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Quin and Fergus

	A rag-wearing highwayman lay dead half a mile down the road from the lonely boondock rail station Quin and Fergus had just arrived from. Bits of smashed skull and brainy pulp formed a halo around where the rest of his head used to be. His killer—an eight-foot-tall, dark-plumed, black-eyed ostrich—hummed a tune Quin figured was supposed to be some kind of necromantic spell. He conducted the air with a baton fashioned from bone which he held with his beak. Except the only sound coming out of Fergus’s absurdly long, salmon-colored neck was a high-pitched whining. Wherever the highwayman’s soul was now, she had a feeling a crooning ostrich wasn’t terribly likely to coax it back.

	“Ferg, it didn’t work the first dozen times you tried it, it’s not gonna start working now,” Quin told him as she searched a second dead highwayman’s rightmost trouser pocket. Empty.

	The two sorry morons had jumped out of from behind a pair of thick-trunked dead trees, armed with—god bless them—bread knives. Their bare pockets attested to just how effective that had been. Though, Quin supposed it could’ve also meant they were the first saps these two had run into. She’d be surprised if there were lots of people heading down to Queensworth, or up to the station. Queensworth was, by repute, something of a pit. When they arrived, she hadn’t seen a single person waiting at the station apart from its solitary station agent.

	Fergus gave up, prodded the dead highwayman with his enormous ostrich toe and tucked his baton back into his generous plumage. You never know. A man can dream, he said. His “voice” rattled around in her skull and sounded exactly how a telepathic necromancer ostrich ought to sound.

	“Right. So what exactly would you do with him if you did manage to resurrect him?”

	Hurm. Have him carry my things, do a silly dance, something or other. Whatever will distract me from the fact that I’ve found myself protecting you on some errand for the Stardust out in the middle of an Incolf backwater for what feels like the third time this year.

	Quin held up two fingers. “Couple things. First off.” One particular finger down. “Don’t need you guarding me. At all. Second.” She flicked that finger back and forth between the two of them. “This ‘errand’ is what’s paying both our rents. You know, that thing you like to avoid contributing to? That makes sure the two of us don’t wind up living out of some sewer in downtown Basdolon? Ringing any bells up there?”

	Fergus preened himself, nipping at his shiny black feathers with his charcoal-grey beak. You know, he said, ignoring her reproach, you should stick this in your writeup. He nudged the corpse with his foot. Might add a nice skosh of flavor to your review. A little gory apéritif, if you will.

	Quin whipped out her notepad and pencil from the front pocket of her red leather jacket and scribbled a few notes, mumbling them aloud as she jotted them down in longhand. “Dimwits … bread knives … both dead … one tripped … Fergus kicked other … failed resurrection … outside of … Queensworth … on way … to … Crescent.” She signed off on the last word with a flourish and a smirk.

	Well, don’t put that part in! Fergus complained as he finished preening. He shook himself, jostling the abundant leather and canvas pouches slung all over him with cords of hempen rope. They made him look a one-man…one-bird, flea market. Wands, totems, talismans, necklaces, and other enchanted thingies poked out of the pouches. Some were actual thingies. Like, penises. An eclectic variety of them, too. Hooked, barbed, curved, erect, flaccid. Fake, real. Cooked, sometimes pickled, all adorning his plumage. God only knew what he was going to use those for or where he’d even gotten them from. Quin had never asked and didn’t intend to anytime soon.

	“Which part?” she asked.

	The failed resurrection part, obviously. Do you want our enemies to know I’m effectively de-beaked? Powerless? Neutered!

	“Which enemies are we talking about here?” Quin pretended to idly count off on her fingers.

	Laisona Magicks Incorporated, just for starters. No-good lying dunderheads, all of them.

	“Why? Because they wrote you a bad review?” Fergus was always getting the absolute crap kicked out of him in the Letters to the Editor section of The Daily Stardust, where he advertised his services. He liked to insist his regular corner-page thrashings spoke to his productivity as a freelance practitioner of the mystic arts. Quin thought it cemented how shit of a wizard he was.

	Bad review? Bad review? They slandered me!

	“That’s ‘libeled,’” she said.

	Fergus bristled. You know Quin, back when I was Death Lord of Jocrom—

	Quin groaned. “Please. Regale me once more.”

	—I had people strung up by their innards for far less than mere pedantry. Innards, Quin! Have you ever tried suspending anything from anywhere with guts and viscera? It’s slippery. Takes hours.

	“I’m shaking,” Quin said. “Laisona Magicks, Laisona Magicks…” She tasted the name on her tongue a few times, trying to remember where she’d heard it before. She snapped her fingers when it came back to her: “Are they the people whose warehouse you blew up?”

	Fergus wilted, sheepish. Ah, no. No, that was Dayzona Arcanics.

	“Then what’d you do with these other people?”

	I didn’t do any—

	“Wait, weren’t they the ones whose cows got eaten by that freaky mutant worm? You know, the one with the spikes?” she asked as she wiggled her fingers above her head.

	Fergus looked away with an exasperated twitch, annoyance blooming on his face—so far as it could on a bird’s.

	…Yes.

	“Ha! That was you?”

	Well, I wasn’t the worm, obviously.

	“Yeah, I know. I’m saying that was your fault?”

	No comment. But now you see why people can’t know I am unable to raise corpses to do my bidding! Considering my recent string of…snafus, my necromantic prowess and its considerable reputation is the only thing keeping me marketable. Good god Quin, direct that thick melon of yours toward something other than work for once.

	“Right, right. I’m so, ever so sorry,” she intoned, throwing an “up yours” at Fergus the moment he looked away. She came close to asking him what he was going to do once someone did call on him for his necromantic prowess (so-called), and decided she’d rather zip her lip and watch that little disaster unfold naturally whenever it came ‘round.

	As she kicked the second corpse onto its front to check for any back pockets she could rifle through, Quin noticed a mark on the back of the man’s neck, right at the base of his shaved skull: a raised sickle-shaped brand. She knelt to get a better look at it and whistled as she recognized their destination’s logo. “Huh.” Quin scanned the corpse with new insight. “Hey Fergus. These may not be highwaymen. See this?”

	He keeled low to get a better look. No! Fergus scoffed, letting out a strangled wheezing sound that was probably a laugh. This thin string of gristle, a Crescent gladiator? Fighting with, what, a breadknife? Ha! Poor twit wouldn’t have lasted ten seconds in the Entraillion.

	Quin gestured toward the other corpse. “Go check the other one, see if he has the same mark.”

	Why?

	“Just do it.”

	Bah! Fergus huffed. I don’t take orders from the likes of you, Quin.

	“Likes of what? Witches?”

	Well, women. But tautologies and all.

	Quin suppressed a snort. “Dick.”

	He glanced back at the other body. Besides. Assuming he was branded in the same place, well, he doesn’t have much neck anymore for me to check. Anyhow. Say he did. So what?

	“Because I’m thinking this means there’s a bad review in the offing,” Quin said, rubbing her hands eagerly.

	Fergus cocked his head at her. You’re going to have to tell me how you reached that particular conclusion just from the ink on his scruff.

	“Well, it’s weird they’d be all the way out here, for one thing. We’ve still got another five miles before Queensworth and the Crescent.”

	I don’t see why that makes their being here odd. Perhaps they were looking for some spare coinage to supplement their combat pay.

	Quin gave him a look, and while keeping eye contact, picked up the closest bread knife, waved it at him, then tossed it into the creek. It clanged against a rock and splashed into the meager eastward-trickling stream.

	Fergus blinked. And, pray tell, what exact inference was I supposed to divine from that?

	“You literally just said these guys wouldn’t last a minute back home, why would they do any better in Queensworth? Again, big question is: Why are they all the way out here? Five miles from home?”

	I just said why they’d be. As you graciously pointed out.

	“Yeah, but if they were doing decently as gladiators at all, then they wouldn’t need to be out here mugging. I think these two escaped the Crescent.” She pointed toward the train station. “I’m betting they were hoping to get some coin off of us to afford tickets. If guys like these are all the arena has to speak for, then I’ve got a feeling the show’s probably not gonna be anything spectacular.”

	And I was supposed to reach this conclusion from you waving a cooking implement in my face?

	“Bread knifes are for baking, Fergus.” She put on an imitation of his so-called voice: “Good god, use your tiny little brain for something other than work for once. I didn’t shrink it down that much.”

	Well, pardon me for breathing, your witchiness. He made a haughty clucking noise. Perhaps they hoped to stumble upon some poor unfortunate travelers such as us, steal our valuables, then sell them off to afford better armaments? Besides, didn’t Jack already say the Crescent might be lower on the quality scale as far as arenas go?

	Of course, Fergus couldn’t admit he was wrong. It was like trying to convince an art critic that a painting of a tree was just a painting of a tree, and not a metaphor for the current state of political discourse or whatever bullshit.

	Then again, Jack—the Stardust’s editor-in-chief—did say that bit about the Crescent being kinda shit, as a matter of fact. And as much as she wanted to be the correct one here, while still keeping an open mind for the sake of an objective review, Quin couldn’t help but feel a spark of excitement at the prospect of getting to trash the Crescent. Negative reviews were always fun to write and sold a lot more papers than a middling review, or even a good one. It was basic human nature to enjoy seeing someone else getting themselves ripped a new asshole. Ergo, gladiatorial combat.

	A dangerous glint flashed across one of Fergus’s opaque onyx eyes. You know…

	She knew that look too damn well. “Ferg, what’re you plotting, and why am I going to hate it?” Whenever Fergus got ideas, people tended to wind up dead, deadlines got missed, and she had to clean up whatever black-feathered mess got left behind. Entertaining as the chaos could be, the long-legged bastard was leagues more trouble than he was worth. In hindsight, she regretted turning him into an ostrich in the first place. Quite a bit.

	But it wasn’t like she could take the spell back, a fact she made sure to keep him perpetually unaware of. Hence his following her around: to make sure his one chance of returning to human form didn’t kick the bucket. He’d never said as much, but he didn’t have to.

	If they’re truly that poorly equipped, I could enter the games, Fergus proposed. I’ll win a few rounds, rake in the profits and install terror in the eyes of the popul—

	“Instill,” Quin corrected him. He glared. “What?”

	Hmph. Instill terror in the eyes of the populace, thus proving myself as the most powerful, rich, terrifying warrior in Queensworth, at which point I establish a totalitarian regime in my image. From there, I will conquer the land using an army of vicious killers and animals, all liberated from the Crescent. And if you restore my human form, I will allow you to govern by my side as co-ruler.

	“So, what, you’ll be mayor then? And what’d that make me, your secretary? Like hell.”

	I’ll adjust our titles. Then afterward, we can begin plotting how to topple Her Dimwittedness and your fellow beldams.

	She had no idea what establishing a regime in “his image” was supposed to entail and didn’t care enough to ask. Same with what a beldam was, though since he was referring to the other Witches, she doubted it was anything complimentary. “Or. Or, you could use this as an opportunity to show off your magnificent gams and find yourself a girlfriend in the crowd,” Quin said. “Half the effort, twice the fun.”

	Quin, please. Let’s entertain serious ideas here. The way he said it, Quin was only half-sure he was aware of just how ludicrous his plan was. Fergus looked down at his legs, like he was checking to make sure they were still there. He looked up at her with what might have been a pout. Hm. Besides, don’t flatter yourself. My legs are hardly fetching. He ruffled himself again. So. Your thoughts?

	Quin made a whole show of mulling it over, puckering her lips and tapping a finger to her chin. Set an evil-overlord-turned-ostrich to rampage through a gladiatorial colosseum? Of course not! What a horrible, irresponsible idea!

	Really though? She was pretty inclined. Mostly because the prospect of Fergus getting himself violently and hilariously disemboweled in front of a cheering crowd of thousands—with onlookers decorating his corpse with thrown bits of roasted corn kernels and small candies—was downright mouthwatering. Now that would make for a damned good illustration to accompany her review, with the added bonus of Fergus finally being out of her hair. She wondered if Her Majesty’s stupid contract had a clause for that.

	Then again. Conflicts of interest and all that. Jack would kill the article, seeing as how Fergus was something of a Stardust mascot by this point. Quin wasn’t keen on being on the receiving end of any accusations of bias, or worse, blundering her assignment. Having been relegated to arena critic was bad enough. The next step down from there was traffic reporter. And that was on the optimistic side. She hadn’t been joking before about the danger of winding up in a Basdolonian sewer.

	“Hmm. I guess we could at least check about maybe registering you,” she said, in a faux long-suffering tone.

	Splendid! Then let us be on our way and let the wolves come and address their dinner. Mind your gun. Fergus continued on down the highway, waggling his tail-feathers back and forth as he strutted along. He scanned the area for new threats, giving Quin the impression of a feathery periscope with a paranoid operator.

	Her gun. Right. Where’d she put it? She looked around for it. Whoop! There it was. She’d left it to rest against a tree, next to her rucksack with the few days’ worth of clothes in it and a few snacks.

	Quin gingerly recovered the four-foot-long musket. Engraved, oiled wood whispered against the rough, cracked rawhide of her fingerless gloves. She slipped it into the leather harness she wore over her jacket and picked the pack up by its strap.

	She was about to tail after Fergus when something shifted at the corner of her eye. The breeze had flittered the corner of a folded-up piece of yellowed parchment sticking out of—what did you know—the back pocket of the trousers on Fergus’s kill. Curious, she knelt, extracted the paper and unfolded it. The crudely drawn letters had been penned in dark-brown, smudged ink.

	Fergus stopped at the crest of the creek-spanning stone bridge he was crossing and glowered at her impatiently. Are you coming or not, woman? he called. Not for the first time, she wondered whether he needed to raise his voice because he was at a distance, or if it was just something he did to make himself feel as though he had a real voice. Or to annoy her.

	“I’ll catch up,” she called back.

	You found something?

	“Might’ve.”

	Well, don’t take too long. We have places to be. Besides, I believe we’re getting close to town! There’s a faint fragrance of feces on the wind. He continued on.

	As Quin unfolded the paper, she noticed the blotted brown spots, and realized it wasn’t ink. Dried blood. She felt her heart skip a beat as she read it:

	 

	HELP. THE WITCH OF BASDOLON HAS SENT ME TO THE CRESCENT TO DIE. SEND HELP. BEN MEDINA.

	 

	Quin read it over once more to make sure she hadn’t misread it. Ben Medina. Ben bloody Medina. Well, shit.

	Quin paled. Oh, shit. Had she…Quin quickly checked the corpse and breathed a sigh of relief. It was too tall to have been Ben. Same with the other corpse.

	Back when she’d first started up with The Daily Stardust about six years back, she’d done a puff piece on Ben Medina. He’d been the first Minister of Foreign Communications who hadn’t been born in Basdolon, Incolf’s capital, so the Stardust had been eager to get his words to print, seeing as how the other papers wouldn’t so much as touch him with the business end of a broomstick. The interview hadn’t made much of a splash. And truth be told, Medina hadn’t been all that compelling. Your standard mousy civil servant.

	Then he’d gone missing about a month ago. His disappearance received a likewise cool reaction, seeing as he’d never been particularly popular and had no family to worry on his behalf. Catherine from a floor down had buried the story somewhere in the corner of page ten for their weekday edition.

	And the Witch of Basdolon…

	Part of her had to wilt a little, because she knew the note wasn’t referring to her. She didn’t have the kind of power and infamy to earn a title like that. Not yet at least.

	No, he was talking about Esder, that skinny, stuck-up, scary-as-all-fuck, satin-wearing bitch. Also, Quin’s immediate senior among the Five. All of whom were bound by vows both political and magical not to get directly involved in governmental goings-on. Just to serve the Queen and her family when called upon—for all the sense that made as far as the whole no-politicking stipulation went.

	So, if Esder had gone and sent a civil servant to die in a gladiatorial pit…

	Quin salivated. If this note was genuine, that’d be a story. Fuck, that’d be journalism. The kind that could get her back to writing real articles for the Stardust. Articles paying more than portions of the rent. Articles that got certain powerful people—like a certain witch who’d reduced more than a few cities to rubble—in a heapload of shit.

	Quin! Fergus shouted at her from what sounded like the other side of the bridge. Don’t make me double back. I tire of your lollygagging and all this walking.

	“Yeah, yeah,” Quin said, smiling as she stuffed the slip of paper into her back pocket. Her fingers started twitching, eager for the feel of typewriter keys clacking beneath them. She caught up to Fergus, and they trotted onward to Queensworth. Quin had to fight herself from putting a little skip in her stride.
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