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Inn Quell


You know, I’m still undecided about the first thing I should have noticed about the Inkwell Inn. One candidate was the location. People who stay put in the same town for all three generations they’re alive think taverns pop up in the middle of long roads like drink-slinging milestones but of course no, they’re in towns— except this one, at a gloomy torchlit crossroads, which should have given it away right then. The other candidate was the absence of windows. There was not much to look at but purple-green trees but it would have been smart to let a draft through. I was dumb, dumb from hard use, at this point a rusty, blunted, dented, blood-stained sword. A sellsword. Miserable and meager like a spider with seven broken legs. This was never supposed to form a core memory; the plan was to drink, sleep, and head onward. One coin to win ten that the ale and the hard bed would each go over like tugging on a bull for milk. The other other dead giveaway was the fact that it was called an inn even though it was one story, although to be fair to me and my travels, if you go far back enough in the woods people use words to mean different things than you’d expect.

Barely held together like a castle made out of sand and water by an halfwit child, what finished me off as far as not noticing the wrongness of the place was that it was mere coppers for the drinks. That was on a sign posted outside in orange chalk; I barreled through the creakless door, dragging my big floppy ears closer to the siren song. I have to hand it to them: the ale was clean and cold. It sneaked through like an icicle’s drip between my skin and my bones. Bruises and sores went cold and expanded and stretched till the pockets of pain ripped themselves apart. I would have groaned for joy but I didn’t want to attract the wrong kind of attention; it wouldn’t have mattered anyway because the patrons were already paying a lot of attention.

“That’s Kiganeh, Maiden of the Murk,” I heard someone mumble. No, it was clear. Sound didn’t work right— it was someone in the corner but the voice carried right into my ear like an arrow’s shaft carries the head. Let these be lessons to any woman of action: trust your senses, distrust your distorted senses, and stay fed, watered, and rested so you know the difference! The nosy numpty went on, “With every piss, the haunting stench!”

Now at this point I knew that phrases that had popped into my own addled head over the past eight months should not be uttered by bumpkins by byroads and also you don’t point with a tankard of ale unless it’s empty and it should never be empty because leaving a little bit in there for too long is bad luck. So it was all wrong. What can I say? I was thirsty and just no hero. No song about me would ever qualify as an epic.

I sized up the bartender again and the clothes gave him away: long sleeves, conveniently bushy ink-black beard, and a shirt that went all the way up to the throat, showing no chest hair or muscles as was barkeeps’ typical sartorial wont. So the wooden joints of the elbows, neck, and jaw were all hidden for the low, low price of not looking like a real bartender. It wasn’t that I didn’t care, I just wanted some moments with the ale before I decided to. The conjured concoction was a prince’s kiss on the tongue and lips and the intention was to stupefy but alcohol had been a better friend to me than any drug or potion could be my enemy.

I turned around and the door was gone. Wall all sealed up. A tankard was a great accessory to appearing unruffled; I swung it around like a smith’s hammer and a child’s abandon. I wasn’t going to bother to say anything like, “You can come out now,” because it was a hoot for me to drag it out as long as possible and I wanted them to feel like I was enjoying the show. The real asp-sting was that I wasn’t sure yet who had done this.

“All right, now let’s pay up,” said the bartender. The voice synthesis was pretty good, I had to admit that; I’d shit on some pretty good tinkerers and conjurers.

“You’ve got your coppers,” I said, sighing.

“Nah. Nah! Dredge up the rest of your debt from the darkness of the murk and the mire!”

“I don’t have anything else to pay you with. I really don’t,” I said with a hiccup, twirling in a circle. The patrons, ah, they were something between wood and whatever wood becomes, besides ashes, when it burns— the part that goes into the air. My falchion wasn’t that far a cry from a lumber axe and the wedge-like blade hewing through these constructs just about gave me the shudder of pleasure that some other secluded tavern activities do— it was like the whole thing was meant to be.

“You can pay with your life,” a couple of the patrons said, getting up.

“I don’t think that will cover it, honestly,” I said, “but nonetheless you’re going to have to come and take it.”

The more I took in the space the more clues I saw. Good, strong, simple shapes: round tables, square tankards, triangular chairs. My falchion, its blade in the shape of a trapezoid— now there was a word worth more than my life— was jagged and out of place. People not of action think automata are skewed, jittery, and just plain weird, but that’s not the case— it’s the humans that are; nonetheless the difference is crucial to telling them apart. But that’s like saying the fur and legs are crucial to telling a human apart from a dog. The distinction’s never that important to make.

The candle flames were real but there were fake lights, too, and the shadow work was good. I still didn’t know who I was going to subject to more sleepless nights of unprocessed misery because of what happened in all that mud and murk— there were a lot of people there that night and anyone could have slipped in, which is part of how all this happened in the first place.

“We’ll swat you like a fly,” the bartender said. “After enough cosmic reflection on revenge, we’ve come to conclude that getting the genuine article served piping hot is best of all.”

I burped. “And you’re using the finest ingredients.” Then I burped and laughed at the same time. It wasn’t at what I said. It was because all the bar patrons at The Inkwell Inn had spears indoors, short spears that looked like the kind of dowels you put in chairs, tapered to points on one end; the scene was like a child inking a picture of stick figures in a big battle.

The person who considered me their nemesis, who was no doubt hiding in the space behind the bar that constituted the back room, had made a big mistake in using witchwood constructs for lackeys, at least to apprehend me, because I didn’t find them the slightest bit unnerving and they didn’t get my pulse up at all. I have always been if nothing else a reasonable person (following my reason has been another matter entirely) and it didn’t matter to me how human these things looked— and the illusion was really good— I didn’t give a rip, I might as well have been having fun chopping firewood. Real people would have kept me on all ten toes. I like to clarify that I have ten because I used to have eleven, but one got chopped off by an axe; good things disguised as bad often happen to me— the bastard would have missed outright if I hadn’t had the extra treasure sticking out. This tangent, which was on my mind at the time, should convey to you my absolute indifference to the plights of the future kindling, the wooden non-people.

I lashed out with my falchion with a little technique that I would be happy to call the chameleon tongue if it flowed more poetically; I like the way those things pop out their business like a cannon— the skull it hit split open and a wedge of bone and brain came out. A human! We were all just drunk! This was a lot of information to take in. You might be wondering how I was so drunk that I couldn’t tell the difference and the answer is that at my waist, on the other side of my sword, I always carry a sizable jug of an unspeakable tincture that is known as swill, similar to the, let us say, cosmopolitan stew of vagrants.

“Stab her! She’s plastered!” announced the bartender while mantling over the counter himself for an uncanny combined effect. “Then your debts will be paid!” So the bartender was the only automaton.

“Farghast!” I hooted in satisfaction, lunging in and chopping through the stomach of another one of his lumbering henchmen. It wasn’t him speaking through the bartender that gave him away, it was the hypocrisy. Whatever he had done to raise this little army, he’d put real people in harm’s way— I’m prone to being overestimated but also being underestimated; if you’re in my way, you’re in the way of some kind of harm no matter what. I didn’t know what they’d done to deserve it. Possibly they’d just been too trusting. But what he did probably wasn’t much better than what I’d done, and indeed was probably worse.

Faster than you could say “sanctimonious,” I pirouetted like a sugar plum fairy and caught one of the silly spearmen in the jaw, taking it right off its hinges with a syrupy-sweet backhand; the secret to a falchion is an axe cross-dressing as a sword, this also explains its obsession with private parts. I dove in and lopped off sticks and berries of upright victims I’d already stunned in order to produce a fog-cutting effect that spoke to the instincts of these hypnotized men. So Farghast had made a couple other mistakes. One was that he’d mesmerized too many men, which was a waste because it diluted his influence, though I was taking care that for him by hacking his lackeys apart. The other mistake became evident as a thrilling bolt jolted straight from my wrist to between my legs as I bashed an undersized man with my shield and set him reeling into one of the round tables, kicking up a spray of beer. Oh, a third mistake— Farghast should’ve slotted the tables to square and the tankards to triangle because now I could knock the tables over and roll them around like big old goofy improvised mantlets. So the second mistake: using real people. It’s not that I enjoy killing others, it’s that I love it, and the later on in the course of the grand scheme of things that I die, the better. It took me a while to admit it to myself but my talent for it won out in the end.

You’ll notice that I’d also accused Farghast of making a mistake back when I
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