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THE DEATH OF ME 

 

by Ruth F. Simon 

 

Waiting for the hangman to place the hood over my head, I scanned the crowd. 

The rage and bloodlust on the onlookers’ faces nauseated me. They were here for the 

spectacle, and my guilt or innocence mattered not one whit. The Duke’s justice would be served. 

I closed my eyes to shut out the crowd. My training allowed me to ignore the shouted 

insults and the shackles cutting into my wrists. But it couldn’t erase my last moments with 

Evelyn, who had visited my cell the night before my sham trial. 

*** 

“Rowan?” Her whisper shattered the icy cold of my cell. 
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My fingers tingled when I heard her voice. I longed to run them through her hair and kiss 

her, finally showing her just how much I cared. The thick oak door of my prison cell made that 

impossible. 

“You shouldn’t be here, Evie.” 

“Don’t call me that.” She glared at me through the small, barred window. 

“And why not? This is the last time we’ll see one another. We both know that. Why can’t 

we spend our last conversation remembering the good days in the Temple?” 

“Good days?” She wrapped her arms around herself. “There were no good days there. All 

we had was privation and sadistic teachers.” 

“We had each other.” 

She snorted. “Did we? If that’s true, then why are we standing here now?” 

Puzzled, I stepped closer to the door. “What do you mean?” 

“Don’t you know the charges you’re facing?” She stared at me. 

I shook my head. “The Sheriff didn’t say anything. She had her lackeys yank me from my 

bed and place a hood over my face. I didn’t know where I was until just before you came to this 

door.” 

“You’re being charged with attempting to assassinate the Duke.” 

“What?” I gaped at her. “Evie, you have to know—” 

“If we were so close as children, then how did I not realize you would do something like 

this?” A tear glittered on her cheek. 

“I didn’t… I couldn’t… I would never…” 

“I don’t believe you.” She turned her back. “The Sheriff had a letter written in your hand. 

It outlines the entire plan.” 



Simon / Short Story / 3 

“Evelyn, I swear, I never wrote any letter plotting against the Duke.” I tried to reach 

through the bars, but the opening was too small for my hand. 

She faced me and studied me for several moments. “I used my craft to examine the letter. 

It’s definitely your handwriting. And your aura on the page. You wrote it, Rowan.” 

“You? Your magics condemned me?” I staggered back a step. “But what about 

Kelvorson? Isn’t that a duty for the High Mage?” 

“He was slain defending the Duke. I’m High Mage now.” 

“And you’re going to testify against me?” 

“I have a duty to His Grace.” 

“As have I. Evie, I’m the Duke’s chief spy. Surely you know that. It’s what I was taught 

at the Temple.” 

“You were also trained as an assassin.” She grimaced when I gasped. “Oh, yes. I knew 

then that your training wasn’t limited to spying. The priestess in charge of assassins was too fond 

of festival wine. She outed an entire generation that night. But you…” Evelyn locked gazes with 

me. “She said you were the most talented she’d ever trained. I remembered that.” 

My training taught me to think best when my body was in motion. Evie’s revelations 

made me long to pace and think, but my cell was barely large enough to lie down in. I ran a hand 

through my hair. 

“I can’t believe Nora would betray her pupils that way.” 

“You shouldn’t worry about Nora. Soon, you’ll face the hangman.” 

“Do you really want to witness my death?” I tried to get Evie to meet my gaze through 

door’s tiny opening. 
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Instead, she stared at the lintel. “It isn’t a matter of what I want.” Her gaze dropped to 

lock with mine. “As far as the Duke and his subjects are concerned, you attempted to murder 

him. Your plot resulted in the High Mage’s death.” 

I fought an urge to punch the door. “Gods’ Blood! No mundane—not even a master 

assassin could kill the High Mage. Only the highest of adepts—” 

A flicker of something in her eyes stopped me. A twinge of guilt or fear in her expression 

shattered my rage. 

“He’s been…encouraged to forget that.” 

“But how?” I rubbed a hand across my eyes. “The Duke is an adept. As far as I know, 

he’s not as powerful as his lowest mage, but he’s savvy about magics. How could his 

understanding be befuddled?” 

She smirked. “If a person is clever enough, the magics needed for that kind of work are 

easy to learn. One just has to find a mage foolish enough to part with those secrets.” She 

laughed, and it was an ugly sound. “Fortunately, Kelvorson was talented but foolish. In exchange 

for nights of magic-enhanced passion, he was happy to teach me all he knew.” 

“You… You and Kelvorson?” My mind conjured an image of his hand sliding along her 

thigh. The contrast between his ebony skin and her freckles was both beautiful and nauseating. 

And far too easy to picture, since my fantasies involved my own ebony skin contrasted with 

Evie’s. 

I’d have slumped to the floor if my cell had been larger. “Evie, no!” 

“What?” Her tone was acid. “You think I was content to wait for that abusive, arrogant 

man to pass from old age? He’d already held his position for nigh onto a century.” 

“You... You slew the High Mage? Your lover? How?” 
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“As I said, he was willing to part with some secrets in exchange for my favor. Plus, he 

babbled in his sleep. Especially after drinking too much. Our affair gave me enough to destroy 

him.” 

I again ran a hand through my hair. My spies had known nothing of this. Or, if they had, 

none had reported it to me. Had my cadre been turned? I wanted to know, but I also didn’t. My 

curiosity drove me to ask the question pressing on my mind. 

“How did my people miss this?” 

Evie’s expression said she’d been waiting for me to ask, and was savoring a chance to 

twist the knife. “Your top assistant has been as eager to advance as I was. He took all the reports 

from your field agents and approached me with an offer. The Duke was grateful for his help in 

exposing your assassination plot.” 

Derek betrayed me? I wanted to be surprised, but I had wondered about his loyalty for 

months. “When did he turn?” My voice was a whisper. 

“Three harvests ago.” 

A feeling of vertigo swept over me. Derek’s ambition didn’t shock me as much as 

learning he’d planned to usurp my position for so long. 

Evie stepped closer to the cell door, and her obvious pleasure at my distress made 

something twist low in my gut. 

“Do you really hate me so much?” 

She tilted her head as if considering the question. “You’re a fool. For twenty years, 

you’ve followed at my heels like a lost puppy. Begging first for my friendship. Then for my 

affection. Then for my future.” She shook her head. “You’ve never been a woman I could 

respect. Skulking in the shadows and murdering with poison and deceit.” 
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“I served the Duke! The same as you. We both did what we were trained to do.” 

“True. But you’ve never respected yourself.” Evie tugged at her sleeves, smoothing out 

the wrinkles. 

“What do you mean?” 

“The High Mage and I, we did the Duke’s bidding when it was obvious that his request 

was in the right. When we killed, it was in the open and for the greater good. Much like his First 

Spear, we guarded his domain.” 

“So did I.” The fury in my voice surprised me. 

“Your work was clandestine. You fought for him from within the shadows. That was 

ignoble. You were his rubbish collector. You hid and scurried in the dark like a rat. How could I 

ever care for a woman who lives like that?” 

The venom in her tone stung. “I did my duty, Evie. You may not like how I served, but I 

served faithfully and well.” I pulled myself up to my full height of five feet. “I know that, even if 

no one else does.” 

“Perhaps you did.” Her tone sounded bored. “But no one will remember that now. You’re 

the turncoat who tried to destroy the domain.” She gave me a contemptuous glance. “It’s a 

shame, though, that you were unwilling to name your co-conspirators before your execution. The 

citizens will feel safer once you’re dead. But they’re living on borrowed time.” 

“Borrowed time? What do you mean by that?” 

“Gods, I forget just how much Derek kept from you.” Evie paced for a minute before 

meeting my gaze. “The duchy is about to be invaded. The King’s forces are marching this way. 

Within the next three months, the Duke’s army will be locked in battle with the King’s.” 
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I wanted to gasp, but I couldn’t draw a breath. What was happening? I shook my head. 

“Why would the King attack our Duke, his own brother? That’s impossible.” 

She laughed that ugly laugh again. “The King’s High Mage has information showing the 

Duke is forming an alliance with another kingdom. He’s making a play for the crown.” 

“His Grace would never do that.” I glared at her. 

“No, he wouldn’t. But my magics have convinced King Jonathan that Duke Stephen is 

now his sworn enemy. The brothers will soon destroy one another and tear the kingdom in two.” 

“Why? In the names of all the gods, why are you doing this?” 

Evie ran a hand across her abdomen before shaking a wrinkle from her right sleeve. 

When she met my gaze, I staggered back a step. The look in her eyes terrified me. 

“Why?” Her voice was soft, and that softness frightened me more than if she’d shouted in 

rage. “Because I can. I can lead these men to destroy one another. Just by manipulating what 

each believes.” She threw her head back and laughed again, a deranged sound. 

The hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stood up. 

“These fools.” She almost spat the word. “They are so convinced that threats lie around 

every corner. I hardly need to use any of my power. Just a few suggestive messages conveniently 

brought to light by your spy network and the High Mage’s death was all it took to send them 

against one another.” 

“You’re doing this just because you can?” I gaped at her. 

“I’m doing this because no one that gullible should rule. Neither Jonathan nor Stephen 

deserve a crown. I’ll take everything they have because their people deserve better.” 

“You’re going to kill thousands of their soldiers in an attempt to save them? Do you 

realize how insane that is? Do you, Evie?” 
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Rage glittered in her eyes when she met my gaze. Rage and madness. “Do. Not. Call. Me. 

Insane.” She took a deep, shuddering breath, and the rage in her eyes faded. But not the madness. 

“I’m the only one thinking rationally. If I must kill some of my subjects to save them, then I 

shall. None can stop me.” She rubbed her hands together, and sparks arched between her hands. 

Goosebumps made me shudder when I saw the sparks of magic fly. Ye Gods. She’s in the 

grip of mage madness. The powers she uses have taken control of her mind. 

I’d heard of mage madness. Everyone trained at the Temple had, whether or not we were 

adepts. It was a dangerous condition, one that usually led to the imprisonment of the mage for 

their own protection. Most died within a few weeks. Their bodies couldn’t contain the power of 

the magics running unfettered. Each incoming mage class lost one of two of the less-powerful 

adepts to mage madness. 

But I’d never seen a mage with Evie’s ability fall into the madness. I shuddered again. A 

prayer for the gods’ mercy almost escaped my lips. 

Evie cocked her head and glared at me, as if she somehow knew what I was thinking. I’d 

never known the full extent of her abilities. Telepathy was rare but not unheard of. Perhaps, with 

her magics in control, she could hear my thoughts. 

I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to comfort myself. “What are you protecting 

them from?” I pitched my voice lower and softer, hoping to soothe her rage and madness. 

She studied my face for a moment. “Must you really ask? The King and the Duke are 

inept fools. They both want to expand their domains, but the people can barely feed themselves 

now. If taxes go higher to keep the army on the march, they’ll starve.” 

The taxes are too high? What does she mean? 
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I cleared my throat. “Which taxes are too high, Evelyn?” I decided using her formal name 

would be wise. Try not to provoke her. 

“All of them. Rowan, have you seen all those starving children? And the pregnant women 

who can barely move from malnutrition?” She ran a trembling hand through her hair. “The Duke 

sits on his throne and feasts while the poorest in his domain starve. I’ve seen at least a dozen 

villages where the people are nearly at death’s door from hunger.” 

I stared at her in disbelief. Yes, the domain had some families who were poor. But dozens 

of villages filled with starving citizens? In the past four months, I had traveled throughout the 

domain on the Duke’s business. I hadn’t seen a single village on the verge of starvation. 

“In which region of the duchy are these villages?” I fought to hide my shudder when she 

glared at me. Would she answer? 

She sniffed. “The northwest.” Her voice made it clear I should already know that 

information. “Near the border with the King’s lands.” 

My mind flashed back to the last time I’d rode through that region. It was hilly, forested 

country, known to house rich veins of ore and rare gems. Merchants frequented the area, and a 

central market and trading post in Tamblor kept the locals employed. I’d passed that way three 

months ago, but no signs of starvation were evident. 

“When did their plight first come to your attention?” I knit my brows and frowned, 

making a show of believing her information. 

She paced some more. “Last harvest. Someone reported that merchants from neighboring 

duchies had arrived at the Tamblor market with some kind of illness.” She stopped pacing and 

faced me. “Kelvorson asked me to investigate. I found…” She crossed her arms over her chest, 

and a slight tremor shook her body. “Their auras… Something or someone had tampered with 
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their auras. I tried to determine what but…” The expression in her eyes changed from madness to 

fear. “I…I just couldn’t determine what affected them. There was so much….pain…” She 

dropped her head and let out a single sob. 

I tried to reach through the little opening in the door again. “Evie…” 

Evie glanced up at me, and despair filled her face. Whatever she had experienced, it was 

powerful enough to break through the mage madness and frighten, or hurt, her again. 

Her expression was so shocking and unnerving that I tried to take a step back, slamming 

my shoulders into the wall. How could a powerful mage like Evie be attacked? 

I considered all she had told me. Kelvorson had been slain, somehow. Evie suggested 

she’d been his killer, but what if that wasn’t the case? Or, rather, what if some other power was 

working through her? Could a mage like Evie be used as a conduit by a more powerful adept? 

I didn’t know enough about magics and those who were gifted in the arts. And I couldn’t 

learn what I needed to know while locked in this cell. I fought down a scream of frustration. 

Think, Rowan. 

After a deep breath, I asked, “These merchants, the ones with the altered auras. Which 

duchy were they from?” 

For some reason, that simple question quenched the look of despair on her face. Evie 

gave me a suspicious look, and the mage madness danced in her eyes again. 

I suppressed a shudder. “Evelyn, which duchy?” My voice was soft, the barest whisper in 

the cold air. 

 “Why do you ask?” Sparks crackled along her fingers again. 

“I’m just… I want to understand what you’ve seen.” I lowered my chin, hoping a meek 

gesture would get her talking. 
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“The merchants came from three duchies: Westerpall, Alsonell, and Dianor.” 

I pictured the rough maps I used in my travels. All three duchies shared a border with 

ours, but none touched the King’s lands. They were to our east, while King Jonathan’s domain 

wrapped around our duchy to the west and north. Merchants didn’t often travel from those 

duchies to the Tamblor market, although some might if seeking something rare. 

“How many people were affected from each place?” 

Evelyn stepped close to my cell door. “What are you fishing for? Why all these 

questions?” She placed a hand on the bottom of the door’s opening and leaned toward me. 

A rank odor reached me, and I fought a gag. “Call it an old, bad habit. I’ve always 

wanted to know why. Even when I could do nothing with the information. It’s why I was good as 

a spy.” I barely choked out the words. 

She still glared at me with suspicion, so I lowered my head more. “Truly, Evie. I just 

want to understand how all this”—I waved a hand at my cell door—“came to be.” 

She studied my face, but I kept my chin lowered and avoided meeting her gaze. 

After several moments, she stepped away from the door and resumed her pacing. “I 

suppose telling you really doesn’t matter. You can’t do anything about it from your cell.” 

I drew a breath as the stench from her faded. Then I shook my head. “No, I’m out of the 

fight. But I want to understand what role my death plays.” The odor from her skin tickled a 

memory. What is that scent? It reminded me of rotten meat coupled with Temple incense. I knew 

I’d smelled it somewhere before, but I couldn’t recall where. 

Evie resumed her pacing. “Your death is part of a pageant for the citizenry. They must 

believe that the King sponsored or approved your plot against the Duke.” 
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I’d been trying to remember the source of that scent, so I almost missed her use of the 

word “pageant.” At the Temple, our weekly religious services were called pageants because they 

coupled religious worship with training in our professions. To put on a pageant was to consecrate 

a group into the gods’ service. 

“This is a religious war?” The question blurted out before I could stop myself. 

“Of course not.” Contempt flashed in Evie’s eyes. “It could only be a religious war if the 

gods existed. But they don’t.” 

I gasped at her blasphemy. “What did you say? Evelyn, I know you don’t believe that.” 

The rage in her face made me shake. “Believe it? I know it. The gods are dead, Rowan.” 

She paused. “No, that’s not quite true. They never existed at all.” 

I staggered back a step. Mage madness could make one do or say frightening things. I 

knew that. But hearing her disavow the gods—the source of her powers—was unfathomable. 

The Evelyn I knew had been the most devout in the Temple. We all credited that devotion with 

the immense power she developed. 

“Never existed? Then explain your powers.” My voice shook with anger. 

That ugly smirk I’d grown to hate crossed her face again. “My powers come from me. 

From my strength, my intelligence, and my will.” Evie locked gazes with me. “I am the source of 

all, Rowan. All of life and death flows from my will.” She threw her arms aloft, closed her eyes, 

and raised her chin upward. 

At those words, my face blanched. I now knew where I’d smelled that scent before. It 

was the odor of a human heart sizzling on a brazier. 

A small sea was south of our duchy. Shortly after leaving the Temple, I’d been tasked to 

cross it and learn more about the people and lands beyond it. 
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Along the sea’s shores, I found people much like those I’d left behind. These small 

kingdoms held clans whose people had similar customs to ours. Their language wasn’t exactly 

what I spoke, but it was close enough that I could engage with them without needing an 

interpreter. 

Many of these peoples held similar beliefs to my own people, although their religious 

rites took different forms. That stood to reason, since their staple crops were suited to their 

climate. 

As I moved farther south, the people I met encouraged me to turn back. None would 

explain why, but all were clearly fearful of something that lay beyond their borders. 

I learned firsthand what they feared. My travels south brought me to a harsh desert with 

few people. Those who tried to survive the desert were pale in complexion and adopted nocturnal 

habits, including sleeping in the daytime and working at night. 

Most disturbing, they worshipped a pantheon of demons and sacrificed human hearts on 

burning braziers. The smell on Evie’s skin was the scent that the high priests of the demon cult 

carried everywhere. 

The words “I am the source of all. All of life and death flows from my will” were the 

words the demon-cult priests chanted as they cut the heart from the sacrificial victim and burned 

it. 

Somehow, my beloved Evelyn had become involved with a demon cult. 

I studied her face, aghast at the exultation on it. She stayed with her arms thrust up and 

her eyes closed until I spoke. 

“I’m…I’m sorry, Evelyn.” 
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She met my gaze. “For what?” Madness still danced in her eyes, coupled with a hunger 

that frightened me even more than the madness did. 

I sighed. “For not seeing what was happening sooner.” 

She shook her head, and the madness faded. “You weren’t supposed to. For my plans to 

succeed, someone had to take the fall. I’d originally selected Kelvorson as the hangman’s victim. 

But I found I needed to break his powers to succeed. The attempt ended his life.” 

“So now I must die.” 

Her gaze was steady and clear. “Yes.” 

*** 

A cuff from the hangman, coupled with a roar from the crowd, jerked me back to the 

present. My death was moments away, and the crowd’s growing frenzy sickened me. 

My death would satisfy the citizenry, allowing them to return to their usual tasks. Then, 

Evelyn, serving as éminence grise, would ensure that the citadel no longer housed those who had 

plotted against the Duke. That meant every loyal soldier or counselor, those women and men 

who could threaten Evie’s plans, would be purged. The hangman stomping back and forth behind 

me would have his hands full with executions in the coming days. 

Once resistance was broken, Evelyn would march our people into war. 

The domain I’d loved, the people I’d been raised with and trained to serve, would fight 

against their own cousins and countrymen. All so some demon from the south could feast on 

heart’s blood. 

If only I had the power to change this. Not for the first time, I wish I’d been born an 

adept. Just a hint of magical ability might have saved my people. And it might have been enough 

to make me attractive in Evie’s eyes. 
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Even after all she’d done and would do, I couldn’t let go of my feelings for her. The 

madness in her eyes was the demon’s power corrupting her will. I hadn’t asked about the demon, 

knowing that she wouldn’t answer. And letting a demon know that its presence was detected was 

a bad idea. I’d learned that lesson on my travels in that accursed desert. 

A flash of red silk at the back of the crowd caught my eye. I squinted at the crowd, trying 

to see the features of the wearer. Could she really be here? 

A burly man stepped into my line of sight. He shook a fist in my direction and screamed 

profanities at me. 

I craned my neck, trying to see around him. 

The executioner cuffed me again and growled a threat in my ear. “Just a few moments 

more, you traitorous bitch.” 

When the burly man shifted to his right, the red silk was no longer visible. It didn’t 

matter. Just seeing that color comforted me. I knew it couldn’t be Evelyn’s gown, but no one else 

was allowed to wear that particular color. It was reserved for the High Mage. 

She wouldn’t be here. She couldn’t. Between her duties to the Duke and the demon’s 

influences, Evelyn would never come to see me die. 

Still, I wanted to believe that she somehow made a brief appearance to say goodbye. 

THE END 
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