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Preface
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So why did I write this book? After all, most of these stories are still, as they’ve always been, available for free reading on my website, www.WordsByDana.com, though a few were written specifically for this book. Simply put, because books are awesome. They feel good, to hold and to have and to discuss and to relive again and again. So it just makes sense that these stories eventually became a book.
It’s also worth noting that these stories are an evolutionary record in my writing journey (though I’ve chosen to order them following the chronology of the Broken Gears world rather than their creation). The first one I wrote, New Year’s Gifts, was written five years ago, way back in 2017. I wrote it for no other reason than for fun. At which point I should mention that some of them are, for lack of a better phrase, especially larky. O Harried Night and Check, Please are good examples of this. They’re never referenced in any of the books. Check, Please exists almost entirely in a vacuum, save for happening sometime after the events of Across the Ice.
That being said, some of these, such as The Butterfly Effect and Salty Siblings, were born out of passing mentions in the Broken Gears novels. The stories were just too good not to tell, but it just wasn’t feasible in those books.
And then, of course, there are the stories that show either how characters got to be who they are, as with Monsters Inside; who they eventually become—Death Cults and Taxes (Addendum)— and what big moves we all were kind of expecting them to make but just hadn’t yet gotten to see—A Modest Proposal.
These aren’t the end, though. I still have loads of story ideas waiting for their turn in my planner. I’ll keep gifting them to my VIP newsletter subscribers as I write them. And there are still more Broken Gears novels to be written as well. In the meantime, however, I hope you enjoy these little behind-the-scenes scenes. And, as always, thanks for reading!




Figs and Fae
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“Of all the perils I had to face in the Dragon, I never expected one of them would be Fae.” Set before the events of Raven’s Cry. No spoilers.
 
~~~
 
Our foray into the Green Dragon, which is what we call the jungle just beyond my home city of Bone Port, began normally enough. My best friend and guardswoman, Basira; my guardsman and friend, Eduardo; my Uncle Ducky; and I had left my home early that morning to go hunting. Ducky wanted to bag a panther to add to his collection of trophies, and there was no way I was going to let him try without the best team available. That, and my parents—the Count and Countess of the Bone Port and Bone Bay territories—were hosting a luncheon that day for some business associates. I would rather face off against an angry panther than make small talk for an entire afternoon. Thus, I left my older brother, the future count, to deal with all that unpleasantness.
“It’s wretched in here, Cali,” Ducky grumbled as we picked our way through the dense underbrush. He slapped at yet another mosquito. “How do you stand it?”
“Bathing in lemongrass oil,” I replied, smirking at him.
There was a very good reason my uncle had yet to bring down a panther. He and the jungle do not get along.
The air inside the Green Dragon doesn’t move. It just sits there, collecting heat from all the life within and the sun shining overhead. The thick tree canopy traps moisture from the swampy ground, and it sticks to you as if you’re moving through soup. Though Uncle Ducky can move quite stealthily for a man of his size—I’ve seen him sneak up on many a deer—he somehow loses that skill as soon as he steps into the Green Dragon.
Ducky wiped his brow on his already damp sleeve. “It’s barely sunup. How is it already so bloody hot?”
“Shhhh,” Basira scolded, chopping away a clump of broad leaves with her machete. “Do you want to scare off every living thing?”
Ducky had been complaining about the heat all morning.
“I don’t understand why we couldn’t have come in at night, when it’s cooler,” Ducky mumbled under his breath. He pulled a hip flask from his belt and took a swig.
“Because that’s a madman’s game, Duke Richard,” Eduardo whispered, sidling up next to him. “They’d have you dead and up a tree without you ever having heard or seen them.”
I raised my brows in agreement. The jungle was even more dangerous at night. By stalking panthers in the early morning, we hoped to find one tired after a night of hunting. I waited as Eduardo completed a small circuit around us, Basira keeping her eyes ahead. I didn’t mention that he didn’t take such precautions when it was a group of us native Bone Portis. The fact that he’d barely made any jokes this morning told me how nervous he was with Ducky as his charge. Eduardo was rarely without a broad, bright smile, but this morning the best he’d done was smirk.
Eduardo finally nodded to me and said, “Lady Calandra.”
With this signal, I moved ahead. We’d known each other so long, words were often unnecessary between us, doubly so when hunting. I did my own visual sweep of the area. Not that I didn’t trust Eduardo—quite the contrary—but I meant to keep my skills sharp, and more pairs of eyes are always better than one in that verdant, dangerously beautiful place.
Finding tracks in the soft, loamy soil was easy. Following them offered the real challenge. Moving quietly through heavy underbrush without spooking lethally venomous snakes—such as spearheads, which hid both on the ground and in trees—was like walking on the edge of a knife. Basira led the way. She was almost snakelike herself, in all the best ways, and therefore sharp enough to avoid them. Eduardo took up the rear behind me, while Ducky did his best to copy Basira’s graceful path through the jungle. He looked more like a drunken capybara.
When Basira stopped and held out her hand, I assumed she’d spotted our prey. The slow tilt of her head a moment later, however, changed my mind. I crept forward to see what held her attention. Eduardo stuck close like a guardian shadow.
“Sir, my lady,” he said, addressing Ducky and me in order of rank. “Be cautious.”
I succeeded in smothering a teasing smile, wondering whether it would have been more fun to rib Eduardo for his mothering or Ducky for being mothered. Granted, the rolling hills of the Southern Plains where Ducky lived and had done most of his hunting were vastly different from our jungle; the man had faced off against more than one furious bear! Then again, I couldn’t blame Eduardo for fretting over how we might explain it if Ducky got eaten.
When I drew even with Basira, she extended her arm with the grace of a dancer and pointed to a large strangler fig. All across the ground fluttered small sulfur-cloud butterflies. These were not strange, as they often congregated en masse wherever they found food. Within the maze of the strangler fig’s exposed roots, however, tiny lights flashed and danced like oversized dust motes in sunlight. The light was dim here, however. The luminescence came from the things themselves, whatever they were.
I took a step forward. Eduardo whispered protests behind me as Ducky moved to follow, his foot crunching down loudly on leaf litter and twigs beneath us. The lights beyond flashed together as a high-pitched cry—like a tiny, laughing squeal—rang out, and they shot for us.
“Bugger all!” bellowed Ducky. “They’re Fae!”
Basira swore and raised her machete, and I briefly wondered what on earth she planned to do with it.
“Be still! Be still!” I hissed, laying my hands on Basira and Ducky, who were both primed to fight.
Eduardo fell in line with me. The other two followed suit, but I felt their muscles twitching beneath their skin. I kept my eyes glued to the tiny, glittering horde, which wobbled and flashed erratically as it made its way towards us. The speed of the Faes’ initial takeoff had dropped sharply as the cloud listed to the side. It looked as if the group was fighting with itself as to which direction to go.
“My lady,” Eduardo breathed, watching the Fae approach, “what are we doing?”
“Making ourselves uninteresting,” I explained. “Cover your ears and close your noses. Then don’t move. If they want to take something, let them have it.”
“I hope you’re not making this up as you go.” Ducky peered at me from the side of his eyes as he scrunched up his face, closing off his nostrils.
“Fae are like miniature, dangerous toddlers,” I recited, my voice nasally as I matched my expression to Ducky’s. “The best method for dealing with them is to bore them.”
I could practically hear Basira roll her eyes. I couldn’t see her, but her voice told me she, too, had followed my directions. “That’s from another one of your books, isn’t it, Cali?”
“It’s in my bag,” I admitted.
“Why would you bring a book on a hunting trip?! When…”
She let her voice trail off as the swarm of Fae reached us. Closer now, I could make out the Faes’ individual forms. Each one stood about half the height of my thumb. They resembled humans in that they had two arms, two legs, and a head, but that was where the similarity ended. Each bore four tiny, diaphanous wings and two feathery antennae. Their bodies were androgynous, their fingers and toes long and pointed, and each gave off a soft white glow.
We all clamped our mouths shut and scrunched our faces harder, pressing our hands tightly over our ears. The Fae tittered and chirped, wobbling through the air around us. I ran through scenarios in my head. Best case, they’d get bored and move on. Worst case, they’d get angry and set fire to the jungle around us. Fae possessed various elemental abilities, and I sincerely hoped these weren’t feeling particularly petulant today.
Fae are sharp-eyed and excellent flyers, I recalled from the book. Seeing them totter and lurch back and forth around us made me nervous. If the book had been wrong about that, what else might it have gotten wrong? The author had observed them in open areas. Maybe these had different habits.
Wait a second. Hadn’t the author also said Fae don’t inhabit the jungle because there were too many predators? I knew we Bone Portis rarely came across the little creatures, but I hadn’t put together the reasons for it until I’d read that passage. If that was true, why were these here? I swallowed hard as I suddenly suspected everything in it had been tripe.
The Fae pulled at my hair, which I’d twisted around and piled on top of my head to keep off my neck. They bounced and swam through Eduardo’s, which was cut short but very thick. Basira’s hair was braided tightly against her scalp, so the Fae only played with the loose end, swinging it this way and that.
I heard Ducky make a soft choking noise next to me, and I slid my eyes to see three Fae playing around his nose. They pulled at the tiny hairs sticking out of his nostrils, and more played with the wiry strands of his beard. I suddenly wondered how much happier his face might be in the heat if he’d shaved the thing off. Not that he ever would; he’d had a full beard at least my entire life. He looked back at me, panic in his eyes. I saw the moment he passed the point of no return. His nose wrinkled, his throat tightened, and he sneezed.
The Fae playing around his face flew back, spinning end over end through the air, their tiny gossamer wings desperately flapping against the gust. We all stiffened, waiting for their next move. One of the Fae, upright and hovering again, shook its teeny head. Then what I can only guess was laughter erupted from its mouth. The others joined in, and I worried it might be the Fae version of an evil cackle.
They flew back at Ducky’s face, pulling at him and giggling. My uncle’s composure broke, and he swatted them away, cursing and spinning in his spot. The entire horde flew at him, and I waved my hands at them, trying to distract them from their new toy. Basira and Eduardo copied me, and within moments the entire flock of Fae were buzzing frenetically all around us, squealing in their tiny voices.
“Retreat!” Ducky called, and he took off in the wrong direction towards the strangler fig.
“Wrong way!” I shouted, following him. “Ducky! Wrong way!”
True to their name, billows of the sulfur-cloud butterflies flew up from the ground in a confusion of panic and wings. As I pursued Ducky, I stepped on soft, squishy things, which made disgusting squelching noises beneath my feet. Warm, sickly sweet-smelling juice and goo oozed into my sandals and slipped between my toes. Ducky slipped mid-stride and landed with a heavy oof! onto his back, sending up more clouds of the butterflies. As I stooped to help him up, I heard Basira and Eduardo calling after us and swearing at all the flying creatures. Those Fae closest to Ducky stopped in their airborne tracks and chittered in a way I could only interpret as more laughter, especially as they doubled over and leaned on one another for support.
“What the blazes am I lying in?” Ducky demanded. He looked with disgust at his hand, which was covered in the same sticky slime collecting in my sandals.
I looked to the ground and answered with growing realization: “Figs.”
Rotting figs, to be exact. They were everywhere! That explained the swarms of butterflies. And I suspected the Fae, wherever they had come from, couldn’t resist the sweet, sticky fruits lying thick upon the ground and ready for the taking. I felt tiny bodies smack into the back of my head and turned to see a few Fae unsteadily catch themselves midair. Another came hurtling towards me and slammed into my forehead, sticking there. It was like being hit with a soggy leaf.
“They’re drunk!” I called back to Basira and Eduardo.
I turned back to Ducky, who had levered himself into a kneeling position.
“You’ve got a bit of… uh.” He motioned to my forehead where the Fae was still stuck.
Thankfully, the little creature was already hard at work peeling its sticky little body off my skin. I didn’t want to risk hurting it, especially with so many others of its kind around. Once free, I watched as it made odd gestures towards me. The sharp, wild gesticulations made me think it was angry and trying to use its magic against me.
“Do you suppose alcohol inhibits their powers somehow?” I asked Ducky, peering more closely at the Fae.
Ducky stood and took me by the arm, lifting me to my feet. “Not really the time, Cali.”
The Fae continued to harass us, pulling our hair, grabbing our ears, and reaching into our noses. One even flew into Basira’s mouth, which she spit out, sending it shooting at Eduardo’s chest.
“You said they’re drunk?” Ducky yelled through the swarm.
I opened my mouth to reply, but spotted a Fae heading straight for it, so I pressed my lips together and nodded so hard I thought I might pull a muscle. Ducky nodded back and pulled his flask from his belt. Untwisting the cap, he waved it around and tromped back towards the strangler fig, waving Fae and butterflies out of his path with the same gusto Basira had when she cut away leaves with her machete. Reaching the tree, he bent over a little well several of the twisting roots had created.
“Come and get it, you rotten little buggers!” Ducky called, pouring the contents of his flask into the well.
Within moments, the Fae converged on the treat, dancing beneath the tawny stream and trying to climb inside the flask before being washed back out like a spider in a drainpipe. Ducky shook off the last hanger-on and screwed the lid closed again. Butterflies still clouded all around us, but the Fae were now single-mindedly focused on the liquor pool.
“I hope you drown,” Ducky grumbled, glowering at the amassed Fae.
I grabbed his arm, and we trudged back the way we came, sticky, sweaty, and empty-handed.
“Cali,” Ducky said as we emerged into full sunlight, a sure sign we were out of the jungle and nearing civilization again.
“Yes, Uncle Ducky?” I sighed.
“I’ll make you a deal. You ever bag a panther, let me put it in my trophy hall and I promise I’ll show it to everyone who comes through and tell them my favorite niece, the greatest hunter of all time, fought the Green Dragon for it.”
I chuckled. “Deal.”
Basira looked back at me and asked, “Ocean?”
“Stars, yes!”
“What’s this now?” Ducky asked.
Edaurdo looked back at him and explained, “We’re going to go cool off in the bay. Would you like to join us, Duke Richard?”
“Heavens, no! Not when there’s perfectly good running water back at Cali’s family estate. If anyone needs me, don’t bother.”
“You’re going to crash their luncheon,” I told him.
Ducky pointed to his scowling countenance and asked, “Does this look like a face that cares?” He then grinned and added, “Besides, I like to make an entrance.”
“Suit yourself.” I laughed, running off with Basira.
Despite my uncle’s protests, Eduardo escorted Ducky back to my family’s overwater residence. He agreed to meet Basira and I in one of our favorite swimming spots afterward, and Ducky shook his head at the lot of us.




The Death-Speaker
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Calandra reflects back on the one and only time she saw a death-speaker wield their magic. Takes place during the events of Raven’s Cry. Spoilers as to some of the major plot points of that story, but to be honest, this story is mostly for the spooky vibes.
 
~~~
 
Water dripped from somewhere nearby, though the ancient stone walls of the room multiplied the sound and threw it back and forth… back and forth. The room was dim too; naught but a few scant tapers provided the only illumination around us now. 
We were somewhere deep beneath the manor, though I didn’t know this area. It certainly wasn’t for storing root vegetables and the like. I was in my raven form, and though I’d been forced to wear a hood most of the way down from my prison, I could feel that sunset was still hours off. 
Previously, before we’d descended into these depths, Nicodemus had removed my hood just before we’d joined the rest of our party, which had gathered at the top of a stone staircase, spiraling downward. The way down had glowed almost pitch-black, as if the darkness of the stairway consumed whatever light it could reach. I wasn’t familiar with the landing area we had gathered at either, and I’d wondered how many secret nooks and crannies my uncle’s old manor hid.
Nicodemus had me tied securely to his wrist, of course, but nevertheless I was on the lookout for an escape. I may have once mentioned that he never failed to have me with him during especially aggrandizing daytime events. Thus, the feeling of heavy anticipation from the other waiting attendees didn’t surprise me.
There were about twenty or so people in our gathering—mostly magi, but a few non-magical nobles as well, given their dress. They had spoken in hushed tones to one another as we’d waited at the top of the stairs in that desolate, hidden place.
“Do you suppose it will require a sacrifice?” asked a noblewoman with a veiled, double-coned sort of headdress. She’d pronounced sacrifice like the word itself might be magic. Of course, her tone had also communicated that, as is the way with the privileged and wealthy, she feared not a whit for her own safety, sacrifice being required or no.
A sour-faced magus had asked one of his cohorts, “What’s taking so long? There’s a very slim window of time during which the ritual can be performed, you know.”
Two other nobles, a young man and an older woman who looked like she might be his direct relative of some kind, had conferred quietly with Nicodemus near the back of the group.
“What if they can’t, you know, do it?” asked the man. He had looked afraid, though I couldn’t guess of what. And he’d clearly been reticent to speak aloud what it actually was.
His companion had shot a glare at Nicodemus and snipped, “Then we’ll get our money back, won’t we?”
Nicodemus’ current host-body was a tall, handsome gent just shy of his forties. In response to the woman’s comment, he had given a smile that would appear utterly charming to anyone who didn’t know what a snake he was. Which, I assumed, meant the entire crowd.
“Fear not, good lady,” he’d crooned. “The death-speakers know their business well.”
The woman sniffed, but I saw her blush a little as a smile whispered across her pinched mouth. I would have rolled my eyes if ravens had that ability.
Eventually, a smell like wet earth began to waft towards us. Up from the cellars below. I’d barely had time to wonder why when a figure appeared out of the engulfing darkness—a pale young man dressed in the synod’s servant garb. Dark hollows stood out from under his eyes, and he was covered in what could only be freshly turned soil. He had looked blankly at our group gathered before him.
“This way, please,” was all he’d said before turning and leading the way downstairs.
Members of the party exchanged glances. Someone had giggled stupidly, like this was some kind of game. Someone else went pale. We followed the servant, Nicodemus leading. As we’d made our way down, down, down and around the spiral staircase, into the depths of the manor, Nicodemus began to give instructions in an affectedly weighty tone.
“I trust you all have followed my instructions to leave any and all mirrors behind. Even a small handheld one can ruin the ritual.” 
He’d looked back over his followers, which surprised me. This wasn’t for show. Having known him for so many years, I could tell he was genuinely scanning for contraband.
When he’d been satisfied, he’d added, “Likewise, no one is to conjure any additional light.”
The list of rules went on. No one was to touch the death-speaker and no one but he, Nicodemus, was permitted to address it. No one but the death-speaker must speak the name of the dead. And no matter what anyone saw or heard or felt or smelled, they were to remain calm and in place.
Death-speakers were extremely rare. And those few that existed kept to themselves, away from the rest of the magi community. I had never seen one, despite all my years being trapped at the synod. Rumors surrounded their existence, each one more unbelievable than the next.
They were not actually human, but born of the dead themselves, formed by magic and moonlight, crawling out from chest cavities like giant worms.
They could only perform their magic via blood sacrifices from unwilling souls.
They could speak directly to the Dritch, and the Dritch spoke back.
When we’d finally arrived at the end of our journey into the cellars’ depths, we’d gathered into the large, dim room with the few candle tapers and nearby dripping water.
There was space enough for every member of our party to spread out if they wished, but they huddled close to one another instead. The servant lad stood silently behind us, next to the door. An aura of… wrongness filled the place. It felt cloying and sticky. I fluttered my wings to try and shake off the feeling, and Nicodemus gripped my foot with a thumb in warning.
He hissed close to my head. “Behave, now, or I might feed you to the death-speaker. I hear they take their meals raw and still living.”
Whether or not that was true of the death-speakers, I didn’t doubt he would try. Given everything else he’d subjected me to.
“I prefer pigs, if you’re offering.” The voice was low, rasping, like bones rubbing and clicking together. And it seemed to fill the entire room.
Even Nicodemus jumped as it wreathed its way around us. A noise like wind through dry leaves followed the statement, and it took me a moment to realize the sound was that of laughter.
In a corner, shrouded in both darkness and black, tattered robes, a hooded figure shuddered, not unlike the candle flames around us. A long black beaked mask stuck out from under the hood. The room’s wan light barely limned the figure, but I saw all too well as it raised a black-gloved hand and pointed at Nicodemus.
“You are the Grand Magus, I assume?” it asked.
How could the death-speaker not know? Didn’t all magi answer to him? Wouldn’t any of them give their right arm to meet him?
“I am,” Nicodemus replied. And though his answer was confident, I felt him shake ever so slightly.
The death-speaker took in a rattling breath. “Then let us begin. There is little time. Where are the bereaved?”
The older woman and her young companion stepped forward, the woman with far more self-assurance than the man.
“We are here. The deceased’s sister and son.”
The death-speaker extended its hands. “I will need your names.”
The young man’s eyes widened. He looked to his aunt and began shaking his head. I couldn’t blame him. It sounded for all the world as if the death-speaker was actually going to take their names from them. His aunt, however, shook him from where he was gripping her arm and replied in a tone loud enough to make their names echo off the stone walls.
“Baroness Liana Poppleton. And this—” She yanked her nephew forward. “—is Lord Rhett Poppleton.”
“Very good.” The death-speaker kept its hands extended. “Each of you, take one of my hands. The rest of you…”
If a silent crowd could fall into something beyond silence, the rest of our party did.
“The rest of you, form a circle around the body. Iah, close the door.”
The body? As the sound of the servant pulling the door closed behind us echoed, I looked but failed to see anything for a long moment. Then, as if by the death-speaker’s will, I saw it there. A body, an old man, covered in splotches of dark soil. At least, I hoped it was soil. It lay dressed in the fine garments of nobility, wrinkled now and spoiled by stains. The body looked fresh, as if it hadn’t been dead for more than a few hours. And it was curled in a ball on the stone floor of the room. Or rather, no…
I reared back, and this time Nicodemus didn’t scold me. The hands and feet of the body had been tied. Why would someone need to tie up a corpse?! 
Nicodemus’ eyes were on the body. I’d seen that sort of hunger in his eyes before. Where this horrific tableau revolted me, he leaned towards it. He wanted the knowledge it offered. He stepped towards the deceased, extended his free hand towards it. And then… could no longer progress forward. I could feel him strain against some unseen force. That same dry-leaves-and-wind sound from before rattled from the corner; the death-speaker was laughing again.
“This body is under my protection,” it said.
Nicodemus looked at the death-speaker, eyes alight with the dark fire I knew all too well.
“How? How do you do what you do?”
The beaked mask shook slowly back and forth. “This is not your gift, therefore the lore is not for you to know, Grand Magus.”
Nicodemus grinned, but it was feral and threatening. “And if I—”
The death-speaker cut him off not with a word, but a noise. A chattering noise growing from its throat like the sound of beetle carapaces and segmented legs. The noise grew and grew until the walls seemed to shake with it. I was trembling and I didn’t care who saw. That sound, it was like a physical sensation, like insects crawling all over my body. I could see the others in the group felt the same. They cried out and squirmed and slapped at their arms and legs. The death-speaker had released Rhett’s and Liana’s hands and was instead gripping the arms of the chair it sat in. Rhett scuttled to the far side of the room. Meanwhile, Liana held her ground, but looked as if she was regretting every decision she’d ever made. The feeling of wrongness grew in the room while the noise reverberated, and I realized that disturbed miasma was emanating off the death-speaker itself. One of our group was even pulling at the handle of the closed door, which refused to move.
Finally, mercifully, the noise died, and with it the horribly clawing, itchy feeling.
The death-speaker looked around the room at our frightened party. “Calm yourselves. It is for your protection that I wield my power so freely.” 
The group quieted, though it was clear they only complied out of fear. Nicodemus’ muscles were tense beneath my feet, but he said nothing.
“If I did not suffer for my power, then all of you would.”
What does that mean? I couldn’t help thinking.
But the death-speaker was already moving us on. It instructed us again to join hands around the body lying on the floor. Rhett took some corralling by his aunt, and with much trembling, the others followed suit.
“Good,” the death-speaker said at last. “Now, remain still and silent as the dead. We must trick the deceased. He must not know he’s returning to the land of the living.” A feeling of apprehension and questioning rolled through the room then, to which the death-speaker said, “Fear not. I have taken all necessary precautions to protect us.”
Being tethered to Nicodemus, I could do nothing but perch on his wrist and wait. Did those protections extend to birds not actually taking part in the ritual? I was suddenly, and perversely, pleased the corpse was tied up.
The death-speaker took in another rattling breath. And then began, “Rutherford Poppleton.”
Again, its voice echoed off the walls, but this time was different. This time, it became a sustained whisper, filling the room until it was a susurration of power. The echoes were the death-speaker’s magic at work, though I couldn’t guess its purpose. 
The death-speaker must have tightened its grip on Rhett and Liana’s hands, because the former tensed, looking as if he wanted to jerk away. A pained look overtook Rhett’s face, while Liana began to grit her teeth. 
“As still and silent as the dead,” the death-speaker had said. Our party was surprisingly successful, given their fear. The death-speaker, however…
It hunched forward, shaking and drawing in deep, gasping breaths. Its back heaved harder and harder, until I was afraid it might actually be having a fit of some sort. And then, in a moment, it stilled. The noise dropped away to pure silence. It was as if time had frozen.
Then, without warning, the death-speaker reared, slamming its spine against the back of the chair, squeezing the baroness and young lord’s hands so hard they both cried out in pain. Rhett sank to one knee, still gripping the hand on his other side. The death-speaker’s head flew backwards, and the noise that erupted from its throat was nothing of this world. 
A squeal, the sound of metal tearing, and a thousand fleshy wings beating themselves to death. 
Through a slit in the death-speaker’s hood, I saw a sliver of the skin at its throat. The flesh was desiccated, pulled taught across the lower jaw and voice box. It looked deeply scarred too, though it was difficult to make out, for a light was building behind the thin, stretched skin. Behind the death-speaker’s larynx, an orb of light grew and then pushed outward, as if extruding itself through cracks in the flesh. When it emerged, the death-speaker let out an audible, crackling sigh. The sphere of light seemed to look around at us, though it had no discernible eyes, before landing its strange gaze onto the body.
In a split second, the death-speaker’s head snapped back up. The sphere shot towards the corpse on the ground. A circle of symbols lit up beneath our feet, throwing a sickly, brownish-red light around the room. Stars, was the summoning circle drawn in… in blood?
The sphere disappeared inside the corpse and then seemed to explode as light shot out from the eyes.
And the mouth, as it gaped open wide.
People cried out and jumped back, but the death-speaker’s voice was there. “Remain linked. The circle must not be broken.” Whether it was aloud or in our heads, I couldn’t tell, but the people listened. It might have only been out of a deep sense of self-preservation, but everyone held fast to their neighbors’ hands.
We watched in dumbstruck terror as the body lifted its head, its movements jerky, like a broken marionette.
The corpse—Rutherford Poppleton, I assumed—tried to stretch out and, failing that, looked down to his bound hands and feet. From his position on the floor, he leveled an angry glare at our group.
“Rutherford,” said the death-speaker in a tone that sounded more like a mother consoling a child. “Rutherford, forgive our deceit, but your loved ones have a great need, one only you can address.”
Rutherford jerked his head up towards the death-speaker, stretching farther than what would be comfortable for a living person.
“My loved ones?” he asked. His voice was surprisingly smooth for having come from a dead body. I guessed it was similar to how he’d sounded in life.
The death-speaker looked to Baroness Liana and nodded. She looked unabashedly apprehensive now, but crouched low and tried to mimic the death-speaker’s soothing tone.
“That’s right. We’re here, Liana and Rhett. Say hello, Rhett.”
“H-hello, Father,” Rhett managed to stammer out.
Rutherford looked from his sister to his son and back again, his neck still craning at an angle I was worried would snap sinews.
“I’m dead,” Rutherford said at last. His eyes were clear, and I saw something like understanding dawn in them. “I died.”
“Yes,” Liana said. “This afternoon, you passed. Quietly, in your study.”
“I was writing,” he replied thoughtfully. “And drinking.”
Rhett managed a tremulous smile. “That’s right. Your favorite port. Do you… Do you remember what you were writing?”
“I was getting my affairs in order, at the advice of… of my…” And then Rutherford began to laugh. It was not a nice laugh either. “That charlatan you were bedding. Did you really think I was stupid enough to fall for that little act you two put on?”
Liana’s face, already tinged red by the summoning circle, twisted into a snarl. “You didn’t know anything. There’s nothing to know. I…”
“I did,” Rutherford crowed through his laughter, talking over Liana. “I knew the whole time. I only pretended to string you along. Like an idiot cat with a piece of yarn.”
Liana stood again, gripping the other person’s hand in hers so tightly that her knuckles lightened in the dirty red light. “Even in death, you’re a miserable, miserable cretin. Do you know that, Rutherford?”
Her brother only cackled in response, and the light emanating from his eyes and mouth grew brighter at her mention of his name.
Meanwhile, Rhett’s eyes flicked between his aunt and his father. “But, Father, you have… done it, haven’t you? Gotten your affairs in order?”
Rutherford laughed harder, so hard his body was racked with coughs. The light shining out of his eyes and mouth juddered. I looked to the death-speaker, but it only sat silently, face hidden behind its mask. 
The light steadied as the cough subsided, and the gathered party remained still, watching this disaster unfold, but I could feel their attention focus tightly on the forthcoming answer.
“No,” Rutherford chuckled at last. “I never intended to. You pack of backbiters can tear yourself to shreds fighting over my estate.”
Rhett’s eyes widened in panic. “No, Father, you can’t mean that! You—”
“I can do what I like,” Rutherford snapped. “Now more than ever. Perhaps if you hadn’t been such a disappointment, I might have considered. But you, sniveling little milksop that you are? Pah! Good luck.”
Now Rhett’s face twisted, and he sneered, “I’m glad I poisoned your drink. How’s that for being a milksop?”
Rutherford gave a derisive snort. “Poison? That’s a coward’s murder weapon. Didn’t even have the balls to bludgeon me properly.”
Rhett’s lips pulled back into a snarl, and he leapt for Rutherford’s corpse. The moment the circle broke, the light went out inside of Rutherford, and the sphere flew out from his chest. It circled Rhett as the death-speaker ordered the young lord to retake his place, but Rhett was too busy trying to catch the sphere to listen. He grabbed at it like a child clumsily pursuing a damselfly. The death-speaker had just begun to rise from its seat when the light zipped around the back of Rhett again, and this time flew straight at him.
Rutherford’s light flew through Rhett’s shoulder and out the other side. The sound of bones cracking and flesh ripping splintered through the room as the light flashed momentarily, and then dimmed to less than half its former brightness. Rhett screamed in pain and grabbed his injured shoulder, which now hung lifeless at his side. Blood was already beginning to seep through the fine velvet of Rhett’s sleeve.
“Hold.” The word echoed through the room, stopping us all in whatever panicked tracks we might have been just about to make. That had been the death-speaker. From behind the dimmed light sphere, it extended its gloved hands and carefully cupped the sphere between them. “No more mischief from you, please.” Again, its voice had changed to one, clicking and rasping though it was, full of care.
“Mischief?” snarled Rhett. “Mischief?! He broke my bloody arm!”
“You are lucky he didn’t do worse. Because he could have. And what law would have punished him?”
“You!” Rhett replied. “You could have.”
“Do not presume to tell me my business, boy!” 
The insult cracked like a whip in that large, glowing stone room. We all watched with rapt attention for what would happen next. Even Liana looked keen, though given what we’d heard I suspected she cared little for her nephew’s fate now that the truth was out.
“We do not control the dead. We are their guardians, and you…” The death-speaker turned its gaze onto Liana now too. “And you will consider yourselves fortunate nothing worse befell you here today, given your transgressions.”
I wondered what worse things were possible, and suspected the death-speaker itself had the ability to enact some of them.
It looked back down at the glowing orb in its hands. “Begone, all of you. I must shepherd this one home before it is too weak to make the journey.”
The door behind us creaked open, and Iah, the servant lad from before, entered to escort us out. Nicodemus said nothing as we left, but he waited for everyone else to go in order to follow at the back. I turned as we were making our way out, just in time to catch a glimpse of the death-speaker tipping its mask up, just far enough to reveal its mouth.
The lips were thin and stretched and pale. It opened them wide, revealing teeth sharpened down to points. Its tongue, purple and rotted, like that of a corpse, flicked out, and the death-speaker noiselessly swallowed the sphere.
I never saw another death-speaker after that. Never in my time, throughout the adventures I would later have, did I hear of them again. Not beyond the usual rumors anyway. I can only assume they continued to be as reclusive as ever, if not more so after that debacle. I have seen that magic is not dead, though, not entirely. And I cannot help but wonder if there aren’t a few death-speakers still out there… somewhere.
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A look into Felicia and Lowell’s past. Spoilers for their backstory.
 
~~~
Part 1
Thank the stars it was summer. Escaping a mob frothing at the mouth from fear would have been impossible in the harsh Duskwood winter. Pins and needles sparked in Felicia’s legs while she and Lowell hunched down in the hollow of a dead tree. In the onyx sky above, the moon shone bright as a pearl. It threw down harsh planes of light, which the twins’d had to avoid while they fled. Felicia looked down at Lowell. In the gloom of their hiding place, she could just see the sheen of tears on his face. They dribbled out from beneath the masked side of his face and flowed freely from the uncovered half. In truth, she wanted to cry too. The urge became almost irrepressible when thoughts of her parents snuck back to the forefront of her mind. Though she’d only just turned eight, she’d had lots of practice suppressing her tears. She pushed the temptation away again. Now wasn’t the time. Not until they were away from Timbergreen, their village, and the sound of the villagers searching for them had faded into silence. And she needed to be strong for Lowell.
Felicia scowled up at the sky, cursing the moon. If it weren’t for that cold celestial matron, they might have been able to keep moving. As shouts echoed towards them from farther off in the forest, she cursed her fellow villagers too. She cursed the pigs that had fallen ill, which had spread their sickness to the people. She cursed the heavy rains that had come before, which had drowned a good portion of crops.
Lowell shifted against her, sharpening the pins and needles in Felicia’s legs to barbs. He let out a little whimper. She bit her lip and tensed against the pain, pointing her thoughts towards escape and success. He hiccupped softly and shifted again. Lowell’s false leg—barely more than a couple of sticks trussed together—stuck out ahead of him like a signpost. At least the retired axe handle it was made from still mostly resembled an ordinary branch, despite its years of service.
The memory of seeing their father’s own axe turned on him gusted to the front of Felicia’s mind. A sob surged up her throat. She barely choked it back down, though a few tears eked from her eyes. Lowell hid his face in her shoulder and cried harder. Their father’s sacrifice had given their mother enough time to push the twins out the back door of their little cottage and towards the bloody sunset.
“Take care of your brother,” she’d said, just before dropping a hurried kiss onto each of their heads. “I love you. Now go!”
Then she’d slammed the door shut. Felicia had heard the bolt shoot home. She’d almost tried to pull it open again anyway when a bang! thundered from within—the sound of an inside door being kicked open and slamming against the wall.
“There’s no need for this,” came their mother’s muffled voice from within. Always a peacemaker to the end, even though she too had seen their fellow villagers sink the blade of Father’s favored tool into his head. Mother tried sensibility again. Felicia and Lowell had stood frozen during those horrendous seconds. “Please, don’t!” The clang of metal against metal. Felicia imagined their mother had tried using one of the iron kitchen tools to defend herself. A cry, cut short. And a definitive thump. 
“Take her to the village center,” growled a voice within. Felicia thought she recognized it as one of their neighbors. A man who’d chopped timber by their father’s side for years, though she couldn’t be certain. “The boys are settin’ up a stake there. Tie her up. We’ll burn her good.”
“Shouldn’t we wait until she wakes up?” asked another voice. This one, Felicia didn’t know.
“Better to do it while she’s out. Can’t use her magic that way. Now be quick.”
The last spark of hope had sputtered out in Felicia then. Her mother’s final directive screamed in her mind. Felicia tugged at her twin brother, whose eyes were pinned to the closed door.
She tugged harder and said, “We hafta run!”
Fear climbed up her throat, knowing running would be brutally difficult for Lowell. Pushing past pity, she yanked on his arm, nearly toppling him. She steadied Lowell and ushered him forward while his eyes strayed back to the door.
“Run! Or we’re gonna die.” Felicia hated herself for the fear that seeped into Lowell’s gaze. Still, he finally looked forward, so she said it again. That got him moving, though he winced with every uneven stride.
They’d hobbled together through the woods as the lowering sun watched their progress. Felicia felt it was deliberately taking its time, either to help the villagers in their search or to watch the twins’ inevitable demise. Less than a half hour later, they hadn’t made enough progress to escape the tortured screams echoing across the trees. Nor were they able to outrun the haze of smoke that followed not long after.
A few hours later, Lowell was grimacing with every step. Tears ran from his eyes, but he never complained. That was when they’d found their hiding spot. Felicia had hoped the people of Timbergreen would be satisfied with two deaths on their hands. The distant sound of a search party hounded the twins, however. 
Tucked in the tree hollow, Lowell cried harder. Felicia regretted thinking on the horrors of the last few hours. She hugged him, and his sobs muffled into her shoulder. Sweat prickled on Felicia’s forehead. Summers this far north were mild but a touch humid. And though she tended to “run hot,” as her mother had always phrased it

OPS/images/BG_Redesign_Final_25.png
CULTS
SND
“TAXES





OPS/images/Stickers_and_Squares_1.png





OPS/images/BG_Redesign_Final_4.png
DANA FRAEDRICH





OPS/toc.xhtml
		Preface

		Figs and Fae

		The Death-Speaker

		Monsters Inside

		Harvest Festival Haunting

		Different Cages, All Prisons

		The Butterfly Effect

		Salty Siblings

		Surprise Party Planning

		O Harried Night

		New Year’s Gifts

		Death Cults and Taxes

		Death Cults and Taxes (Addendum)

		Check, Please

		A Modest Proposal

		An Excerpt from Falcon’s Favor

		Acknowledgements

		About the Author






OPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





OPS/images/image-1.png





OPS/images/DC_T_EB_ReDesign.jpeg
SHORT STORY
ANTHOLOGY

ANA FRAEDRICH /

WAy





OPS/images/image.png
The Continent Of

XA \\f? @“\V&I’IHS
ol % |

yinghaven
Q;gmeﬂg Prism)
s






OPS/images/Goat_Song_Logo.png





OPS/images/BG_Redesign_Final_3.png
BRZESHEN GEARS





OPS/images/image-3.png





OPS/images/BG_Stories_Timeline__4_.png
Broken Gears Chronology

Short Stories Books
4th Age
Figs and Fae
—
s t’/l Age Raven's Cry
.—

The Death-Speaker

Dawn Age
.—
Monsters Inside

New Age
.—
Harvest Festival Haunting

Different Cages, All Prisons
The Butterfly Effect

—

Salty Siblings | Out of the Shadows

Surprise Party Planning
O Harried Night

New Year's Gifts
— 0

Into the Fire

—_— 0

Death Cults and Across the Ice

Taxes/Addendum

Check,Please | o
Falcon's Favor

A Modest Proposal
(]





OPS/images/image-2.png





