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Note From the Editors 3

October 2004

Hurricanes, Hurricanes, Hurricanes — can anyone say Hurricane season? We hope those
readers affected by the string of meteorological weather patterns (including members of our
staff) are recovering. Tell us your stories, if you have any.

We had a wonderful response to our Writing Challenge this last month. We challenged
our readers to describe the “assassins” of the world of Kenatos. We received our own storm
of responses from you. In fact, there were so many good ones that we actually picked two
to officially instate into the mythos of Kenatos. But this also segues into an announcement
regarding the writing challenges.

Because many of our readers are not waiting to download Deep Magic on the first of
the month, we have wondered if even more would participate if we extended the deadline.

We decided to experiment with this and see what happens. From now on, writing challenge
submissions will be published a month later than usual. This means the writing challenge

given in this issue (October) will be published in the December issue. The deadline for entries
will be the 10 of the month (November 10 in this case). This means we will either get more
submissions of higher quality (since you all will have more time to proofread your own work
now), or it will prove that most writers are procrastinators anyway, and we will receive the same
amount late in the month of November. A little friendly humor here, folks.

Another bit of exciting news involves a new format for Deep Magic. You can now download
the e-zine in Palm eReader format, compatible with most handheld devices. Go to the regular
downloads page and pull down our new PocketDM! We welcome any feedback you may have
regarding this new version of Deep Magic.

We like to dedicate the October issue to more dark fantasy stories. Fear is the theme of
the month, both in sci-fi and fantasy fiction. Cover artist Richard Sardinha brings us “Hall of
Panes” this month in another spectacular cover. We did receive a few horror submissions that
were quite good, but we had to reject them because they were not exactly in the high fantasy or
science fiction genres. So, let us kick off the October issue with M. Thomas’ Carrying Souls. Next,
we bring you Jagwog, the tale of an undead massive ape-like monster. Not every day do we have
stories from a point of view like this. We then venture into the sickness that werewolves suffer in
Scent of Evil. Then Mike Loos has brought us an intense sci-fi story, Deletion. On a lighter note,
we bring Consolation of Philosophy, which just may prove to you that you don’t exist. And since
it 1s baseball season, we had to share a special tribute to the masters of the game — in a fantasy
setting — with Big Man and the Shadow.

Also in this issue you will find an interview with Dragonlance author Dan Willis and the
artwork of Carolina Eade. Brendon Taylor then finishes off the issue with an expose on all things
fearful in his article “Creating Suspense.”

Enjoy the issue! And don’t forget, there will be no writing challenge results posted in
November. Look for them in December’s issue.

All the best,
The Editors

Safe Places for Minds to Wander
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Deep Magic Reader Survey

ne of the editors of Deep Magic would like your input for an article. You read Deep Magic

because you enjoy fantasy and science fiction. But what makes a person try out a new au-
thor, or stay with that author novel after novel? There are so many new books that come out, one
cannot possibly keep track of it all. So how do you do it?

There are a growing number of subscribers to Deep Magic. We would like you to fill out

a brief survey to help us get to know you better—anonymously anyway. We won’t ask for your
name or e-mail address or any way to identify you with a response. The survey results will only
be used for some statistical analysis for the purpose of the article which will be published in
December’s issue. We welcome your participation by clicking here. It should take no more than 5
minutes.

alala Deep Magic Contact/Feedback =
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Deep Magic Survey

This survey 15 1o help one of our editors wiile &h arlicie about the gener| resdership of Desp
Magic, A% you will ste, we 32 noT Ask FOr your rAme or e-mad Adaress or any way 1o Kemify
¥OU BS B pErson. We nae over 1300 readers nght now Bhd Wt 10 QR 3 DETIer oea of wie
you all are,

Sex (M/F):

Age:

Education: | Pease Select One =]

Annual Household Income (US dollar equivalent): | Please Select One | 3 |
Average number of books purchased per year:

Softcover
Hardcover

Average dollars spent per year on other products:

Video Games: = |

DvDs: | |

Movie Tickets: |

Music: |

Collectibles or Role Playing Games: |

Where do you live? {city/state/country)

o

Do you own & persenal computer? yes O no O

Do you own a DVD player? yes () no ()
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Writing Challenge
October 2004 Challenge

Writing Challenge

Each month, Deep Magic offers an opportunity and
a challenge for our readers who are also writers.
Whether you are a novice who has never written a
fictional paragraph, or a veteran of the publishing
business, you are welcome to participate. These chal-
lenges are designed to help you develop your writing
talents. As incentive, or by way of warning, we select
a small number of submissions each month for publi-
cation. Keep in mind that our writing challenge
pieces are not edited and are usually written by
amateur writers.

To submit a challenge, go to our new online submis-
sions system. You will need to create an author
profile and account. We have a new due date for
Writing Challenge submissions! Submissions are
due by the following month on the 10th (for example,
a challenge found in a June issue would be due by
July 10th and published in the August issue).

October 2004
Writing Challenge

Wth the holiday season approaching, it’s time to
turn our attention with the Kenatos project to the
holidays and traditions that will fill the world. So that’s
the challenge this month. Create a holiday/tradition for
Kenatos. This holiday/tradition can center around the
end of the year, beginning of the year, summer/autumn
solstice, midwinter..whenever you'd like. It can be a
religious holiday or an annual secular event. Give us
detail and make your entry rich with flavor. Provide the
history, or myth, surrounding the holiday or tradition.
Don’t forget, too, about the new writing challenge
timeline. You have until Nov 10, nearly six weeks, to get
your entry to us. (Yes, that is a firm deadline.) Every entry
we publish in the December issue will be an official part
of the Kenatos world.

( Selections from the
September 2004
Writing Challenge

The following two selections
were chosen to be the official
Assassins of Kenatos

Path to Ascension Part 1
Wrivenent

Other Entries

The Muertiati
The Order of Fang and Claw
The Meztrah

The above stories were selected from
the submissions we received this last
month. As a refresher, here is the writing
challenge from last month:

The world of Kenatos is the home for many
races and professions. In previous challenges,
you have added to the myths and complexi-
ties of the world. In this month’s issue of Deep
Magic, author Jeff Wheeler left a gaping hole in
his story Silvandom. Missy Grove was attacked
by a mysterious man, an “assassin” sent to spy
on her. Only a few sparse clues were provided
about this incident. The challenge this month is
to develop more fully the dark side of the city.
Appropriately timed for printing in October’s
special ‘dark fantasy’ issue, the challenge is to
come up with your version of Kenatos’ assassins
and the ties that bind them, as well as a new
name for them. Frighten us with your creativity,
but keep it within our “safe places” standards.
The best entry will be selected by our editors
as the official “assassin class” for the Kenatos
project.

Deep Magic: The E-zine of High Fantasy and Science Fiction
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Path to Ascension (Part 1)
By Ally Wrenn

To those on the outside, who did not know the ways of the dark, they were merely assassins,
working for the gold of the rich or those who could afford to pay their price, making an honest
living, unlike thieves. Associating an assassin with a thief was like calling a priest of Seitherell

a barbarian of Boeotia. And to bill them as common murderers was worse than accusing said
priest of sacrilege. They were the kremtau—the Cunning Skillful.

Imoirk stood witness to the proceedings, schooling her features to hide the rage building
up inside. Tamlan was enjoying her twin’s misery far too much. He would pay.

Tamlan grinned as the leader of ceremonies, the Rite, began the ritual of silencing. A
slight shiver ran through Imoirk’s veins. She imagined she felt the cold blade as it sliced through
her twin’s tongue, sealing Kriomi’s fate as a Silent One. Blood poured, and Kriomi writhed before
the Witnessed in pain, but she did not cry out, and no tear fell from her eye. Pride for Kriomi
welled up inside Imoirk’s heart. Her sister had shown the courage of the kremtau, though she’d
failed the first test on her path to Ascension.

But Kriomi had made it to the path. The Lost, those who had failed all the Trials to the
path, were banished from the kremtau never to return, or sacrificed if the association felt they’d
made it too far and knew too many secrets. Those who made it to the path, but did not pass all
the tests, were sentenced to be a Silent One. Always working for the higher ranks, but never
allowed to move up. Still, they were respected, and not to be underestimated—their silence
making them all the more valuable.

Those with the skills to heal helped Kriomi rise and began to treat her wound, stuffing
a cloth soaked in herbs into her mouth. Another man stepped into the moonlight, grasping a
withered oak branch, and began murmuring. He circled her once and then bowed to the Rite. It
was done. Kriomi had been initiated as a Silent One. Imoirk hid her hate as Tamlan glanced her
way and smirked. He thought she would be next. Ever since they’d made it to the path, he’d been
their gainsayer.

“TI will see your tattoo,” she vowed, too softly for anyone to hear but herself. It was the
greatest threat from one kremtau to another, as the tattoo only appeared after death and told
those who knew what to look for the clan, rank, and other secrets, secrets she would learn once
she finished her Ascension.

The Witnessed began to disperse, quietly and discreetly. Some remained, conducting
business or issuing orders. The healers would take Kriomi to a room specially prepared for her to
recover. She would be allowed no visitors, for now it was her time of choosing. Of course, it meant
that those cunning and skillful enough would attempt to visit Kriomi and solicit her to their clan.
Imoirk caught her sister’s eye in the moonlight and an unspoken thought passed between them.
She nodded. She would find out Tamlan’s clan and inform Kriomi.

Imoirk edged her way out of the empty warehouse by the Shipyards. She donned her
travel cloak that she’d removed for the ceremony and made her way back into the city proper.
Dawn was beginning to wax in the distant east, giving the black night a grayer shade. She
covertly glanced back to be sure Tamlan wasn’t following. He was her overseer, and she would
have to choose her method of testing soon—her targets and her employer—and make the proper
arrangements. After that she would face two more tests.

Deep Magic: The E-zine of High Fantasy and Science Fiction October 2004
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Tamlan turned her stomach, but as he was one of the Teaching Guild, she was forced to
obey and be led by him. Guild superceded all clans. Each clan had their own rules, their own
rites and rituals, and their own secrets, but all answered to the Guild’s laws and all the kremtau
were sanctioned and trained by the Teaching Guild.

Imoirk hurried along the nearly deserted streets as dawn crested the city’s edge and gave
a cheery light. A movement caught in the corner of her eye caused her to instinctively duck and
roll. She rose, back to the nearest building, scanning the streets. A knife protruded from a barrel
beside her. She saw him almost instantly. Tamlan stood by stacked crates. Barely suppressing a
scowl, she waited.

“Well done, pet,” Tamlan’s smooth voice rolled off his tongue. “You may pass your first test
of Ascension yet.” He ambled toward her.

Pausing no more than a hand’s breadth away, he removed the knife from the barrel while
he spoke.

“Have you chosen?” he mumbled under his breath, which stunk of spiced meat.

Imoirk didn’t move, her stomach revolting in disgust as she tried to keep the obvious
loathing from her voice. “Yes. Nine days hence. Beneath the Dryad’s Den at moonrise.”

She wanted to slap the condescending smile from his face.

“Very good, pet.” He backed away and into the remaining shadows. “It will be fun now that
your sister is eligible for the Great Game. The pair of you as Silent Ones will be interesting. You
must hurry home now, before your beloved awakens.”

Imoirk’s muscles tensed, but she bowed submissively, as was custom, and waited until he
had left. Only then did she sprint for home, letting her anger fuel her, reckless in who might see
her.

Before her door, she stopped, hand paused on the door. She’d forgotten about the Great
Game. For Tamlan to mention it would mean the time was approaching. She would have to
be certain to complete her Ascension by then. The Great Game, where clans went against one
another, overseen by The Seven of the Game Guild- the only ones untouchable during the Great
Game, and all but one, Silent Ones. She would have to work faster if she expected to survive.

With a heavy sigh, she nudged open the door. It made no noise. Imoirk crept in and up the
stairs to her rooms. She would have to rise in a few hours to open the shop and serve bread to the
customers at the bakery. Before going to her room, she peered into a small one off the hallway.
A little girl with curly, red-brown hair snuggled closer to her doll. Imoirk smiled. She no longer
worried as much. The Teaching Guild watched over her daughter while she could not, and when
she’d passed her tests of Ascension, her clan would do the same.
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Wrivenent
By Mike Loos

iyras approached the temple from the south side, creeping along the narrower alleyways
where the stifling heat of the day had persisted even as darkness blanketed the city. Most
of the houses in the area were dark and in poor repair, but the pervasive stench of sewage and
unwashed bodies dispelled any notion that they were abandoned. Mixed with the amateur cut-
throats, drunks and thieves were thousands of the common laborers that propelled the never-
ending growth of the Arch-Rike’s temple, its forbidding stone walls looming like an overlord over
its lowly charges beneath.

Crouching in the shadows, Siyras gazed upward, watching the sentries complete their
latest watch along the top of the outer wall. As the soldiers passed from view, he leapt from his
hiding place onto the surface of the wall, his fingertips scrambling to find a narrow crevice to
hang onto as he clung to the rock. The granite was slick and wet from an earlier rainstorm, so
1t took all of Siyras’ considerable skill to ascend quickly without losing his grip. At the top, he
hauled himself over the parapet and dropped onto the wide walkway between the watchtowers.
Siyras could hear the rattle of the soldiers’ armor as they made the turn from the guard tower,
but he was down the battlement staircase before they came into view.

The inner grounds of the temple were nearly deserted as the hour approached midnight.
Siyras moved noiselessly through the darkness, taking advantage of the deep shadows cast onto
the lower bailey by the immense towers that launched into the stormy sky. He crept up a series
of stone steps that led to the upper grounds, his eyes locating the base of Trispur Tower mixed
among the smaller structures. Siyras spotted a small stand of trees that formed a dense foliage
around one side of the tower’s base. He closed his eyes, recalling the impressions placed in his
memory by the master. By comparing the images to what he saw before him, he knew that this
was the place he was sent to find.

Laying hidden amidst the darkness, Siyras noticed that he was not the only one watching
the trees at the base of the tower. Across the courtyard, an archer was perched on the rooftop of
the barracks, surveying the entire western end of the square.

So I am expected.

Siyras readied himself to move, but first had to ensure that he would not be seen.

He entered a trance, which extended his awareness outward, reaching beyond his current
surroundings to the watcher on the roof. He easily connected to the young man’s defenseless
mind and penetrated his consciousness. Siyras could see through his eyes; he could hear the
sounds that the sniper heard. Isolating the insignificant moments between the blinking of the
man’s eyes, Siyras joined a subsequent set of these idle periods together, creating a brief loop.

As long as the soldier continued to stare forward, he would see the same images over and over,
effectively blinding him. If he looked away or closed his eyes, the spell would be broken. If he
heard a sound, the trance would end. So Siyras knew he had to move swiftly. He leapt from his
hiding place, sprinting across the square. Once Siyras reached the brushwood, he slid back under
cover.

Behind the trees, a deep trench sloped down along the foundation of the tower. The
trench was barely the width of two men, but shored with small bricks and braced with thick
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timber. There were no guards. Several spans down the path, Siyras could see the faint glimmer
of torchlight escaping from a large wooden door at the bottom. The door appeared to have been
cracked open ever so slightly, a sign that he had been told to expect. He descended the path
carefully, drawing overhead one of the narrow blades strapped to his back. He readied himself
while pushing the door open slowly.

* % %

“The weapon will not be necessary, wrivenent. I assure you that I have none of your talent
with the blade.”

Siyras heard the priest as soon as he saw him. The dark-haired cleric stood unmoving
in the center of the large chamber that Siyras entered. He was wearing a black cassock and a
simple white surplice vestment with few other raiments that would indicate his rank. Siyras
eyed him carefully but felt no direct aggression from the priest. At his feet lay a large mound
covered with thick shroud cloth. It was clearly a body. Siyras sensed two distinct life-forces when
he entered, but only one emanated from the room’s center. The other was hidden in the shadows
of the balcony overhead.

“Why am I here, priest?”

If the cleric was surprised by the direct question, he did not show it. Rather, he simply
reached down and drew back the heavy linen cloth covering the body.

“I want to know who this is. It appears to be one of your kind.”

The dead man lay face down. Large blood stains were apparent under the body, as were
the wounds that caused them. The man’s back was covered with deep cuts, some with large
pieces of glass still embedded in the flesh. Parts of the extremities were charred, as if the body
had caught on fire as well.

The mark of a wrivenent was plain upon the man’s back, the dual concentric circles
enclosing a series of runes that identified the mage that placed them there. Siyras did not
recognize the symbology, however. He knelt beside the body and placed a hand upon the emblem.
The touch of the dead man kindled a long-dead memory within him.

Years ago, as he lay dying on a smoldering battlefield, one of the master’s minions had
plucked his broken body from the muck and mire and delivered it to the bleak confines of his
domain. There his injuries were repaired, but his mind was emptied of its contents and relieved
of its identity. By some sinister magic, the knowledge and experiences that he possessed, the
languages and intellect, his physical skills and talent, were all preserved, but they were filtered
and combined with strains of the darker arts to be infused back into his body in a new form. The
basis of his identity was replaced by the directives of the master. Siyras was no longer a pawn
in a long-forgotten war; rather, he was transformed into an instrument of specific and deadly
violence. The hapless soul that was his first victim never saw the dawn of the following day. He
instead met the kiss of the assassin’s blade while sleeping. Hundreds more followed that fate in
the subsequent years.

Siyras felt the smoldering burn of his own mark, even after all these years. As he felt
along the dead man’s spine, he could not locate the hidden markers that should accompany the
mark, tiny talismans that were always implanted in the small of the back.

“I do not recognize this one. His story is unknown to me. But I can tell you that he is no
wrivenent. The mark is a deception.”

The priest’s eyebrows arched upward. “That’s quite interesting. So, a common thief with
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delusions of grandeur?”

“As you say, this one is common. The city harbors hundreds of them.”

“Certainly. But he does appear to have picked up some uncommon talents. He was found
in the personal chambers of one of our young scribes—a girl who is very important to the Arch-
Rike. Her name is Missy Grove. She is now missing. We desire greatly to see her returned.”

“Then it sounds like you need the services of a Finder—a good one. Perhaps the one that’s
hiding in your balcony is available.”

The priest revealed a slight smile. “You’ll have to forgive my precautions. One does not
usually live past their first meeting with a wrivenent, even one whose mage has reasons to favor
the Arch-Rike.”

Siyras nodded, slipping his blade back into its sheath.

“Come on down here, Kinmon, and join the conversation.” The priest appeared to relax a
bit, although his eyes never left those of the wrivenent.

Kinmon descended the small staircase along the rear wall, his lean frame coming into
full view before stopping several paces behind the cleric. He appeared like most Fytindular
that Siyras had seen, dressed in brown leathers with high boots. His weapons were not openly
displayed, but Siyras knew that his daggers were likely no farther than his boots.

“Now, then, is there anything else you can tell us about the deceased? Anything at all?”
the priest continued.

“I'm no detective, priest, but this one took quite a beating before he died. I find it hard to
believe a young girl did this.”

Both Kinmon and the priest shot each other knowing looks.

“My guess is that she was abducted, perhaps by multiple parties, and this one lost the
battle for possession,” Siyras continued. “But that’s a shot in the dark. There is a faint reflection
of magic that emanates from the corpse. This one may have been acting on compulsion. If so, I
may be able to find the one who was controlling him.”

It was Kinmon who responded first. “At what cost, if I may ask?”

The priest did not alter his gaze.

“My methods are my own, Finder, and I act solely at the direction of the mage who created
me. I obviously don’t have the same regard for life as you might. I don’t interrogate people. I am
an assassin.”

“What I can do is sift through a victim’s brain before I dispatch them. That is often an
illuminating exercise. If you'd like, I can pass along whatever information I might discover in the
process.”

The priest nodded, his face paling noticeably as he came to grips with the fact that he may
have just condoned the killing of innocents to solve the mystery of Missy Grove’s whereabouts.

* % %

As it was on most nights, the shadows obscured most of Siyras’ movements, but he
was also aided by a range of simple illusions and assorted talismans. Most of those who dwell
in the darker locales of the city would rather not be seen themselves, let alone disturb his
business, so he normally moved at will. Those who had erred in that regard, even some who had
mistakenly decided that the contents of his purse might be of interest, never had the chance to
make that mistake twice. The wrivenent had collected several carnotha over the years in those
“conversations.”
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Siyras reflected briefly on his encounter at the temple. Even in a city such as Kenatos,
where the priests are never far removed from any activity, a selective awareness tended to exist
of life below a certain strata. The city was a living entity, with an outward appearance and
countenance defined by the Arch-Rike and enforced the soldiers, but also a darker element of its
soul, like all creatures, that was chaotic and often sinister. The priests may have liked to imagine
that the darker underbelly existed only in the ramshackle streets of Havenrook or that evil only
sprang from the barbarian north. Siyras hoped such beliefs allowed them to sleep at night.

The wrivenent crept through the darkness, following an Alkiran man who may have
arranged the surveillance of Missy. As he rounded the corner, Siyras drew his long blade and
moved in for the kill...

The Muertiati

By Matthew Dunn

Date: 87 AF, The close of the Barbarian Wars.
Place: The Davtian Highway, a few days north of Wayland

he Jester’s Moon blazed in the sky, illuminating the night in a dim light. The Finder ap-

proached the clearing with caution. He had no fear of Barbarians, they hadn’t reached this
far south since the height of the withering war, but his prey was a dangerous man with danger-
ous knowledge. His quarry had abandoned the camp hours ago, but wizards were sometimes
known to leave traps behind. He had been tracking Crumpensall southwest out of Stonehollow
for several days. The Finder had gained as they skirted the ominous Cottonwood Forest and
then finally caught up to him in the rolling Small Lake Mountains before the wizard turned
south toward Wayland on the broad Kenatos-Wayland running Davtian Highway. At first, the
wizard had been exceedingly cautious, making cold camps far removed from the commonly trav-
eled roads, but as he neared Wayland he had been growing careless. Granted, the Finder had
barely needed to flex his tracking muscles to follow Crumpensall’s trail from the start, since it
took no skill to track a laden wagon. Now he merely needed to ensure that he kept enough dis-
tance behind to not be discovered.

He hadn’t desired this job at first; however, once his employers explained what was
at stake, the Finder took to the trail in earnest. All that remained was to develop a plan for
stopping him and keeping his secrets hidden. Some bonds bound tighter than any allegiances,
and necessity overruled desire. Should the wizard reveal what he learned, a new war would not
surprise the Finder.

This fresh campsite was set in a clearing barely offset from the highway and well lit by the
Jester above. The embers from his fire were dead, but not yet fully cooled by the crisp autumn
air. The Finder buried the fire, more from ingrained woodsmanship than any desire for stealth.
Multiple empty wine casks littered the site, much like the wizard’s previous several camps. The
Finder examined one, and as with all the previous casks, took note of the peculiar scent. A plan
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began to form in the Fylndular’s mind. It was time to seek outside assistance. It was time to
hire the Muertiati Ali’.

The Lady Yasmine’s held the dubious honor of being the most prosperous, and the most
notorious, brothel and gaming house in The Bottoms (as Wayland City’s poor southern quarter
was known), if not all of the kingdom of Wayland. Yasmine, the Madame of the house, was an
almond skinned goddess with tight chocolate curls and a velvet tongue. Her provocative curves
were restrained beneath modest dress, mirroring the glorious excitement of her games and girls
nestled within an outwardly unremarkable two-story building. It was a place the uninitiated
came to gain experience and lose inhibitions. Many left having lost much more; others never left
at all. But Lasko came for neither the company nor the games; he came for the window.

In The Bottoms, people on the street very studiously took no notice of one another, but had
anyone paid such notice, they would have assumed Lasko was just another merchant slumming
in search of an evening of chance spent in the company of any woman but his wife. The assassin
depended on his friendly demeanor and unremarkable face for the anonymity requisite to his
profession. A favorite Muertiati tale involved an assassin taking out his hit in the midst of a
crowd, only to scream, “Murderer!” while accusing the nearest sinister visage and then fade away
into the faceless crowd. No, the Muertiati weren’t made up of the scarred and scowling villains
of the minstrels’ tales, but the amiable neighbors and uncles no-one gave a second look. Tonight,
this innocuous assassin was about to take a job.

Feared by all, awed by some, and reviled by most, the Muertiati took no sides in politics,
honored no government’s jurisdiction, and considered no contracted mark off-limits. This
secret brotherhood of men living a life of anonymous peril existed almost outside the everyday
world of Kenatos with their own governing body, a rich history, several antagonistic factions,
and realm-wide organization. Having been brought up in the streets and gutters of Wayland,
the traditional seat of Muertiati power, his childhood was steeped in glorious stories of the
mysterious assassins, and there was no finer life in Lasko’s watchful eyes—nothing he would
rather be doing more.

The existence of the Muertiati Ali'l, Boeotian for the Order of the Bringers of Death, was
irrefutable, even to the governments of the realm, and the means of hiring them remained an
open secret to all. In every town, village, hovel, or fortress, it was a simple matter to find a man
who knew someone who knew someone who could put you in contact with an assassin. Yasmine
was simply one such agent, a Point, in Wayland. Points were the only people outside the Order
who could identify the assassins by sight, so their numbers were few. She served as Point for
almost half of Wayland’s Muertiati, but contacts came in to her from a long, branching chain
of informers, each unknown to the others. Should the governments of Kenatos ever seriously
attempt to act on their desire to eliminate the Order, they would be hard pressed to make any
inroads into the convoluted and stealthy organization.

Standing outside, Lasko cast his gaze to the second floor. From the street, the furthest left
window on the upper floor of The Lady Yasmine’s bore only lace curtains; that was how she put
out the word. If there were cords dangling between the panes and curtains of the lit room, then
there was a job to be had. This job was two half cords and a full cord with two knots — urgent,
dangerous, and high-paying. The best kind. Lasko must have been the first of the Muertiati to
see the window, two-knot jobs were rare and got taken quickly. Eager to take on his 45" mark,
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Lasko made his way across the street to the bustling club.

Once inside, Yasmine herself greeted him, as she did almost everyone who came through
her door, with a hug fit for long lost family. The message in her greeting was clear, “This place
1s home. You are welcome here, so be at ease.” The unspoken addendum was that that made
it easier for them to cheat you blind. With a warm smile, and a warmer sway of her hips, she
would drape an arm around her guest and start in with the innocuous questions. For a certain
type of customer, however, his type, an extra question was always added, “Tell me, how is Lily
doing these days? We do miss her so.” The question was part of a sequence, a code. The proper
response, the one that confirmed you were there for business, not pleasure, and the only answer
Lasko had ever given her, was “Just as spry as the day I whisked her away from you.”

Like so many times before, with that exchange completed, Yasmine called to one of her
ladies in a voice dripping with anticipation, “Vinca, take over the door. I have personal business
to attend to.” Then she’d slink upstairs to her office, the room with only lace curtains, with
Lasko in tow. Once behind the closed door, her sultry demeanor disappeared and she was all
business. As a Point, Yasmine was a go-between. He’d never once asked her who her contacts
were, who fed her the jobs, and likewise, she’d never asked him about jobs he took. He knew
there were at least three other people between her and any given buyer, and she knew enough
not to ask him. First she gave him the time and place—The Golden Parrot at midnight—where
he would meet his contractor and get the details of the mark; she knew nothing more. Then,
as she had done every time Lasko had been there, she kissed his forehead, said a prayer to
Seitherell, and removed the cords from the window. A Muertiati had taken the job.

* % %

After accepting the contract, the young assassin had gone straight to the contact point and
settled in to wait. The Golden Parrot was a favorite spot for setting up contracts. The quietest
tavern in The Bottoms, The Golden Parrot was a place where few men asked questions, and even
fewer let their faces be seen. In short, it was a favorite spot for shady figures and shadowy deals.
Lasko took his usual seat by the bar. When the hooded man entered at midnight, ordered the
Parrot’s Beak, and took a table in the corner, the assassin joined him.

Lasko pulled a chair back from the peanut-strewn table and sat with his back to the room;
everyone there knew better than to try anything in the Parrot. He recognized the man as his
contact by the drink order—no one ever spoke of what they heard in the tavern; this Parrot had
no Beak. The man sat across from him, his cloak pulled tight and face set deep within his hood;
one wayward curl of bright red hair had escaped the shadows of the hood and stretched toward
the light of the tavern. The assassin was accustomed to never seeing his employers’ faces; there
were plenty of other ways to identify a man. This one’s hands were dirt-stained and calloused,
his boots worn thin, and he stank of woodsmoke and treesap. Lasko saw instantly that he was a
man unaccustomed to city dwelling, a man of the forests. The faintest yellow lights shone from
within the hood; Lasko wasn’t sure he would have noticed them if he hadn’t known to look. His
newest employer was a Finder.

“What business do the Fylndular have with the Muertiati Ali'1?” Lasko asked, a smirk
on his face. If he caught the man off-guard, it didn’t show. The Finder remained still, one hand
on his drink; the other, strangely, he kept on the table, fingers curled as if holding a ball, palm
facing Lasko. Other than watching for sudden movement, the assassin paid the hand no more
mind.
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“So, it comes to this then. There are those among my comrades who would have no trouble
doing this job themselves, but I find it... distasteful. I am a simple man. I live a simple life
alone. I track, I hunt, I find. But murder, no, that I will not do. So, when a murder is called for,
who better to call upon than a murderer, no?” the man responded.

Lasko’s mood soured. The Muertiati disliked being associated with common murderers.
Though it was a widely held association among the public, the Muertiati strove to distance
themselves from criminals. Among the Muertiati, murderers were considered merely base
criminals with no honor. Assassins performed a service and crafted an art; they were no common
murderers. Curtly, he said, “State your business.”

“Good, I dislike this place, and would prefer to put my back to it presently. There is a
wizard. The man knows things that my... employers would prefer remained unknown. They
are very interested that he should be prevented from sharing that information with anyone.
Very interested. I tracked him here from the west, but I will get no closer. The price is 300
gold, double if he is silenced before the week’s end.” He took his hand off his drink and reached
into his cloak. The curled hand remained unmoving. He withdrew a small canvas pouch and
discreetly handed it to Lasko.

The assassin could tell from its weight it held the offered gold. There was no need to
open it or fuss about it here; no one spoke of what occurred in the Parrot, but they all observed.
“Done. How do I find this wizard?” Lasko asked.

“I have been tracking him well over a week. The man is a drunkard. He should be an
easy mark for one of your.... skills. He ran into some heat with the locals in a realm to the west,
and now he wears his scars on his face. He’s staying at a hostelry in the business district. He
remains solitary, but we cannot take the chance that he will speak of what he knows. I expect
this will not be a problem for you?”

Lasko only smiled as he pocketed the purse of gold.

With the details, and the money, exchanged, the Finder left to await confirmation of the
kill and the Muertiati began to prepare.

* % %

Lasko emerged from the shadow-dense alley like a spell, conjured forth from nothingness.
There was no sound to mark his appearance, no trace of from where he came. His feet were clad
in the slipura, cloth wrappings with a narrow sole of treated cowhide for traction, and silence.
His mark would be arriving at the hostelry across the poorly lit street before long, hopefully
sauced beyond the ability of self-defense. Not that Lasko couldn’t take the mark sober, but with
wizards, any advantage was a welcome one.

Crouched in the mouth of the alley, he ran through various attack scenarios, preparing
himself for any unexpected defense. He still hadn’t repaired his crossbow since that incident
with the Rike-Patrol the week before, so this would be a fists-and-knives kill. At his wrists, the
three bands he deemed necessary for tonight’s job clattered annoyingly and an invisibility ring
was tucked away in a pocket, excessive for tonight. The added reflex speed and protection from
magework the various bands provided usually outweighed the danger of their accompanying
noise. Unfortunately, he hadn’t been able to procure a MagicBlokker on such short notice, but he
had two Reflexxors and of course the Integrator. They should suffice for this mark, and if they
didn’t, well, Lasko’d deal with his supplier in the morning.

Some of the Muertiati frowned on the use of the bracelets. Their Order was many things,
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dangerous, secretive, and discreet not least among them, but above all else, there was an
overarching code of honor binding the Muertiati together. While there may be no honor among
thieves, assassins hold honor higher even than stealth. Marks were never taken from behind or
in the presence of family members, and once coin was paid for a hit, either the mark was killed
or the money was returned. And always, death was dealt as swiftly and painlessly as possible;
there is no honor in torture. Among the older members of the Order, the magical bracelets were
seen as a means of side-stepping that hard-won honor, a form of cheating. Lasko held no such
illusions. His business was dealing out death, not receiving it, and anything that helped him

do business was honorable enough for his standards, even if it was crafted by miserable Lydian
halflings.

Lasko took in the foot traffic and lit windows on the street, both minimal at this late hour,
and decided an open hit outside the hostelry would be safer than attacking a cornered man in a
narrow interior hallway. It should be simple to identify his mark, there were few outted wizards
holing up outside Little Wizardom, and even fewer with the telltale scars and discoloration of
burns covering half their face. As far as Lasko was concerned, if this drunk Crumpensall was
sloppy enough to let himself get burned, then he couldn’t be that hard a target to take out. He
crossed the broad street toward the hostelry and settled on an acceptable ambush point. All that
was left was to settle in and wait for the Wizard to stagger by.

Ambush had always been Lasko’s favorite tactic. There could be arguments made for
the merits of other attacks, like an anonymous stabbing in a crowd, or declaring your contract
to a busy restaurant just before consummating the deal, one of the so-called Proclamation hits.
Sniper hits by crossbow were especially popular, though those required skill enough to aim
quickly. Each method had its proponents and its detractors, but for Lasko’s money, nothing beat
the ambush. It took a special kind of man to devote his life to killing for hire, but it took another
kind entirely to wait around in one spot for the chance to kill. A man needed certain traits.
Patience went without saying, but the right kind of concentration was also vital. If you remained
too alert, it could tip someone off, but you had to simultaneously rein in your disinterest, lest you
miss your only opportunity at surprise.

Lasko managed the time by daydreaming of a meteoric rise through the ranks of the
Muertiati, culminating in his election to the Tri-Blade, the ruling council of each provincial
assassin’s guild. To be eligible for the Tri-Blade, you needed to have reached Whisper status,
300 confirmed contract kills. There were rarely more than five qualified men in any kingdom at
a time. With under fifty kills to his credit, Lasko was still just a WetEar, but Pube (over 50) and
Judge (over 100) weren’t far off. He dreamed about more than just the Tri-Blade, though. There
was always Fletcher’s record as well.

Fletcher was the most “famous” of the Muertiati in any kingdom, and tales of his exploits
were legend among the Order. He had risen to Judge in under three years, unheard of, and
eventually retired with over 400 confirmed contracts, the most of any assassin since the founding
of the Order during the Boeotian invasions of Kenatos a hundred years before. Every WetEar
dreamed of being the next Fletcher, though most died before even reaching Pube. Lasko himself
had taken out two fellow WetEars—revenge contracts from the families of their victims.

As Lasko figured it, the only way to rise as quickly as Fletcher was to take on more
hits. Most Muertiati spent weeks trailing their marks, learning their patterns and developing
strategies through study. But with that much effort going into each hit, Lasko’s rate of 20 kills
in a year was considered reckless. He spent much less time on his reconnaissance than other
assassins, depending more on his instincts and reflexes to ensure success. This Crumpensall hit
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was a perfect example. The Finder had already done the legwork, enabling Lasko to initiate the
kill after only two days. He was eager to finish this job in particular; having another wizard-
kill never hurt your image among the Order. He’d just have to downplay that this one had been
lamed and in his cups.

It was nearly dawn before Lasko heard anything. A lone man came staggering down the
cobbled street, the echoes of his boots announcing his approach long before he came into view.
The man veered wildly across the road, lurching from side to side as he neared the hostelry.
Lasko affected a drunken slumber as cover, but kept a clandestine eye on the newcomer, waiting
for his face to emerge from the shadows of the night. Still a stretch up the road, the man
paused to lean against a storefront and vomit onto the cobbles. He then resumed his haphazard
journey, one uneasy hand on his belly, the other flailing for balance. Lasko had to wait until
the stranger veered mere breaths in front of him before he recognized the tell-tale burn scars on
Crumpensall’s face. The assassin waited until the drunken wizard lurched off-balance, reaching
for the hostelry door, before he struck.

In keeping with his loose interpretation of honorable behavior, he wouldn’t deal a killing
blow from behind, so he aimed his throwing daggers low toward the gut. As he prepared to
attack, the ancient Boeotian rune tattooed on the small of his back began to glow, though it was
hidden beneath his tunic. The symbol of a long dead religion drew in the magic of the Integrator
bracelet on his wrist, which itself was gathering power from the other bracelets he wore. The
magic of the bracelets coursed through him, anticipating his sudden actions, and his arm
extended faster than a loosed arrow as the two small blades streaked toward their mark.

They never got that far.

Somehow, in defiance of anything Lasko had ever seen, even with two Reflexxors on his
wrist, the wizard had reacted even before the assassin released the daggers. Lasko’s blades
veered harmlessly to the wizard’s side and clattered to the street. Almost before the assassin
had withdrawn his magically enhanced hand to grab his next dagger volley, the very aware and
completely sober wizard lashed out with a gesture and Lasko was knocked backwards to the
ground with the force of a terrible invisible blow. His head ricocheted off a cobblestone, blacking
his vision and momentarily disorienting him. That moment was more than the wizard needed.
Before Lasko could even shake his head to clear his sight, the empty crate he had been sitting on
moments before crashed down on his legs with the weight of a fully loaded wagon. He cried out
in agony as they were shattered under the press, but no sound came. Lasko needed to find a way
out from under the crate. A wide ooze of blood began seeping out from under it, and he knew he
would never walk again. All thoughts of Fletcher’s record vanished from his mind, replaced only
by pain. This couldn’t happen to Aim. He wasn’t supposed to die a lowly WetEar, not hAim.

The wizard jumped on top of his torso and grabbed his lapels in a fury. His hair was
matted and unkempt, and the burned side looked much shorter and slightly curled. His eyes
were wide paranoid disks that, combined with the putrid white scars covering a full half of his
face, gave Crumpensall a look of otherworldly terror.

His voice was a forceful whisper, and he spoke with such fervor that spittle flew into the
bested young assassin’s pained face. “Who hired you? Who sent you here? Where are they?
You stupid fool, did you think I couldn’t guess they’d come after me? I have been waiting for an
attack for weeks! Well, you're too late! I've revealed it all! By Seitherell, their secret’s out. No
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more power by the flame, no more secret rule for the Firebrand! They’ll be hunted down and
routed! You stupid, blind fool! I can’t believe anyone truly believed those empty wine casks!
Everyone knows that spirits block your ability to call forth magic! No wizard would ever let
himself drink to that excess! You pathetic, poor fool!” The wizard was half mad, and began
laughing in a high-pitched wheeze. “Hee hee whee! Now, who sent you? Tell me! I can make
this crate heavier, would you like that? Ha ha hee! Or, if I hear something I like, I might even
make it lighter. Hee whee hee! Now, where are the men who hired you?”

For some reason, Lasko’s dubious sense of honor chose that moment to flare up, and he
vowed to himself that nothing could make him reveal his employer to this insane wizard. But
the pain was excruciating. There was no escaping from under that weight, and if he stayed
much longer, he knew he’d tell the wizard anything just to ease the pain. As slowly as he could
manage with the urgency he was battling, Lasko began reaching his hand toward his remaining
throwing daggers.

Before the assassin had the chance to reach a blade, the oddest look came over the
wizard’s face, as though he heard a faint noise that bothered him. Crumpensall managed to turn
his head the barest fraction before his entire body erupted in flames and collapsed onto Lasko,

a flailing inferno. The weight on his legs lifted instantly, though he didn’t notice. The now limp
form of his attacker burned only momentarily, but it still smothered him like a fiery pillow. His
face burned and his skin charred, his entire world became one agonizing fire blotting out his
breath, and then—cool refreshing air. Someone had removed the dead wizard’s body from atop
him.

Hands were rummaging through his tunic. Lasko was unable to open his eyes from the
pain, but he heard the voice. “Seeing as how you didn’t fulfill the contract, I'll be taking back my
employer’s gold.” The Finder. “But still, I thank you. I must admit I found this entire operation
distasteful. I dislike Wayland, and am eager to be gone, and I dislike the Muertiati Ali’l even
more. But, Crumpensall was far too powerful for me alone, as he was for my employers. These
wizards are worthy adversaries. Your assistance in distracting him for me was invaluable. Did
I neglect to mention that his drinking was an act? Ah, I suppose I must have. Yes, he left me
a trail of empty casks, but the oddest thing, none of them had even the faintest scent of wine in
them. Pity, the man was powerful, but apparently not very bright. Now, by Seitherell, tell me,
did he tell you anything in those mad ravings of his? It’s important, mind you. The fate of the
realm, or at least your homeland, may be at stake.”

Lasko tried uttering some plea for help, but only a wheeze emerged. Weakened, his head
lowered back down to the cobbles. To think, just moments ago, he was vowing to honor this man.
The corners of his mouth edged upward in a painful smile as his singed lungs racked him with
excruciating coughs.

“Well, so be it. I suppose you did what I needed you to do. Alas, though, I have one more
job to complete before I go.”

Just before Lasko died in an explosion of flame, he heard the Finder utter odd words in a
menacing whisper. Pyricanthas. Sericanthas. Thas.
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The Order of Fang and Claw

By A.M. Stickel

So you want to be an assassin. Then heed well my message.

An assassin of the Fang and Claw Order is a black cat on a moonless night. His loyalty
1s above all to himself, and then to the task at hand. The means and methods of his craft are,
first and foremost, the weapon of his own body—a certain swift strength of eye and limb—and a
mastery of disguise. Besides magical acuity, included are the arts of bow, blade, garrote, and the
knowledge of poisons, explosive tinctures, and deadly traps.

Only the orphan who bears a grudge is admitted to the trade, since family ties and
a sunny nature hinder the will. He carries a magic talisman and wears a protective brand
bestowed by his mentor: a sign passed down from Order predecessors and added to for him.
Living apart from society, except for his missions, he is aware that society is served through the
use of his art.

At no time is torture permitted a member of the Order. If a member be proved by at
least two witnesses to have broken this rule, he will be severed from the Order, and hunted
down should he flee. Once caught, he knows that his abuse will visit upon him the pain of a
seven-fold death: by fire, by ice, by blood, by stone, by submersion, by flaying and, lastly, by
dismemberment.

An Order assassin is never known by his name among the races. He must take to himself
a title appropriate to his trade. Among the most famous of these have been the legendary figures
of Gray Ghost, Shadow Seeker, Lady Destroyer, Lord Crusher, the Sunderer, Princess Poison,
and Pit Pythoness.

Although female members are rarely admitted, with a recommendation from She Who
Rules Boeotia, they are permitted to apprentice in the order. Few survive the training, but those
who do make the best assassins. These are forbidden to produce offspring, for obvious reasons,
although their male counterparts are allowed to do so, provided they do not marry.

Order members are encouraged to charge high fees for their services, so as to amass as
much wealth as possible. This helps them live in obscurity, and comfort, too. A tenth of each fee
goes to the Master of the Order, who dwells in the Caves of Refuge in Boeotia. He provides for
his assassins who survive into old age or who become disabled, and for children fathered—and
discreetly acknowledged by—Order members. The Refuge is a sanctuary for assassins of the
Order. Rogue assassins are unwelcome there.

I see by your look that you are not put off. Hold out your right hand, palm up. The mark
1s a thing quickly done. As you may have noticed, I have already been heating my branding iron
in the fire. It is now red hot. I will add several grooves near the brand mark to denote your new
name. When you awaken from your swoon, you will be known as ‘Slitherer.” Be sure to bite down
hard on the leather in your mouth. Welcome, apprentice.
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The Meztrah

By J.GW

he name Meztrah has become synonymous with terror and mystery. Even the child is put to

rest with his or her parent’s warning that should they rise before daybreak, the Meztrah will
devour them for fun. However, the study of the Meztrah—or Fathers of Death—is rather intrigu-
ing.

The Meztrah are named after the first Master Assassin, Meztrah Kazkah. No one knows
for sure just how good Meztrah Kazkah was, because it was he who set the standard as a hidden
assassin, who would accomplish his jobs by making them appear to be accidents. When it is
known that an individual has been assassinated, it makes things very sticky for anyone who
would want them dead, especially if someone gained from the person’s untimely demise. It 1s said
that Meztrah Kazkah was a master with martial arts, weapons, poisons, and even magic. His
favorite tool was a blue medallion that gave him the power to enter a person’s mind and project
hallucinations of their worst fears, either driving his victims insane or to a point where they
committed suicide. Some of the Fathers of Death claim that Meztrah never died and that he will
return someday to bring a reign of terror that might even surpass the plague itself.

The Meztrah as they are today have grown into an organization of many sects, and even
whole families of assassins. All of the sects and families to at least a degree adhere to the will of
the Kazkah Master Assassin or King of Assassins. The Meztrah have to earn the rank of Kazkah
by either killing the one currently holding the title or training under him as a prodigy. Training
with the Master Assassin is taking one’s life into his hands, but to try and kill the Kazkah is
downright foolhardy.

Each of the Meztrah have differing skills and talents—some are bold and let all the realms
know when they complete a job; others are like Meztrah Kazkah and kill in ways that to even the
trained eye seem natural. It is very common for the Meztrah to be skilled in more than one form
of death, as well as self-defense. The Meztrah are not exempt from treachery or jealousy, and
many Assassin wars have broken out between the sects and houses.

Not all the Meztrah are up for hire. Some Kkill for the joy of doing so. Others do not charge
for their services but only take the most difficult jobs, the thrill being their reward. Almost
all of the Meztrah have alternate lives; some are high standing citizens in their respected
communities. They are master pretenders able to shape themselves into any lifestyle they please,
working in a variety of occupations. This not only allows them to study their victims without
notice but also fund themselves in-between jobs. So good are they at being that which they are
not, it has given rise to rumors that there are some Meztrah even among the High Brothers.

The only way to tell if one 1s a true Meztrah is by a blue tattoo that is made of glowing ink
that no one can reproduce. They shape a diamond with two intersecting lines, and then place
on the symbol the crest of the sect or house that one is a part of. A wolf and a crescent moon
for the Wolf Moon sect, a vine with leaf pedals for the mysterious Women’s Guild of Assassins,
and a swirl to indicate the Kazkah. The initial diamond tattoo is bought in blood, and the
accompanying sect or family marks come only when one has proved to be highly skilled, cunning,
crafty, and able to survive against the Racksaw—Assassin Hunters.

In some ways it is frightening to consider that such fiends exist, but one must consider
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that all of life is one step from the grave. To be the target of a master assassin such as the
Meztrah may in some minds be an honor. There still remains much that we do not know of the
Meztrah and their ways, for their veil of mystery and shadow covers many things. Much of this
I put down in fear that it may bring me the privilege of being a target of the Meztrah, but with
the plague hanging over us like a starved jackal, I must record what I've learned lest it be lost
forever.

— Brother Lomo of house Beleck
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Carrying Souls

By M. Thomas

hey didn’t look like penitents to Faja. The woman was standoffish and, by the wrinkling of

her nose, didn’t like the smell of the mules hitched to the wagon. The girl was Faja’s age.
She smiled a lot, for a penitent. The two arrived at dawn, paying a half-slathe to cross the desert
with her father’s wagon and its water barrels.

Faja turned her head. From far down the banks of the river, in the direction of the village,
she could hear children. They would be searching the drying riverbed for dying fish to take home
to their hungry families. She heard Sita’s voice, high and carrying and bossy as always, even
over the older children. She missed Sita. She put her hand in her pocket to finger the broken
leather friendship bracelet thrown at her two days earlier.

“What did she say to you when she came asking for passage?” Faja’s mother asked her
husband, eyeing the older woman.

“The mother was having an affair. The daughter lied for her, and the husband caught
them at it. The mother says if they do their penance, her
husband cannot throw them out on the street. She says it

1s the law of their god, Irah.” Marjh spat at the name and Faja turned away

then kicked the wheel of the wagon. It held. from the sounds of the
Faja turned away from the sounds of the children. children. They would

They would only run away at the sight of her anyway, or only run away at the

throw mud. She climbed aboard the wagon as if it was .
a tree, her arms and legs still too short for the height of sight of her anyway,
the front seat. The wine merchant, Abaz, charming in his or throw mud.
rotund way, was entertaining the penitents with the bad
juggling of a few tarnished fathes from his pockets.

“Irah’s laws are forgiving,” her mother said. “Is it the
truth, Marjh, do you think?”

“Why would someone lie about that?” Marjh replied. “Perhaps if our god’s worshippers
held to His laws the way Irah’s do, He might not have brought the drought down on us.” He did
not look at his wife when he said it.

Her mother winced at the words. “Do you think they hide their jewels in the soul pots
they carry? I've heard they do that.”

“Those two? Not a fathe between them, the beggars,” Marjh answered. “Only a half-
slathe for the water. Ready, little lizard?”

He climbed up beside Faja, tilting the wagon a little. In the back, the barrels of wine
groaned against one another. It was a meager crop because of the small, drought-starved grapes.
But it was still good wine, and delivering it would bring in a fathe or two. That was better than
sitting around looking at the dust, he claimed.

Her mother came around to where they sat, and handed up a sack.

“That’s the last of the flour. I'll have nothing but the dried tack and root mash while
you're gone. And there’s no salt.”

Her father grunted and then looked over at the two penitents. They had taken up the

continued on page 42
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Featured Artist
Rick Sardinha

Age: 49

Residence: Rhode Island, USA

Marital Status: Married

Children: No thank you, I'm full.

Hobbies: Stop motion animation and gardening when I can.
Personal Quote: “Just get on with it.”

Favorite Book or Author: When I get time to read, I generally
indulge in technical/scientific books, European military history and
graphic novels.

Professional and Educational Information: B.S. Biomedical
Science, Texas A&M.

Started Painting In: With serious intent around 1986.

Artist Most Inspired By: A really hard question. A core group
would be at least Sargeant, Monet, NC Wyeth, Piranesi and
Herriman.

Media You Work In: Most frequently oil, digital, and clay.

Educational/Training Background: I am not an academically trained artist but rather
learned through independent research, study, museums and experimentation.

Where Your Work Has Been Published or Displayed: Current clients range from Wizards
of the Coast, White Wolf Publishing, and Games Workshop Ltd. to the Discovery Channel and
Scientific American.

Where Someone Can Buy Your Art or Contact You Professionally: I can be contacted at
rick@battleduck.com.

Website URL: http://www.battleduck.com/

Q: How did you come to be an artist?
A: It must have been destiny, as my path
followed a long and torturous route. Being
an illustrator is my third career and came
to me well past when most have made
their name and moved on.

Q: How would you describe your
work?

A: Representational with a focus on light
and lighting effects.

continued on next page
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Q: Where do you find your inspiration?

A: Almost anything, at anytime, can be
inspirational if you just let your mind run with
the experience: a walk in the woods, deep in the
pages of a book, a movie or music.

Q: What inspired this piece (this month’s
cover art)? (Tell us its story...)

A: This painting is actually a commissioned piece
for a gaming module cover called Hall of Panes by
Troll Lords Games. With this kind of commission,
my aim is to illustrate a moment in time where
the outcome of a situation is uncertain and thus
helps to draw the viewer into the content of the
work.

Q: What do you consider your influences?
A: Growing up in Europe, paying attention to
what Nature has to offer, and my wife.

Q: What has been your greatest success in
your artistic career?

A: T am an actual working illustrator. There

1s no one time or project that can outshine the
wonderfulness of doing what you want to do for a
living. The success is in the being and the doing.

It 1s the whole and complete ride.
However, recently receiving a Chesley nomination for my ‘Silver Dragon’ image was quite
a hoot.

Q: What trends are you seeing in the Sci-Fi/Fantasy genre?
A: Over the years, I have seen the SF/
Fantasy genres become increasingly
common until they are part of the
mainstream conciousness. The paper
publishing aspect seem to have fallen
away quite a bit, whereas the visual end
has increased tremendously. People
want immediacy in all aspects of their
lives. Computers are now an integral part
of art and a tremendous tool in capable
hands. The future is going to bring a
multi-sensorial type of interactive art
involving computers, which would, for
example, allow a movie goer to interact
within the movie.
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Creating Suspense
By Brendon Taylor

f you fancy yourself a writer of fiction, you have most likely written at least one scene you

intended to be suspenseful. Whether you aspire to be the next Stephen King, Alfred Hitchcock,
Terry Brooks, David Eddings, Isaac Asimov, J.K. Rowling, or any blend of them, your writing
will likely need to include scenes that pull readers to the edge of their figurative seats.

Now, if I were so inclined, I could just give you that simple, magic formula that never fails
to Inject suspense into your writing. But, I'm far too selfish to do that. Also, I don’t know any
such formula. As a fellow amateur writer and fan of fantasy, science fiction, and horror, I have
five thoughts on the subject that, if not overly obvious, may help you think of ways to ratchet up
the suspense in your writing.

1. Your readers have to care about at least some of your characters.
2. A quick “gotcha” is not the same as suspense.

3. When it comes to your villains, less is more.

4. When it is time for the big scene, set the stage properly.

5. Make the reward worth the wait.

Allow me to elaborate.

1. Your readers have to care about at least some of A.S a fellow amateur
your characters. writer and fan of
fantasy, science fiction,

Learn the lesson that many screenplay writers and and horror, | have five
directors of 1980's slasher-horror films failed to learn. thoughts on the subject
Violence and mayhem mean very little if the audience that, if not overly
does not care about the characters upon whom the .
violence and mayhem are unleashed. I like to think about Ob.VIOUS, may help you
this in two ways. First, I want my readers to sympathize think of ways to ratchet
and care about my protagonist to the extent that they are up the suspense in your
concerned about his well-being. Second, I want my readers writing.
to dislike my antagonist to the extent that they really
want him to fail on all levels. I realize this may be, and
hopefully is, a simplified view, but at the heart of the story,
under all the layers of character-, world-, and story-building, this essence remains.

J.K. Rowling excels in creating characters that not only do her readers sympathize with,
but they become friends with, dress up as, and stand in line for hours to read about.! She has the
advantage of writing about a very likable orphan and his almost-as-likable friends. But those
characters came from her mind before they left her pen. The reason the suspense elements she
writes works so well is because readers are invested in her characters. We like Harry, Ron and
Hermione, and we really do not want Malfoy, Snape or Voldemort to get the better of them.

Previous articles in Deep Magic have explored the importance of character building. Not
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only have we recommended having flawed heroes and heroines, but we have discussed how to
write good villains, or at least how to avoid writing bad ones. If you missed them, look those
articles over and remember, if a scene is to really deliver suspense, we have to care about the
characters in it.

2. A quick “gotcha” is not the same as suspense.

I will freely admit having written a scene where my protagonist walked down a dark,
empty roadway, certain that death loomed around the next corner. With his eye on the shadows
at the end of the block, my hero nearly soiled himself when a cat jumped from the alley next to
him. I do not know why it is that cats jump out of alleys at the worst literary time. I'm not even
a "dog" person, so my scene didn’t come from any supposed bias. What I wrote was not really
suspenseful. I bought into a gotcha trick, and then I deleted it before writing any more of the
story.

Don’t get me wrong, a good gotcha is not a taboo to be avoided at all costs. It has its place
in many fine stories. But it is not a substitute for a deeper, more enthralling element of suspense.
Gotchas can work in stories written in a lighter tone, with significant elements of humor, or with
orientation to a younger audience. In such instances, serious suspense might be inappropriate.

In more serious stories, an occasional gotcha may work, but I would encourage you to
be more original than I was. The difference I see between gotcha and real suspense can be
illustrated by comparing the movie Friday the 13" (whichever number you care to use) and
Silence of the Lambs. Please note that neither movie is recommended for young viewers. In
Friday the 13", the gruesome murdered uses a machete, spear, pitch fork and other implements
that have high squeamish index appeal. The murderer also pops up from behind windows
and closed doors, and he lurks in dark rooms waiting for someone to turn on the light. Dead
bodie