs without thinking about it. Today, he rested one hand against the cold stone wall. The stone was rough, with the occasional jagged edge he had to watch out for to keep from slicing his hand open. An artifact of how quickly the dungeon had been built. The lower he went, the more he smelled mold and acrid dirt. An unwelcoming smell, like the earth was saying it didn’t want humans down here, at least not if they were going to do what Seward and the rest of them here at the Royal Museum did.

Or that was how it seemed to him in the first few weeks after the dungeon had opened for business. He had gotten used to it years ago, of course. He barely noticed the smell anymore. He didn’t know why it was hitting his nose the wrong way again all of a sudden, or why the old thoughts were coming back now.

That was a lie. If he had been one of his own prisoners, he would have cut off a finger for it. He knew what the problem was. He just didn’t want to admit his own weakness, not even to himself.

He didn’t want to think about what was waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs, so he thought about the Royal Museum as it used to be. If he couldn’t keep his mind off the past, he might as well remember something good. The building above was still called the Royal Museum, but the name used to be accurate. The building used to be filled with artifacts of previous civilizations, exotic weapons from around the world, maybe some old books. Seward wasn’t entirely sure, to be quite honest. He had never set foot in the place. It had always sounded dull to him, an amusement for soft-handed intellectuals who didn’t have anything better to occupy their time. Still, the museum had been the pride of the city, and he had been proud of his city, so it followed that the museum had meant something to him even if he had never felt the desire to go inside.

From the outside, it still looked the way it did back then, the same gleaming white marble with gold filigree. Nothing like the rough stone down here. There weren’t even that many bloodstains up top. All the real work happened underground. Down here, the stone soaked up the blood, and in the candlelight it was too dark for the stains to show. But that didn’t keep him from smelling it. The lower he went, the more the sharp, metallic tang of blood mixed with the smell of the earth, until he had to swallow and bite his tongue to keep from gagging on the reek.

He didn’t like how his senses were turning on him today. Shoving his weakness in his face. If his mind were as much in control as he liked to pretend it was, he could have told himself he wasn’t thinking about her, and believed it. But the body led the mind in so many ways. That was how he had gotten tangled up with her in the first place. It wasn’t his mind that had made him take notice of her. At least not at first. That had come later, after his body had had its say.

The faint echo of a scream reached his ears, through one of the thick stone doors down toward the end of the hallway. Even as off-kilter as he was today, the sound didn’t make the bile rise in his throat the way it used to. That was something, at least.

He used to want to clap his hands over his ears every time he heard the screaming, and plug his nose to block out the smell of blood. But he had made peace with his working conditions. It was all just a part of the job, like the stink of fish that used to follow his father home from the docks. Of course, the real problem had never been the screaming, or even the reek of blood. It had been the guilt that followed in their wake, clinging like a bad fart. But he had gotten past that too. What was there to feel guilty about? This was just another job, like his father chopping off fish heads at the docks, like Seward himself chopping off enemy heads on the battlefield ten years ago. Violence was violence. All the distinctions people made about it were just ways of making themselves feel better about their brand of it.

These days, sometimes even found it comforting down here—alone in the dark, with no one to bother him except the prisoners, and he could always make them shut up if they talked too much. And opening one particular door could brighten his heart enough to make him forget he wasn’t standing outdoors in the summer sunshine.

But now, as he walked up to that door, he retched. It might as well been ten years ago, and he the young defeated soldier freshly plucked from his prison in the heart of his conquered city. Coming face to face, for the first time, with the reality of the new job he had taken in exchange for his freedom.

He wasn’t that a kid anymore. But he had let himself play the part for too long lately—the lovestruck boy with stars in his eyes. Now it was time to face the consequences, like he had always known he would have to. Or at least he should have known.

Today was the day he was going to have to kill her.

The dull echo of footsteps behind him told him he wasn’t alone down here anymore. He hastily pulled another thick key off his belt and fumbled with the lock. He couldn’t risk letting someone see him mooning around outside the door, delaying the inevitable. There had already been talk about him and the prisoner, he was sure of it.

At least it didn’t take him three tries to open this door. He walked in and lit the candle on the wall with shaking hands. He pushed the door shut behind him. It closed with a rumbling groan.

The faint orange flicker of the candle cast deep shadows. That dark, rich candlelight was the only light he had ever seen her in. But it had always been enough. Enough for him to see her blond hair shimmering red with reflected flame. And the candle flame dancing in her eyes, like she had sparks of sunlight hiding in there. Sparks of hope, even here, even now. The shadows mercifully hid the worst of her injuries, although he knew them by heart.

His stomach clenched as he remembered giving them to her, with his knives and his hot irons and his liquid fire. He took a step toward her, and hot bile splashed against the back of his throat at the small sound that escaped her. It was an animal sound, a sound of terror.

The chains that bound her to the wall rattled with her futile attempts to get away from him. It broke his heart to watch her keep trying, even when she had to know by now that she couldn’t move. The chains had no give to them—her arms were bound above her head, her legs pulled tightly against the wall. She couldn’t even lie down to sleep; the best she could do was slump backward against the stone wall.

As he walked forward to meet her, she couldn’t turn away from him. She could have closed her eyes, or looked down at the floor. But she didn’t. She never did. The fire in her eyes always seemed to gleam brighter when she looked at him. It was like she wanted to show him that her light would always be undimmed.

Until—as with the candle, every time he left the room—the time came to pinch it out.

He wanted to say the reason he didn’t break eye contact with her as he walked up to her was because he wasn’t that much of a coward. Really, though, it was that he couldn’t bear the thought of missing out on even a second of that fire. Her eyes were the one bit of brightness still left in the world. Soon enough, that light will be gone from the world forever, and all would be darkness.

There used to be more like her, in the first weeks and months after the conquest. People who had fought on his side in the war, sometimes people whose faces he knew. People who still didn’t understand the finality of their defeat, even after the vultures had long since picked the king’s body clean where it hung outside the Royal Museum. People who imagined they could take their home back and return their city to a shining beacon where a building like this one could be a museum visited by everyone in the world. A place of light.

Only they hadn’t been like her, not really. They had thought they were, but really, they had been just like him. Because seven years later, most of them were gone. A few had died, some at his hands, but most had quietly disappeared. They had decided their lives now weren’t that much worse than they had been before, whether the white marble building at the center of the city was a museum
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