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      Dear Readers,

      Some of these authors are names you recognize, and others are publishing their first short story. I have enjoyed reading, editing, and compiling all of them for you.

      Discovering a hidden villain is one thing, but when that involves a betrayal? Well, that just tears at your heartstrings. The betrayals in these stories impact friends, families, coworkers, and couples. Which is the most devastating? That is for you to read and decide.

      Wherever these hidden villains may lurk, I hope their betrayals are worth the consequences!

      

      Robyn Huss, Editor

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Robyn Huss is a freelance editor who specializes in heavy developmental and copy editing; she is a thorough grammarian and has a good eye for inconsistencies. She is able to focus on character development, dialogue, paragraphing, sequencing of events and details, theme, and symbolism, in addition to providing a thorough review of grammar, usage, style, and word choice.

      Robyn has spent a lifetime analyzing fiction and writing. Her bachelor’s degree is in English with teaching certification; she taught literature and writing for more than thirty years to grades six through college, and she has been editing professionally since 2013.

      To learn more about Robyn and see samples of her work, visit www.HussEditing.com
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          KEVIN J. ANDERSON

        

      

    

    
      Bells of rejoicing rang throughout the kingdom. Peasants and townspeople were called away from their tasks to line up and cheer the wedding procession of Prince Derek and Princess Lilac. The people wore their finest clothes and tossed flower petals along the path to the castle. Though they had no coins to spare, they spent time and money cleaning the streets, fixing their roofs, painting their homes, and making everything beautiful for the royal couple. They cheered as best they could.

      Up in the castle, Hedda had worked in the kitchens since midnight to bake wedding rolls, wedding cake, and wedding puddings. The silverware had to be polished until her fingers bled. Hedda scowled even though she was supposed to be beaming with joy for what was sure to be the prosperity of the kingdom.

      “Come now, all of you!” barked the head cook. “We have to prepare a feast for the eternal happiness of our prince and princess.”

      “How about our happiness?” Hedda muttered.

      “That is not for us to worry about.”

      Jack, the scruffy young serving boy, came in with an armload of wood for the ovens. “This’ll take care of the last breads and pies.” He winced as he dumped the wood in the pile. His hands were red and inflamed, and Hedda hurried over to the sweet young man. They had grown up in the village, known each other since they were small children, though neither of them had many prospects.

      “Let me see those hands,” she said.

      His fingers were blistered, every knuckle swollen. “It’s the bee stings. Can’t help it.”

      “You could help it if the royal couple didn’t insist on honey-drenched bumblebees for an appetizer.” On a whim, Princess Lilac had asked for the treat, which meant that someone had to catch jars full of bumblebees, and bumblebees did not like to be caught. Jack had been stung repeatedly, but the appetizers were safe.

      With each passing day, Hedda had grown to hate the prince and princess more and more.

      “I made a salve for you. I know all the secret recipes.” Hedda’s mother had been an herb woman, a specialist in medicines and folk remedies, and she had taught her daughter every trick.

      She gently rubbed the salve into his fingers. Hedda was sweet on Jack, and each night, the two would find a shadowy alcove in the castle and sit together with a meal scraped from the plates of the decadent nobles. Neither she nor Jack could ever scrounge the coins necessary to pay the marriage tax. The closest they would come to a fine wedding would be to hover in the banquet room and wait for the noble guests to demand more wine or another serving of broiled larks.

      Hedda knew the other servants felt the same. Everyone was instructed to keep up appearances no matter how much the prince and princess were despised. But she had had enough, and she saw her opportunity with the wedding banquet.

      Nobles from across the kingdom would attend, counts, dukes, barons, and other titles that Hedda didn’t entirely understand, except they all had to be addressed as “m’lord” and unquestionably obeyed. Hedda was an attractive girl, but too drab and scuffed to draw any nobleman’s lusty attention; fortunately, Jack found her pretty. That was all she needed with the thing they had to do tonight.

      She had planned for weeks, digging through forest mulch to find the right kind of mushrooms, the orange spiky ones her mother called Death’s Daggers. The head cook saw what she carried in her basket, and although the cook knew full well what the mushrooms would do, she turned a blind eye and whistled as she scrubbed a cauldron.

      None of the other servants admitted that they knew of the plan, but Hedda didn’t need to give them any warning. Finally, when it came time for the meal, the breads, the soup, the roasted boar and venison, every course had a liberal dose of mushrooms, minced up so small as to be unseen. When one serving girl tried to snatch a roll from a basket, the head cook had nearly screamed, swatting the girl’s hand and scolding her never to taste the food of her betters.

      Hedda, Jack, and the army of castle servants served the well-dressed and perfumed crowd. The handsome prince and blushing bride were too enamored with each other even to think to compliment the meal, which the guests ate with great gusto. Everyone stuffed themselves, but none of the servants tasted a bite, even though the food seemed luscious.

      Princess Lilac was the first to groan and cry out in pain as she hunched over with stomach spasms. She spewed vomit into her plate. Her prince cried out for help, then he too doubled over. Very swiftly, all the nobles were retching, writhing on the floor, their skin erupting in boils, their throats constricted.

      The servants waited patiently. The process was longer and noisier than Hedda had expected. Her mother had not given her all the details, but Death’s Dagger was certainly effective.

      Even before the victims all were dead, Hedda and Jack scurried about, pulling rings from fingers, snatching jeweled pendants, and prying rubies and sapphires from goblets. Gold coins were piled up as wedding gifts, and Jack stuffed his pockets. Hedda filled a sack with necklaces and brooches, while the other servants scavenged their own riches. They would scatter after tonight.

      This castle was dead, but now she and Jack could be free. They had all the money they could imagine, even enough for the marriage tax, though she had no intention of paying it. They would be married in their own hearts and rich in their own souls.

      In the dark of the night they fled the castle and the dead bodies piled in the banquet hall. Hedda didn’t think about the people she had just murdered. In her mind, they were a different sort of people anyway.

      She and Jack ran off, and they lived happily ever after.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin J. Anderson has published more than 175 books, 58 of which have been national or international bestsellers. He has written numerous novels in the Star Wars, X-Files, and Dune universes, as well as a unique steampunk fantasy trilogy beginning with Clockwork Angels, written with legendary rock drummer Neil Peart.

      His original works include the Saga of Seven Suns series, the Wake the Dragon and Terra Incognita fantasy trilogies, the Saga of Shadows trilogy, and his humorous horror series featuring Dan Shamble, Zombie P.I. He has edited numerous anthologies, written comics and games, and the lyrics to two rock CDs.

      Anderson is the director of the graduate program in Publishing at Western Colorado University. Anderson and his wife Rebecca Moesta are the publishers of WordFire Press. His most recent novels are Clockwork Destiny, Gods and Dragons, Dune: The Lady of Caladan (with Brian Herbert), and Slushpile Memories: How NOT to Get Rejected.
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          MIKE JACK STOUMBOS

        

      

    

    
      Bart ran his thumb along the edge of one card. His eyes flicked up at his opponents, then back down to his hand. He let his tongue escape from between his lips and bit down slightly, as if considering.

      That gesture, like every other, was a performance. He appeared to make a hard decision, but he’d known the outcome since receiving two painted toad cards in the opening deal, after which, Bart had waited patiently as the pile of chips grew.

      “I call,” he said, after due deliberation, his guttural accent clashing against those of the other players.

      The lady with the feathered hat and green veil smiled to herself, thinking she’d just picked up a pretty pot. The gent on her left, sweating through his silk waistcoat, was along for the ride and seemed relieved to end the hand; the in-for-a-penny adage would cost him much more than a gold piece today, which he still could easily afford.

      “Shall we?” asked the lady, splaying her cards face-up, proudly confirming she hadn’t bluffed.

      The gent nodded politely, knowing he was beaten.

      But when the lady saw Bart’s silently spread hand, her expertly tweezed brows arched in shock. For while both players had full houses, his led with a higher-value triple: three crowned toads labeled with red or black Ks.

      “That’s me then.” Bart swept the not-so-modest pile of clay chips, clacking and pinging, to his side of the table.

      “My stars!” The gent raised his monocle to inspect, now that no one could read his hand in its reflection. “You certainly played it cool with three Kings—”

      “Kroeters here, Sir,” corrected Bart, pointing one finger at the faded image of the toad, the thirteenth and highest-value sign, labeled with a proud K. “In MiddleMoor, we use traditional names, pay homage to the star-signs and magic therein.” Though he could not speak as fancily as any of the opponents, Bart never missed an opportunity to play the expert in his own den. After all, not only was Bart at his favorite table in his home city, but he’d also been born on the thirteenth day of the thirteenth and final month of the year, under the sign of King Kroeter the Toad. Despite its association with a celestial god, the number was still regarded as unlucky, unless one wielded a deck of cards.

      The gent must have been just foreign enough to use the more broadly spoken King, but not so far away that he didn’t know better. He tried to laugh off the minor afront with an affable, “Of course! Do forgive me.”

      In reality, the gent may have been more religious than Bart, but it kept players on their toes to think Bart a devout astrologist — and it seemed to make them less likely to question windfall winnings.

      He’d had the hand of the night, a payday pot, far more than he’d ever managed in an honest day’s manual labor at the lumbermill. Promising starts all around had suckered six players to meet the opening ante, then encouraged them to bid considerably.

      “Well!” announced the lady, keeping her anger in check with a forced laugh. “That was quite a coup for you, wasn’t it?”

      Another man, also a regular, chimed in, “I told you. Bucksaw’s damn good.” This fellow had folded early and lost less, having seen past power hands from the player called Bucksaw Bart.

      “Well, if he’s so damn good,” said the lady, maintaining fewer niceties, “perhaps he’d play a few hands more. Give me a chance to re-inherit my money.”

      Her type often used words like re-inherit: people who thought their upbringing and education made them superior to a port-city gambler.

      He pretended to consider. “Not anymore tonight. Better go out now on a lucky break.” He stood, placed his cap on a nearly hairless head, and excused himself.

      Bart felt the tug on his shoulders and soul as he exited the threshold around the table — a dome that restricted all magic and leveled the playing field to skill, bluffs, luck, and the odd sleight-of-hand. In a city like MiddleMoor, a prominent sea and airship port, so many were born or trained with magical talent that mundane prestidigitation served little purpose — not that Bart would ever engage in that kind of cheating. His methods were far more elegant.

      He closed the door to the high-roller room behind him, then strode across the casino’s main floor, where folks lost far less of their hard-earned wages in the name of entertainment. Bart kept his step quick, his eyes forward while passing under the many mirrors the proprietors had arranged for surveillance.

      At the concierge’s counter, he exchanged most chips for coins and collected his overcoat without needing to show a claim ticket. Several jackets were nicer than his; many were accompanied by bespoke rapiers or dueling canes. Holstered on the interior of Bart’s coat was a simple, single-shot pistol — not quite state-of-the-science, but more effective for someone who’d never been trained with hard-to-pronounce blades.

      Bart made no small talk with the lift operator but tipped the little fellow a large chip when he’d reached his high-level apartment. Bart’s rented corner of the world, in one of the many interconnected buildings that made up MiddleMoor, was high enough above the sea to spot airships coming in for miles and had a glorious view of the constellations on a clear night. It had gotten much easier to afford in recent months.

      The locks’ mechanisms clicked in rhythm, something of a lullaby to Bart, as he let himself into the main room. Several large frames had been draped with black shrouds, and even these were only dimly lit by a small everflame on the center table. Bart touched the largest of the frames as he entered, as if confirming it hadn’t fallen. The one uncovered portrait hung over the mantlepiece: a life-size rendition of a younger, prettier version of Bart, marred only by a faint scar on the clean-shaven jaw, which could have been a miss-flick of the painter’s fingers or a crease in the canvas.

      He trotted up the stairs, coins jangling against his hip, then bypassed his bedroom and ducked through a slanted doorway, evidence of patchworked, interlocking apartments. This back room, a storage space, also sported shrouded frames, some of which were taller than Bart. He walked directly to a regal chest, whose style matched none of the decor in this home — or much of MiddleMoor, seeing as it was bright, unsullied quartz and boasted no visible gears or even hinges. Bart pressed his palm on the rune lock, whose magic extracted a drop of blood and allowed the chest to open. Inside lay Bart’s riches, carefully compounded over the recent windfall months.

      While Bart emptied the newest purse, another man’s voice entered the space, muffled by fabric. “Did it go well tonight?” asked the unseen gentlemen, his tone and articulation refined, despite the black drop cloth concealing him.

      Reluctant to disrupt his good mood, Bart gave no reply.

      “I can hear you there,” said the voice, properly pronouncing the Hs and not growling through the Rs like Bart did. “Won’t you speak to me, Bartholomew?”

      Bart tensed one hand into so tight a fist he heard his first knuckle pop, but he held himself from punching through the covered mirror behind him, which was what the other man wanted, and why he used the name Bartholomew. No one else addressed Bucksaw Bart with this proper-sounding name, and to do so now was more mockery than grace. Even so, Bart wouldn’t give the other man the satisfaction of seeing him rattled, or even imagining such a sight. Besides, if he really wanted to shatter the mirror, Bart could throw it over the edge of the high walkway with a flick of his finger…

      By force of will, Bart relaxed into his poker face. By the time he’d turned and pulled away the shroud, he even wore a serene smile, but no such expression reflected back at him. “Evening, Leland,” he said to the other, imprisoned in the mirror.

      Leland neither stood nor sat, but he was clearly visible and upright behind the glass. Everything around and behind him was deeper and darker than the black cloths, more devoid of substance than a starless night. His blond hair was partially fastened back with a ribbon but was otherwise allowed to flow past his shoulders or drift in the uncertain gravity of the space. His hands were gently clasped before him, and his feet seemed to float over nothing; the bright blue coat he wore had been painstakingly embroidered with finery and, along with the pale scarf, would look more at home on the deck of a luxury airship than in a magical pool of blackness.

      To some untrained eyes, the contrast of their demeanor and clothing would be enough to place the two men in entirely separate worlds, bounded by more than an extra-dimensional cell or glass partition. However, if one peered closely, beyond any signs of station, they might notice the uncannily similar eyes, ice-blue and almond shaped, situated above strong cheekbones, and lips that might have turned out identical if they had had similar care and conditioning.

      One physical difference neither could change was the scar on the prettier man’s jaw, set over a slight distortion where the bone had broken years earlier.

      “So the game was successful?” asked Leland. “Was my prediction correct?”

      Bart considered lying or at least downplaying the hand. “It went well. I let the lady raise the bid all on her own, thinking she had a winner.”

      “But thirteen was again your lucky number.” A laugh escaped Leland, a small joy in being right, or possibly in having helped Bart, as if the gesture were out of goodwill alone. “I knew it! I saw that the two Ks would lead that hand, didn’t I?”

      Bart nodded, giving Leland his due. “That you did.”

      “Now, just think how much more help I could be on the outside. Working with you.” Leland’s icy eyes opened wider, showing more hope than helplessness.

      “And risk you locking me up and running away,” muttered Bart.

      “I wouldn’t — not this time. Please, Brother, you can trust me.”

      Bart barked a laugh, exaggerating his emotional reaction to what was still a preposterous notion. “Trust you? Sorry, Leland, I’ve learned.”

      “I’ve apologized, Bartholomew, and I’m not the same person,” protested Leland, but Bart was already picking the cloth off the floor.

      With a practiced flourish, Bucksaw Bart had covered the mirror again, only minorly muffling the pleas from within. Placing his own face close to the cloth, Bart whispered, “When I’ve said we’re even. When I live as noble as you got to.”

      Bart turned and, after ensuring the chest was rune-locked, exited his side-room, leaving his brother in a dark mirror.

      Leland was still calling out, so Bart pointed to a dresser in his bedroom and redirected it to fully cover the short and slanted doorway. His right arm ached from the sudden force of moving so large an object, but that was a small price to pay for a quiet night’s sleep.
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        * * *

      

      No sun made its way into Bart’s bedroom, but he woke to the bell ringing below. More alert than groggy, Bart spun the gear by his nightstand, moving the periscope’s viewer close enough to his eye and lining up the narrow tube’s reflectors.

      Three people stood at the entrance, most notably the lady from the previous night, still wearing a fancy hat with a forest-green veil. The others consisted of a uniformed member of the local constabulary and someone wearing magenta but covered by a smudge on the exterior lens.

      Bart held his breath to listen and was greeted with silence, meaning Leland was asleep, or whatever equivalent applied to persons trapped in mirrors.

      In less than a minute, he was dressed enough to receive company, even if not to formally entertain. He had no cap for his close-cropped receding hair and had not fully laced his cream-colored shirt, but ladies offended by chest hair ought not call on folks so close to sunrise.

      Bart carefully unlocked each ratcheting mechanism holding his door shut, then opened it with a neutral, “Good morning. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      The lady’s lips pinched down, then pressed their way into something insincerely genial. “Good morning, Mister Bucksaw Bart. I came to see you again regarding our game last night. First, I would like to apologize for my boorish behavior as a sore loser, and secondly,” she cleared her throat, “I wish to invite you to yet another game.”

      Throughout her salutation, Bart sized up her companions. He did not know whether this lady intended the constable for intimidation or reassurance, but Bart did not find himself disturbed by either prospect. As a local, he would be more familiar with MiddleMoor custom than she, but local knowledge rarely managed a fight against foreign wealth unless you fought dirty. This constable — whom Bart recognized as the long-established Constable Baker — didn’t appear particularly impassioned about the lady’s cause; rather, he seemed to have thoughts of returning to sleep as soon as possible. He gave a nod to the constable, as a subtle sign of their shared alliance to MiddleMoor.

      The magenta companion was a woman of impossible-to-determine age, due to the gold and red designs painted across her cheeks, distracting from wrinkles. Her forehead and every strand of hair was contained in a hood, like a priestess’. She stood shorter than the others, sharp of nose, and thin of lip. The magenta gown was wrapped around her in loops and drapes, a design familiar to her but a maze to anyone else.

      “Would you care to come in?” asked Bart, stepping aside from the entryway. “Forgive my poor hospitality — I haven’t got tea on yet, but I can heat some for you.”

      “No need,” said the lady, taking her entrance with smooth, gliding strides, and letting Bart know they wouldn’t stay long.

      The priestess followed, but Constable Baker remained on the step with the door open, a witness in case of any funny business or attempted attack.

      Bart didn’t flinch or show nervousness. After all, several people had seen him win fairly the night before, and an officer of the peace would know better than to let a high-profile player come to harm on his watch — unless he’d been promised a larger sum than what the lady had already lost.

      She regarded the covered frames festooning the room, and her eyes eventually settled on the one uncovered portrait above the mantle. She then eyed Bart suspiciously, possibly picking up the resemblance or maybe just confused by the presence of such a well-made portrait in this man’s front room.

      “What a lovely painting,” remarked the woman in magenta, her accent neither high-class nor from the MiddleMoor slums. “Who is it?”

      “Someone I once knew,” reported Bart, stiffly, “but who left here when we were boys.”

      Though the lady with the green veil creased her brow, sensing Bart had hardly given the full story, her companion seemed charmed by the notion and concluded, “And sent you a noble portrait. You must prize it so.”

      “I don’t believe we were ever formally introduced,” the lady cut in. “I am April Handschel, and this is my friend, Tiacel, also visiting MiddleMoor from abroad.”

      April did not extend her hand. She remained as upright and corseted as ever, but Tiacel reached a slender arm from under layers of looping fabric. “So pleased to meet you, Dear Sir,” she said, stretching out her Ss like snakes.

      Though rarely drawn in by flirtation or flattery, Bart found this priestess quite alluring. He could see little of her shape or figure and was attracted instead to her eyes. They were slightly different colors, not enough for everyone to notice with certainty, but Bart considered himself more observant than most. While each was some shade of purple, one had a sheen of gold around the pupil, like the glow of a wedding band she’d tossed aside.

      Bart accepted the hand, which slid surprisingly smoothly into his own callused fingers. Even the Lady April had shown evidence of former blisters and rough layers, most likely from airship riggings, clearly visible throughout their card game. Tiacel’s unsullied fingers were rare in MiddleMoor, especially rare for a logger-turned-gambler to touch, and a petty part of him wondered if Leland’s hands had remained equally soft.

      Pretending he was used to the gesture, the gambler lifted Tiacel’s knuckles to his lips and planted a soft kiss.

      “Well?” asked April, after Tiacel had withdrawn her hand.

      In a glance, Bart had developed more than a hunch about what had just happened.

      “He is indeed magic,” confirmed Tiacel, “but not in the way you suspected.”

      “You brought a reader to the game!” accused Bart, dropping enough decorum that any hope of high-society diction slipped into the salty surf among pirates.

      The constable seemed to wake up a little and brought a hand to the sword at his belt. He eased his stance again when April laughed.

      “Hardly,” said the lady, drawing her veil aside and finally pinning it on her hat. “She will not be playing today, but she is a senser, and I wanted to make sure it was a fair game. Tiacel can tell with a touch what kind of magic you have, unless you’re very, very good at concealing, and I don’t think even you can bluff like that.”

      Bart stiffened, showing indignation, offense at being scrutinized without warning. He glared at the constable, who had been unaware and now appeared apologetic.

      “Well,” resumed April, “now that we’ve come this far, we might as well have all of it.”

      Tiacel chuckled to herself. “We haven’t time for all of it. He was born near the cusp, either Kroeter or Adler,” she mused, using the old names for the Toad or Eagle, the last and first months of the common calendar. “I’d bet he’s more a thirteen than a one.”

      Despite her friend’s interest in Bart’s birth, April pressed her purpose instead. “And what does he wield, Tiacel?”

      “Transposition magic.”

      April raised an eyebrow. “Meaning?”

      Bart intercepted. “Meaning I can send you out and over the rail if I choose to.”

      She grinned, revealing perfectly white teeth. “Do you make a habit of throwing things when you lose?”

      “Not at all. But if I’m offended, threatened, or accused of cheating—”

      “I see, and could you use this to, say, move a card into your hand?”

      “Not at a magic-controlled table, and not with that kind of precision,” said Bart, but she didn’t seem convinced. “I was employed to move logs at the lumbermill, set ’em on ships or through full-size portals — not to thread needles.”

      April looked to Tiacel, who offered no dispute.

      Bart’s next move was calculated to impress, but he wanted to appear motivated by frustration, so he practically growled, “I’ll show you.” He marched across the room, and tore one of the black curtains from the wall.

      Both women reacted backward in fright, for, trapped in a wide, rectangular mirror, was a hulking horned beast.

      The constable had drawn his sword and rushed in at the sounds of distress but paused when he saw the contained creature. This mirror, situated in a crude, wooden frame, was a little too tight for its prisoner and was made of different magics, which allowed no sound to escape.

      “I transpositioned a minotaur,” said Bart, “placed it in this mirror. That drew seed-money for this apartment. You remember, don’t you, Constable Baker?”

      Baker, roused by his name, had worked in MiddleMoor long enough to recall (or pretend to recall) Bucksaw Bart’s deeds, and nodded his corroboration. Either way, the gesture satisfied both other guests.

      “Isn’t that dangerous?” inquired Tiacel.

      “More for an intruder than me,” said Bart. “If something happens here, and I break the glass, I’d know how to defend myself. Would you?” Without waiting for an answer, Bart covered the beast once more.

      No one implied a threat after that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Wake up, Leland,” said Bart, drawing away the curtain of the more ornate, free-standing mirror in the storage. “I need a read on tonight’s game.”

      “Another?” Leland appeared drained, despondent. While he needed neither food nor drink for his non-corporeal body, he did grow weary with time.

      “Yes.” Bart turned away and unlocked the chest with a drop of his blood. “Same lady from last night. Wants a rematch. I need to know which hand I can win.”

      Leland sighed. “It’s getting harder to see, Brother. If only I could leave this mirror—”

      “You’ll leave when I tell you,” snapped Bart. Then he calmly resumed collecting the necessary coins for the night.

      “Haven’t I more than repaid my debt?” asked Leland.

      Bart growled, “After the life you stole from me? Hardly.”

      Leland clamped his jaw closed.

      The clinking of several gold pieces scattered their arhythmic tones through the otherwise silent space.

      “What if this time buys your apartment?” asked the man in the mirror. “No more renting, no more scrounging, enough for the difference. Would that pay my debt?”

      Bart paused. He licked his lips then looked to Leland. “Could you do that?”

      “It would be difficult — draining. But I see the hands. Your opponent is wealthy, stubborn, and arrogant.”

      “Like you?” laughed Bart.

      Undeterred, Leland continued. “If you play it right, you could get her to wager far more than what you bring. I see…” He faltered and brought a hand to his forehead.

      “Leland?” wondered Bart, rushing to the mirror, putting both hands on the metal frame, with the closest thing to compassion he’d shown since Leland’s return.

      “Sorry. I just… Too many possibilities. It’s hard to sort.” He closed his eyes. “But what it all hinges on, whether you walk out with a modest sum or a bankroll, is whether you lose on your first promising deal.”

      “Lose?”

      “Hear me out: Early in the game, maybe third or fourth hand, you will be dealt a pair of Adlers.” Eagle cards, the first card named for the first month — Leland’s month. Whereas others might call them As or Aces, Leland used the proper, old-world name, like they’d done as boys, before he left. “But that hand won’t end strong enough for you. If you bet high, go in overconfident, it will set them up to fall thereafter. And I can tell you every winning hand from then on.”

      Bart pointed one shaking finger at Leland. “If this is a trick, I set you in a vault where no one ever finds you.”

      “It’s not a trick,” said Leland. “It will make the difference. And if it does, will you let me leave?”
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        * * *

      

      Bucksaw Bart worked a precarious balancing act as he unlocked his front door, but was laughing joyfully when he shoved it open. He’d barely lugged the bags of gold in both arms and a backpack and now let them fall on the main floor. He continued to chortle while he hung up his jacket then schlepped his payday to the storeroom bag by bag.

      “I see the scheme was successful,” observed an uncovered Leland.

      “You could say that.”

      “How much?”

      Bart finished emptying the first bag into the chest and could see that the coins would soon overflow. “More than enough for this place. Maybe even something better.”

      “So will you live up to your word?” asked Leland, a note of optimism in his articulate voice. “Will you release me?”

      “Hmm.” Bart put a finger to his lips, which smelled of metal, traces of copper and silver. “I think not, little brother. I’ll just put you away for a while. Long enough that you’ll tell me anything for a bit of company.”

      “But Bartholomew!” Leland was still sputtering protests when Bart headed down the stairs again to collect the next bag.

      When Bart returned, Leland resumed his attempt at persuasion, with more desperation than ever before. “I made you win! I helped you cheat people. I’ve more than covered my debt.”

      “You think so? Because what you stole from me, I measure in years, Leland. You may have locked me in a cupboard for a night, but you stole my entire future.”

      “You forget how you used to treat me?” asked an appalled Leland. “That was my one chance to get away from—” The younger brother gasped, stopping himself.

      Bart scowled. “Well, now you’re in that mirror. You’re going to stay until you’ve missed your life, brother, until you’re the one people scorn and pity. Then you’ll be free.”

      “But I returned to MiddleMoor to make amends! I came to beg your forgiveness.”

      “And maybe you should have foreseen my wrath, mighty soothsayer, for I will never, ever forgive you.”

      Leland mustered all the indignation he could from behind glass and demanded, “How can you stand to look at yourself?”

      Bart finally dropped the façade; any guise of humor or anger was replaced with somber resolve. “That’s rather the point, Leland,” he said to another’s face in the mirror, “I don’t.”

      A sound from below startled both, and they looked to the opening, to the bedroom, and the stairway at the far wall. Quietly, Leland observed, “You left the door unlocked.”

      Bart raced out of the small room, ready to fend off a looter. But the woman standing in his front room seemed to take no interest in the coins.

      “Tiacel,” said Bart, but could think of nothing else just then.

      The small, sharp-faced Tiacel gave a small wave. “Hello, Bart. Congratulations on your game.”

      Bart descended the last few steps warily. “Why are you here?”

      “Curiosity. And confirmation.” She smiled to herself, then indicated the portrait. “You know, April actually thought you had that painted with yourself as a noble. But this is someone else, isn’t it?”

      The gambler side-stepped between her and the mantle, just below the painting. “You oughtta leave.”

      “Such a miraculous evening, odds you see once in a hundred lifetimes, but you knew it would happen, Bart.” She did not take her eyes off the painting. “See, I’ve traveled the world, but you’ve never left the city of MiddleMoor. You might not realize that for a senser like me, a prominent soothsayer is recognizable. And it’s noticeable when he goes missing.”

      Bart’s eyes darted to his jacket where the pistol visibly hung, next to which resided a covered minotaur he could free in an instant.

      “I’m not going to turn you in to April, Bart,” said Tiacel, taking a slow, smooth stride forward. “I just want to know. Is Leland the Soothsayer your brother?”

      “Was,” muttered Bart, his accent thickening as his heart raced. “Got himself adopted. Locked me away and left me behind. Saw opportunity and took it.”

      “Yes, but he went missing, just a few months ago. Where is Leland now?”

      From up the stairs and around the corner, Leland took another opportunity, shouting, “Help!”

      Tiacel started to the stairs, but Bart acted faster. Reaching up, he ripped a wide slash of the painting, revealing an unused mirror. Then, with a quick point of his finger, he placed Tiacel securely above his mantle. She appeared to be yelling, pounding on the glass from within, but the mirror would not relent for her and could only be broken from the outside.

      Bart knew he didn’t have much time. Once again, he sprinted up the stairs. Seizing the mirror by its frame, Bart hauled his brother with the strength he’d honed working a bucksaw through sturdy trunks.

      This time, Bart would hurl the mirror off the balcony — better to cut his losses now. Leland’s shouts of protest went ignored, but then they stopped. Leland, suspended sideways, gasped and said, “Brother! She’s coming.”

      The remark slowed Bart at the top of the stairs. “What?”

      “The lady in the green veil will come through your front door next; she will try to kill you.”

      Bart uprighted Leland and saw the man’s fear through the glass. He wanted to doubt, wanted to call bullocks, but instead, he hesitated.

      And when the door was forced open by two constables, Bart pointed to each one and repositioned them, high enough they’d fall hard, but each reposition weakened and wearied him. The lady brushed aside her green veil and aimed a revolving pistol at Bart, which he batted away with a last desperate flick of force.

      No other assailants poured in, and Bart sagged against the banister.

      Then, Leland warned, “She’ll take your pistol!”

      April, noticing the jacket on the wall, seized the exposed weapon, ready to put down the gambler who’d cheated her.

      “Duck!” said Leland, and Bart dropped to his knees at the right moment.

      The one slug coursed over his head and shattered the glass behind him. Bart shielded himself from spraying shards.

      Suddenly, a heeled boot kicked him from behind, sending him tumbling down his own stairway, cracking his forehead on one step and crunching his shoulder on the lower landing.

      Then, sounding closer than it had in weeks, Leland’s voice said, “It’s a single-shot, Milady, nothing else to fire.” The heels clicked down the steps toward the crumpled and gasping gambler. “Your winnings are upstairs, in a chest I can open with a drop of my blood.”

      Possibly in shock, April did not respond. The constables who’d dropped from ceiling height were gradually finding their feet again.

      Bart lay on the floor, aware of the damp sensation on his forehead and pooling around his cheek. A beautiful face entered his field of vision, as the blond man crouched before him, sporting a reminder of where Bart had broken his jaw when they were children — mere street urchins in MiddleMoor, with budding talents for both magic and trouble.

      “I saw all of this, Bartholomew. Everything that would happen if you grew too greedy and couldn’t keep your promise.”

      Bart snarled something wordless.

      Leland scoffed. “You’re just upset I called your bluff.” The last thing Bart heard before he fell unconscious was, “You should have forgiven me when you had the chance.”
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      The pony’s sticky blood warmed Eagan’s throat as bones splintered between his mighty teeth. The pitiful creature had quit screaming minutes before, but a horse, trapped in the flames engulfing the barn around them, whinnied and bucked somewhere nearby. Eagan considered putting the poor beast out of its misery, but then, when had life ever shown him mercy? The smoke went to his head as it poisoned the animals around him, and he was nearly giddy.

      “Them’s the breaks, bud,” he grunted through chunks of pony flesh. The horse fell silent. “At least I spared you the abuse of men. You’re welcome.”

      As if on cue, shouting from the main house drifted down the hill. It would take the humans hours to get the blaze under control, but the warning bells in the distance cut Eagan’s meal short. The infamous dragon hunter Zed had been tailing him for months, and he didn’t care to add another scar to his collection. Licking the blood from his lips and snout, Eagan stretched his wings and pushed himself from the ground with a mighty heave. He burst through the hole he’d made in the roof of the barn just in time to see a flurry of mortals organizing a bucket brigade. One brave soul was running toward the barn door.

      It’s amazing what they’ll risk to protect their investments, thought Eagan. And they say dragons hoard wealth.

      He looked to the sky to gauge his angles perfectly so that he would be silhouetted against the moon, a trick he’d developed to chill the blood of those who would hunt him. The advantage gained might mean the difference between continued existence and a crossbow to the gullet. His wings beat air downward, battering and fanning the flames below as the people grew smaller and smaller. They would be too concerned with the inferno to come after him in the moment, but by morning, Zed will have learned of his presence. It was the same story in town after town. He paid for his meals with a hasty exit.

      Eagan headed west, toward the mountains, flying just below the cloud line. He’d crossed over the first of the rolling foothills when an arrow struck him in the hindquarters. Not again! Eagan roared in pain, his fire illuminating the ground below where a band of tiny men had formed a line stretching for miles. Another arrow whizzed by his snout.

      “Hunters already? For heaven’s sake, it was just a little pony,” he said to the empty air, swooping low to barbecue a few of his assailants before flying beyond reach of their weapons. Zed wouldn’t be among them, not yet. He’d left his nemesis back in Lutgar, three days south, and even on horseback, it would be dawn before the famed hunter would make it this far.

      Eagan wished he could take delight in the screams of his attackers as he flambéed them one by one, but the throbbing in his backside urged him to find refuge. Besides, he had no way of knowing how many more hunters hid higher in the hills, and he hadn’t lived for two hundred and twenty-three years by investigating such matters.

      By the time he found a cave large enough to hide a full-sized Archanian dragon, the pain was nearly blinding. He spent a restless night sheltered by rock and dirt, thankful he’d at least had time to feed. By morning, the pain had morphed into a dull throbbing — the kind that doesn’t let you forget it’s there — and his legs and wings were stiff.

      He stepped into the warm sunlight and surveyed the valley below for signs that he’d been tracked. If he didn’t find a place to clean his wound, infection was sure to set in, but first, he needed to remove the arrow. Stretching his neck backward, he was just able to grasp the feather-tipped end in his front teeth.

      All right, here goes, he thought. He gave a tug.

      The arrow didn’t budge. Eagan teetered, lightheaded, on the edge of the cliff. Perhaps it would be wiser to deal with his wound at a lower elevation. He spotted a field below bursting with wildflowers and spread his wings to glide down in search of a source of water. He nearly landed on her.

      A girl, no older than seven or eight, was sitting in the grass. She dropped the daisy chain she’d woven and gaped openly at him. Under normal circumstances, Eagan would be thrilled at the chance to pick up an easy breakfast, but the pony sat heavy in his stomach, giving him wicked indigestion. All the same, he couldn’t let the girl scurry off for help. Lingering to wait for hunger was out of the question — he hadn’t put nearly enough distance between himself and the horde of dragon hunters just over the ridge, not to mention Zed, who would surely be hot on his tracks by now. This girl was a complication Eagan didn’t need.

      “What are you looking at?” he snapped as he recovered from his less-than graceful landing. The grass and dust his wings had kicked up settled around him, the screams of startled birds retreating into the distance.

      The girl’s eyes were huge as she took him in, as blue as the sky above. And her flaxen curls the color of the wheat humans so painstakingly raised framed her sweet face. Her bottom lip trembled for a moment, but then she scrambled to her feet to face him. Well, that he could respect.

      “P-p-pardon?” she stammered.

      “I said, What. Are. You. Looking. At?” Eagan did his best to ignore the pain in his haunches as he decided what to do about the child. He could kill her and save her for later, he supposed. He needed to find new hunting grounds, and it would be wise to keep a snack on-hand for the journey before him.

      The child stood stock still for such a long moment, Eagan wondered if her brain ceased all activity. Finally, her face blossomed into a huge grin. Yep, she’d gone plumb stupid.

      Then, a deluge of words spilled from the child’s mouth.

      “You’re beautiful! I’ve never seen a dragon before. Not a real one, anyhow. That’s what you are, isn’t it? Pa says dragons are dangerous, and there’s a bounty for one that’s been spotted near town. There are hunters everywhere talking about how they’re going to take down an Archanian. Is that you? Are you an Archanian? What is that anyhow? You’re sure big enough to be what they say. But you don’t look dangerous to me. You look hurt.”

      A bounty explained the ambush. So, the humans were organizing, were they? That meant the danger was more than an overzealous hunter and a pack of farmers waiting in the foothills with arrows and pitchforks. These were mercenaries. If the arrow in his ass weren’t enough to convince him that it was time to move on, a pack of greedy mercs certainly was. As he was considering his next move, the girl bounded around him, wrapped her tiny hands around the arrow protruding from his hide, and gave a mighty heave. The offending arrow came loose, and blinding pain washed over Eagan. Head turned to the sky, he roared, fire shooting into the air.

      The girl didn’t seem to notice. She kept on talking. “That’s better now, isn’t it? Let me gather some nettles, and I’ll make a salve so it doesn’t get infected. How’d you get that arrow stuck there anyhow? I suppose somebody shot you. I shouldn’t like it if someone shot me in the caboose with an arrow—”

      Smoke wafting around his head, Eagan turned on the child. “Enough!”

      She paused, curls dancing in the air, big blue eyes staring into his own. Eagan reared up and opened his mouth to devour the helpless child, but as he did, he processed her words. If the girl could ward off infection, she might be worth keeping around for a bit. A wound like this had been known to end dragons stronger than he. As if reading his mind, the girl said, “Infection is the number one killer of man. That’s what Pa says. By the posters in the village, you’d think it was dragons.”

      “Don’t you ever stop talking?” asked Eagon. He settled back into the grass. The child looked pensive for a moment, and he was terrified she was gearing up for another bout of acute logorrhea.

      “Pa says I babble when I’m excited. I was just so excited to meet a real life dragon. Imagine it! Little me talking to the likes of you!”

      Eagon’s chest puffed up just
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