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        Winchester Stone is a wizard with power, privilege, and a problem. His half-brother is about to reveal Winchester’s greatest secret – he can speak to the dead. A forbidden skill, if the Magical Academy found out, he’d disappear into their dungeons forever.

      

        

      
        When he runs into a bumbling witch who discovers his dark powers, he only has one option – Winchester must indenture her so she can never reveal the truth. But she’ll never be able to leave his side either. A problem, because Lisbeth McQuarrie has her own secret. She can also speak to the dead and – critically – carry out their wishes.

      

        

      
        Will they find out each other’s secrets, or will the Academy hunt them down and pick them off one by one? They’ll have to do it quickly – for darker forces align against Lisbeth. And an ancient prophecy soon rises. With the power to blot out the sun and raise the dead, Lisbeth will have her work cut out for her – and her heart, if she isn’t lucky.
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        Winchester Stone

      

      

      I slowly rolled up my sleeves, walked into the center of the glowing mandala, closed my eyes, and breathed in. As the deep inhalation pushed my waistcoat out, magic filled the room. And right there, constantly crackling at the edge of my awareness, echoed the whispers of the dead. If any soul knew I could hear them, my reign at the top of the Magical Academy of this kingdom would end. I would be kidnapped and thrown into the deep dungeons of the school forevermore.

      If they found out. They never would. For there had never been born a man cleverer or more careful than I.

      Taking another deep inhalation and locking it in my lungs, I soon rattled off a magical word. Forbidden, you wouldn’t find it in the tan leather tomes that filled the library several stories above. You had to be taught by the dead themselves, and to do that, you had to be on their good side. Was I on the good side of the dead of this cursed kingdom? Hardly. But they did have a begrudging respect for me. For I, Winchester Stone, suffered no fools.

      “Come,” I bellowed. I’d set a special candle down in front of my feet, precisely 63 centimeters away. As my bellows struck the air, the candle flame almost extinguished itself. It bent like a young sapling under torrential rain. Then slowly, like a hand pushing up from a fresh grave, it straightened. My heart caught in my chest, skipping a beat, shaking wildly as the sense in the air changed. A cold wind, as if sent by Tartarus himself, whipped up through the cracks in the rock floor and moaned against the high carved ceiling. It pushed back clumps of cobwebs like somebody fondly stroking tangled hair.

      Then the hiss that was always there, just at the edge of my awareness, grew louder. Sharper and ever-present, I felt energy manifest right behind my shoulder. I spun, my expensive shoes crushing some of the chalk runes I’d drawn over the floor but not many. I stood inside a protection circle and would never step beyond it. Not when the dead were concerned.

      Not only did I not suffer fools, but I, Winchester Stone, never made mistakes.

      A dour, gaunt man appeared before me. Ghosts are not necessarily wispy folk who look as if they’ve inadvisably thrown a wet sheet over their heads. They resemble their old selves, albeit pale, washed-out versions of themselves as if someone had painted them in shades of stark gray then thrown alcohol over the canvas.

      “Powerful wizard,” the man hissed, “let me rest in peace.”

      “I have a favor to ask of you.” On the word favor, I drew a strap of leather, three and a half centimeters across and 20 centimeters in length, out of my pocket. In a practiced move, I wrapped it around one hand without having to use my other fingers. As the leather scrunched over my knuckles, it was as if I was getting ready for a boxing match. In many ways, I was. A fact this ghost well knew. He’d been a constable in his previous life, and if my reading of his ethereal energy was anything to go by, he had only ended that life recently. Fresh wisps of ghostly force still curled around his legs, hugged his kneecaps underneath his britches, and reached the ends of his limp mustache.

      “I was warned about you,” he hissed. “The others in the morgue said there is a wizard who manipulates us. And he is you, then?”

      He momentarily closed his eyes. His eyeballs pushed against his eyelids, jerking left and right, left and right like an overactive pendulum in a clock. I could tell what he was doing. Accessing his old memories. Soon one eye slid open, then his lips followed as he hissed, “Winchester Stone. I remember you from my old life. You’re meant to be a man of dignity. The best the Magical Academy has. A wizard of promise. Yet you manipulate the dead for your benefit. All who fall into the dark will be strangled by it,” he warned ominously.

      I finished wrapping the leather strap around my knuckles. Then I pushed them forward slowly. I wasn’t about to punch him – for I would need far more than leather to achieve that. To fight a ghost, one must call on their own spirit and transform it into ethereal power.

      That would be a waste of one’s soul. And it would be an invitation for them to slip even further into the darkness.

      I had never met someone who could do it. Or rather, in all my readings, I had never encountered someone who had successfully done it while remaining alive. I had never met anyone else in this kingdom who could speak to the dead, for our skill set was banned – and consequently, hunted.

      I eased myself forward on my shoes. The tips of them almost breached my protection circle, and I watched the old constable’s eyes dart down. Licks of flame scratched their way around the leather, looking for a way in. All I had to do was bring up my left leg and stamp it down hard to chase them back. He hissed. “What do you seek?” he finally asked, perhaps reading the writing on the wall. Not the literal writing that covered this ceremonial room – a place I had painstakingly built and hidden over the past 10 years since entering the Academy. He cared more about the figurative writing on the wall. I had him where I needed him. And I could not lose.

      I tipped my head back, anchoring my power, wanting to prove to this ghost I was in control and there was nothing he could do but cave to my request. “I need the location of more spirit stones,” I hissed.

      “The fellows at the morgue warned me about this, too. Tell me, Winchester Stone, what is it you need spirit stones for?”

      “I do not need to explain myself to you. Your time as a police officer is over. When you have completed my mission, I will assist you in ascending.”

      His lips cracked open. “How kind. But you won’t be doing this for me. You’ll do it to hide your own tracks.”

      My teeth clenched together, and, jaw locked like a vice, I pushed my tongue against my palate, opening my lips a fraction to hiss, “Policemen are always the worst. But as I already told you—”

      “I’m dead and buried. Or at least I’ll be buried soon.” He lifted his palm, pushing one gaunt finger upward. “Something is after you, isn’t it, Winchester? You’d only need spirit stones to hide your power. A word of warning.”

      “I need no warning from a ghost.”

      The man’s chin suddenly tucked down against his old gray uniform. He closed his eyes. The ethereal power in the room only grew. Even a trainee in the dark arts would know he was contacting the greater realm. Eventually, one eye slid open again. It crackled with a spiritual fire you rarely saw. “One cannot dabble with the dead and control them forever. The laws of give and take will catch up to them.”

      “No such law applies to me. For the laws can only be applied to those without power.” I opened my palm. Force shot around my fingers. It was a display not for the man, but for me. To calm the nerves that had dared climb my chest, snag hold of my heart, and play with my lungs. A tingle of adrenaline shot through my stomach, reached my back, and raced across it with alacrity.

      A perfectly formed ball of fire appeared half a centimeter over my palm, crackling wildly. The exact power of the flames could chase back even a thousand candles.

      Yet my display didn’t impress this man in the least. His graying lips slid over his equally gray, only partially visible teeth. “Some things cannot be fought, Wizard. They can only be surrendered to. I wager such things will come to you soon. Now, I know the location of what you seek. Head to the Eastside Cemetery. Spiritual stones have just appeared next to old man Wintersmith’s crypt. Another word of warning, however.”

      “I need no such warning. You have done as you were requested to do. I will now liberate you from this earthly realm.” I lifted my left hand, my wrist peeking out from underneath my sleeve. I wore a gold band, specially crafted by me, the inside specially engraved by me, too. It had taken me years to get the symbols correct. Now, even if someone who knew what they were doing found the bracelet and flipped it over, they would have no clue of its force.

      It anchored me further, giving me the power I would require to exorcise this ghost from the living realm for good.

      Once more, just before I could raise my voice in command, he opened his hand wide. “Before this is over, Wizard,” he growled with power not entirely his own, “you will need to figure out where you stand.”

      “Here, behind a wall of power no one else can break.”

      “You stand there for now. Trust me, you will not stand there forever.”

      I ignored his last growled words as I picked my hands up and flourished them wide. Specialized force pumped out of my mandala, spinning more ferociously around my body. It arced up high, cracked like lightning directly overhead, then shot into the man. No, the ghost. I’d spent too much time with the dead, clearly, and I was starting to equate them with the living. But the living they were not, and that was the point. They were a resource that could only be called on by me, a gift that came hand-in-hand with this curse. And one I would use to my dying day.

      With a great boom that could not be heard by anyone else, the man finally sank beneath the cracked stones of this room. I thought I heard him whisper one last word before he disappeared, though that ought to be impossible, considering his mouth had already erased itself from reality.

      Soon.

      My back straightened. “The only thing that will happen soon is I will finally have enough spirit stones to ensure my anonymity for good.”

      Only when I was sure he had disappeared entirely did I reach forward, crush the edge of my mandala, and walk out.

      I heard the whispers of the dead just at the furthest reaches of hearing. And I ignored them.

      Smiling to myself, I reminded myself of the next location. And soon enough, the power I would claim.

      For nothing could get in my way for long. Or at least, that was the promise. If I had taken heed of that ghost’s warning, I would’ve turned, run away, and thrown my head under the covers of reality for good. For he had been correct. Something was rising. And before this month was done, that thing would make me decide whether I stood before it or kneeled at its feet.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      “Look, I have to get back to work. The Magical Academy is very strict.” I wrung my hands together, then, when I couldn’t chase away the sweat, I dabbed them on my apron. I’d have to clean it with a little magic before I reached the Academy. I didn’t need them knowing I could practice too.

      “Fancies herself a powerful witch then, does she?” The old maid shoved a hand on her own apron, laughed around her voluminous belly, and shot me the kind of look that said the only thing I was good for was being trampled on.

      Perhaps she was right. I’d been trampled on in some form my entire life. But that made me very used to it. And very used to this.

      Ensconced in a deep alley, always aware of the direction of the moan of the wind so it could hide my voice, I pressed slightly closer to the old maid. Her graying face stared back. Her eyes were glassy, her hair not quite there. Did that change her bossiness? Oh, one of the first things you learned when you dealt with ghosts on a regular basis is that the personality, at the end of the day, is the only thing that survives death. Did you have beautiful bouncing locks when you were alive? Did you possess rippling muscles? Were you overly fond of your features? Irrelevant. Death will remove the body. The mind, however, will linger.

      And this old maid had a troublingly sharp mind indeed, because she could tell my own thoughts had wandered. Perfectly capable of interacting with me, she reached forward, slid her hard ethereal grip around my throat, grabbed my ear, and yanked me close. “Now, you listen to me, young woman,” she snapped angrily, hair becoming visible for a few seconds just to bounce around her face and reinforce her point. “You will go and complete this job, or I will drag you there myself.”

      “I sense power in you. You are either an old witch, or you helped one. You know it would be illegal to reveal my skills to the populace.” While I had said that I was used to being trampled on my entire life, part of that was being acquainted with when I could safely be trampled or not. I was happy – or at least resigned – to carrying out the duties of the dead when they called. There was no way to stop them. But I could at least control how that happened. And if there was one thing I could never allow to occur, it was for the ordinary populace to find out exactly what kind of witch I was. I hid my magical abilities when I worked for the Academy as a cleaner. Yet they would likely not care if they found out I had middling witch powers, anyway. The Academy was a male institution run by wizards who believed their brand of magic was the most powerful and righteous of all. If, however, they found out I could commune with the dead, oh, everything would be different. I would be spirited away. And they would do things to me. They would make me do things for them, too. Terrible things. For when you can commune with the dead, you can find out the secrets of the past and, quite horribly, you can haunt the folks who still live.

      I straightened as best I could while still being collared by this old maid, grabbed my jacket, and pulled it down as strictly as possible.

      The old maid sighed. “I’m no fool. You’re right. I used to work for a witch. And that’s why I’m doing this. She was a good woman. She doesn’t deserve what’s coming to her. Now, do as I say.”

      I sighed.

      I had the ability to tell the time well. I’d developed it over years. It was a sixth sense, if you will. It enabled me to get my tasks done as fast as I could, always before anyone could find me.

      Now, acquiescing, knowing I still had at least 20 minutes before my job started at the Academy clearing up magical mess, I nodded at the woman once, forced her to release my grip, then hurried on after her. A fell wind chased down the streets, rattling the painted sign of the establishment to my side, a picture of a stag jerking back and forth, its horns the only thing visible as I hurried on past.

      Hurried on past doing the work of the devil, technically. If you believed in a wizards’ world, that was. To we witches, communing with the dead – though it was a vanishingly rare skill – did not signify alignment with dark arts. If you had the gift, it was believed it was because the dead in your area needed you. You were there to assist them so they could move on. Never a lighter, more important task could be done. If you asked me. If you asked every wizard in town, however, they would proudly proclaim that meddling with the dead would drag you down to hell. Never a darker art had been invented.

      I was no fool. Many darker arts had been invented, mostly by the wizards of the Magical Academy themselves. For when you concentrate power and decide what is right and wrong, you control other people’s narratives.

      “Who is this witch you used to work for?” I asked out of curiosity as I tugged my bonnet back onto my head, the fell wind so determined to rob me of it.

      “A good woman. Doesn’t deserve to go down to those meddling wizards. They will have planted evidence on her, I’m sure. Now hurry along.”

      “I’m coming. I must ask, how did you die?”

      While sometimes one could easily see how the ghost had died and departed this earthly realm, other times, especially when the person was magical, their injuries were often wiped away at the time of death. I was trying to tell you that this woman didn’t have an ax hanging out of her neck or some handy visible injury.

      “No clue,” she answered in a hurry.

      “What, not at all?”

      “I woke up dead – insofar as one can, definitionally speaking, of course – on the floor of my mistress’s study. The wizards will have already gained access to her house and planted evidence suggesting I was killed by my witch.”

      “How do you know she didn’t?” I had to demand this, though it seemed cruel. And then again, I had to correct myself there. I did not need to do anything. While I was obliged to assist the dead, I didn’t need to solve the injustices of how they died. That was often beyond my purview. And quite frankly, if I involved myself in their cases, it would only reveal to others what I was. But my tongue was lubricated today, my curiosity piqued. When I’d woken this morning, it had been to the glimpse of a storm in the distance. Furtive, it’d hung about the horizon like a dash of dark liquid in a boiling pot of water. It would spread. It would simply take time. Not all weather is ominous, but I’d gotten the impression, deep in my bones, that this was a sign that I should not ignore.

      “She wouldn’t do that,” the old maid snapped indignantly, her bust forcing its way against her paisley dress. “Too kind, my mistress was. A true witch. Knew that nature always had to be kept in balance. You don’t kill. Not even animals,” she said in a specific voice that had to be her version of her mistress’s tone.

      “She seems like a good witch indeed. Now, exactly how much longer will it take—”

      “Just over there,” the ghost lowered her voice as she dashed around a laneway. She pointed across a busy street, carts clattering all around, a few newfangled steam versions shooting along beside them.

      On the other side of the road was a well-appointed, well-kept town building. Made of sandstone with very pretty wrought iron windows, it instantly suggested the owner was well heeled.

      Rare. Witches were mostly chased out of the better part of town by wizards. Unless they came from old money.

      “Your task will be simple. Go in. If the wizards have put down evidence against my mistress, remove it.”

      I sneered at her, though I was careful not to make this known to anyone walking along the street. They were not within earshot, but an astute observer will notice when somebody suddenly makes strange faces to themselves.

      I picked my bonnet up and brought it in front of my face on the premise of checking something within, perhaps the lining or the stitching. I let my fingers slide across it as I hissed at the ghost, “This is beyond my power. I exist—”

      “You can see the dead,” she said with an ominous rattle to her tone that matched the feeling this morning’s storm had given me. “You have a duty to we folks who’ve passed on. A duty to ensure our lives can be ended how we wanted them to be ended so that we can go back into nature, be recycled, and be reborn anew. You’ve been given a great gift by this world, Miss. And you must use it. Or someone else more powerful and far darker than I will try to use it for you.”

      I’d heard that warning before. Though she did have a particularly impressive way of delivering it. Her bust kept shooting out and jumping around with every hissed warning.

      I did not roll my eyes. I could have. I’d encountered this argument since birth. And I had been swayed by it since birth. But there was some rebellious part of me, far back at the edge of my personality, that would’ve liked to simply walk away from this all. Why couldn’t I be more like the wizards? Why couldn’t I simply believe magic was there to benefit the owner instead of nature? We witches believed all of our power ultimately came from the earth and would go back there. We existed to protect the earth and to shelter it. Our power was not a boon for us – but a boon for all.

      I sighed, crammed my bonnet back on my head, and stared with an eagle-eyed, practiced gaze across the street. A red steam-drawn buggy pulled up. I could see the sign of the constabulary with its coat of arms and a roaring lion from here.

      “You’ll be running out of time.” The ghost reached forward, clapped her hand on my shoulder, and hissed that in my ear. “I’ve already run out of time. That’s what death does to you – sharpens your awareness, makes you realize what’s really important. My mistress was important to me. Go save her, youngin’, and do your power justice.” She shoved me in the back.

      I stumbled out in front of a well-to-do lady who took one look at me and narrowed her eyes. Yes, I wasn’t dressed for this part of town. I didn’t belong. Not here, not anywhere if you asked my more cynical side. If only I had been born somewhere else. Far away from a coven, far away from the dead. Perhaps I could’ve lived a normal existence. Or perhaps the old maid behind me was right. When you’re given power, you must use it. For if you do not learn to use it, someone far more powerful than you will simply come along and use it for you.

      I did not go in through the front of the building. That would be a sure-fire way to end up in jail for the afternoon. I only had… 15 minutes now, anyway. I slipped around the back of the building, always knowing when someone’s eyes were on me or they weren’t. Another skill I’d developed over the years, and a very necessary one indeed. When I realized I was quite alone, I slipped into the scullery with nothing more than a hand on the old brass lock. A silent word muttered under my breath, carved out of the air with a quick whipping motion of my tongue, opened the lock with magic. The door didn’t even creak as I slipped inside.

      I hadn’t asked for directions and didn’t need them. A witch’s house was always set out in the same way. The geometry of magic and nature will dictate the most powerful places for bedrooms, kitchens, and important practice rooms.

      I heard the constabulary at the front of the building. My heartbeat quickened slightly. Their pompous tones suggested they’d get this over and done with quickly. I even heard one of them saying the case was cut and dried.

      Not for long.

      Hooking up my skirts and keeping them there with a blast of magic, I slipped into the ritual room. And there I saw the poor old maid. She lay slumped against the desk. Her body, however, was arranged. She had not told me this, but I could see where she had died, for I spotted the disruption in the ethereal realm. Nature’s eddies had altered direction, and they currently chased around themselves just to my left. She had died in front of the door, her back to it. Someone must’ve come in and struck her on the back of the head – with a physical blow or, more likely, magic.

      Knowing time was of the essence, hearing the sound of footfall coming closer, I swept over to her.

      I quickly assessed the room.

      Though I had done this many a time, I will admit to you my mouth became dry with fright.

      I heard more footsteps. This time coming from the back of the house. Someone else must’ve slipped in through the scullery. They weren’t trying to keep themselves hidden, however. “I’m from the Royal Palace,” someone announced. “Bram Stone, primary investigator for the king.”

      I stiffened. I’d felt mild adrenal discomfort previously. Now it was swept into a storm right there in the middle of my chest. My heart rattled, my breath became a quiet, choked mess, and my magic screamed at me to run.

      There was a window just to my side. I’d have to leap through there. Before I could, just before I could, I reached around.

      I grabbed the woman. I didn’t even need to pause. Because she was right. Her mistress did not deserve to go down this way.

      Nor did I.

      Bram Stone was a legend amongst the witches – amongst anyone downtrodden in this hateful city. Some say he’d even come from a nearby kingdom. A despicable place – a place where the queen had attempted to zombify her entire population and a plucky witch and wizard had been the only ones to stop her. Not my point. My point was this. Bram was a powerful man, and if he saw me here, my days would be through.

      And yet I still rearranged the woman’s body, placing her back where she had died. In a split second, I assessed the rest of the room.

      Somebody had splashed a potion over the wall. It was a bamboozle hex. One you could throw at somebody to disorient them. It would make it all the easier to strike them on the back of the skull. As I stared at the old maid’s head, I saw that was how she had died.

      I couldn’t practice magic. Not so close to Bram.

      But I could be clever.

      It was the only thing that’d kept me alive this long, and it would be the only friend I would ever have. My smarts had kept me safe from the myriad ghosts who’d come after me my whole life, and if I played my cards correctly, they’d keep me safe from the worst wizard in the kingdom, too.

      Though I did not realize something at that juncture. As I cast around and quickly found an anti-magic spell on a shelf to my side, I should’ve corrected myself. I hadn’t met every single wizard in the kingdom. And when you give the universe an ultimatum – when you tell it it can’t get worse – oh, that’s when it chooses to get worse just to spite you.

      I upended the contents of the potion all over the incriminating evidence.

      It was a suspended spell. And while it was technically magical, one would not be able to detect it the same as one would be able to detect if a person was actively casting.

      Evidence of it would’ve disappeared by the time Bram arrived at the door, anyway. And how long exactly would it take him to arrive at the door? I had three breaths to get out of here – and while people don’t ordinarily measure minutes and seconds in such a way – trust me, it was the most important metric. For my breaths were trapped and wheezed through my suddenly constricted throat as I threw myself at the window.

      It was just then that I realized it was locked. I’d have to cast magic. Oh God—

      The old maid ghost appeared on the other side.

      Ghosts – at least strong ones with a very strong will – can move matter.

      And this one chose to open the latch for me, her ethereal grip unstoppable as it slipped inside the brass catch and undid the lock from within.

      She even lifted the window. She helped haul me out. I fell down on my face outside of the building just as she closed the window.

      She dropped to one knee, placed a hand on my back, and smiled into my face. “You did it, youngin. You proved you’re a good witch.”

      I stared into her eyes as I reached down, grasped my bonnet, forced it onto my head, then crawled underneath the window until I was far out of sight of Bram. Breathlessly, I turned to her. “It’s done. You can leave.”

      She looked at me once as she started to disappear on her own, her hands on her hips as she tipped her head back and stared at me over her nose. “You’re a good witch, and that’s why I’ll give you a word of warning before I move on.”

      My stomach gripped. Really? I’d just run into Bram Stone, for heaven’s sake. What I needed right now was a calm conversation, a cup of tea, and someone telling me it would all be all right in the end.

      Instead, just as the old woman’s lips disappeared, they curled into the greatest warning I’d ever heard. “It’s not enough to be a good witch. Not in this town. Not this time. You will have to be a powerful witch, too. Good luck with that.”

      She disappeared.

      Just before she did, her lips opened wide, her hand slipping close to my face, cupping my cheek, and drawing me closer, “To become powerful, you’ll need spirit stones. A new batch has just grown near old Wintersmith’s crypt. Good luck to you.”

      Finally, she disappeared.

      I’d made it back into an abandoned laneway, and I tumbled onto my behind. My breath charged out of me in spurts like one of those new-fashioned steam carts. I could’ve keeled over and closed my eyes, but I didn’t have time.

      I plucked myself to my feet, and I made it to the Magical Academy.

      But all the while, her warning played in my head.

      A timely warning, indeed.

      But I could not appreciate at that point just how timely it would become.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Winchester Stone

      

      

      They say the dark arts weren’t invented. Not by humans. They were given to wizards by the devil. Sorry. They were given to witches by the devil first. For witches are the baser magical creatures. Fools who don’t understand how nature really works. They justify everything they do on the premise of balance. But they do not appreciate power is not balance, and that is the whole point. Power requires concentrated forces and, critically, minds willing to use them.

      I strode into the graveyard, dressed in a dark cloak that reached down to my expensive shoes. I hadn’t bothered to take them off and replace them with others. Nobody would be here at this time of the night. And even if they were, nobody would ever remember me.

      I plunged a hand into my pocket and sorted through the myriad potions I’d brought with me. Soon my fingers, based on touch alone, secured themselves around the most powerful tinctures. Crafts I’d perfected for a long time. These spells, when deployed, would knock someone out and wipe their memory for hours.

      I always carried them with me. No other practitioner would know what they were. Until they were struck by one. My gold-plated pearl-lined hip flask contained the purest concentration of all.

      My other fingers slipped around it now, and I held it close.

      The wind moaned.

      A storm had been threatening to build over the city all day long. Now as it shook through the boughs of the closest oaks and elms, I caught the scent of power building along it. Not all meteorological events drag power from the heavens with them. When they do, it’s a criminal waste to let that free force go.

      I lifted my hand. My gold bracelet glinted.

      I took in the power of the moment. And I focused myself forward.

      I already had over a thousand spirit stones. I hid them in the basement of my house. Nobody would be able to find them. I had a loyal ghost guard – one who’d prevent anyone from ever getting close. The guard was capable of interacting with matter. If someone ventured toward my basement, the guard could shoo them off or simply fight them invisibly.

      If my research was anything to go by, then at least 50 spirit crystals had grown in this crypt.

      I hadn’t encountered a concentration that large for a long time. It whet my appetite. I kept my finger lifted high toward the storm, and I heard the far-off crack of lightning. It brought a much-needed smile to my lips.

      A smile that hadn’t been able to break through the gloom of the day.

      Ever since I’d spoken to that constable ghost, an undercurrent of fear had grasped hold of me.

      A warning, a premonition. A promise.

      After tonight, that promise could go hang. For he who had the power always held the future.

      The Eastside Cemetery was only one of many that adorned this city. It had been a hub for the magical for many years. For the magical cannot be burnt in death. They must be buried. Ashes can be powerful things. Especially in the wrong hands. While wizards had broken themselves free of the myths of witches long ago, we still recognized the power of placing a body back in the earth from which it had originally come.

      It cleanses the body.

      But it cannot remove ghosts.

      As I sliced my head to the side, I saw several flocking through the gravestones. While thick clouds now hung in the sky and a few splatters of rain splashed off my black woolen coat, a few shards of moonlight made it in through the thronging cumulonimbus.

      It lit up the ghostly appearances of those walking apparitions. They turned their heads to me. I soon turned away. I kept my fingers pointed to the sky. I would call on the power of the storm to keep myself safe from those ghosts if need be. When one strayed a little too close, their hand opening wide to grasp me for some favor, I pointed toward the thing.

      A small shot of lightning sliced down from the storm, skewered the ghost, and threw it back. A vicious blow, to be fair, but it couldn’t kill someone who was already dead. The ghost moaned out in aggrieved anger. It could not attack back.

      I slunk through the treed pathways until I found Wintersmith’s crypt.

      Arguably one of the most powerful wizards to have ever practiced in this city, his crypt was not as well-kept as you’d assume. The Academy had stopped paying for it long ago.

      To wizards, once death has come, life is over. History moves on, and so does power.

      Wintersmith, if he’d ever been a ghost, would have moved on centuries ago.

      All that remained was his crypt, stark and sunk into the earth, made from old weathered stone with moss clasping the walls and climbing to the pitched roof.

      I caught sight of the old, wrought-iron crypt door, then immediately started scanning for the spirit stones. Locking a hand on my chest, pressing my palm in hard, I felt an undercurrent of power. I’d assumed the stones would be growing around the crypt. No. They were within.

      I reached my hand out.

      I went to open the lock. And that’s when I saw fingernail marks just to the side.

      These were not the gouge marks of the dead. Nor was this some demon haunting the graveyard. They were small, they weren’t deep, and they suggested a hand much daintier than mine.

      “Some witch doing a séance, then? I shall make enquiries with the Academy when I’m back.”

      You could easily accuse me of having a confusing relationship with the Magical Academy. As one of its strongest practitioners, it gave me the prestige I so desperately required to keep my head above water. And yet, if they ever found out who I was, they would hunt me mercilessly. But they were still a tool to keep magic in check. If some foolish witch had come into Wintersmith’s crypt to do a séance, then such a witch ought to be taught the law.

      Would I rush back to the Magical Academy and reveal where I’d been? No. I would simply make it a point in the next meeting to emphasize the need to check our assets more often.

      I slid one stiff finger down the brass lock, and it withered under my touch. It looked like a root one had applied too much heat to. The metal didn’t drip, but it did shiver. It fell off into my grip with a thunk. I slipped it into my pocket.

      I closed my eyes tightly, the skin around them squeezing with a scrunch. There. As I breathed in deeply, I detected the spirit stones.

      I strode down the steps. Hollow, they gave my footfall a rather haunting quality. I kept my fingers pressed up at all times. It wouldn’t be impossible to encounter another ghost. I should’ve cared more about encountering something else.

      I had assumed that if some foolish witch had come here for a séance with the dead, she would’ve done it on a full moon. Tonight was the dark moon. That did not change the fact that when I got a step down into the crypt, I heard one low muttered hiss.

      Nothing more than a whisper, it piqued my attention, because it did not come from the lips of the dead.

      “There we go,” a light voice filtered out. “I’ve done it.”

      I tugged my hood down over my head.

      This crypt had many rooms. Winchester, before he had died, had demanded it. For the soul, when wandering after death, requires novelty, or it will become bored. Especially the soul of such a powerful wizard.

      I crept to the edge of the doorway in front of me, and I peered around it, neck elongated, breath controlled. I slipped my hand into my pocket.

      I grasped up my stun spell. Then I saw the witch I was dealing with. Fortunately she wasn’t naked. Well-clothed, she was down on her knees. In front of her, a soul crystal garden had bloomed.

      An eerily beautiful sight. The dark old crypt, cast in tones of gray, dirt brown, and black, made it all the starker. For the soul crystal garden glowed. Glimmering emerald leaves led up to palm-sized pulsing sapphire blue crystals. Soul stones could be seen – and used – by any practitioner. But it was only those who could truly see the dead that appreciated just how beautiful they were. And beyond that, the beauty of concentrated power. And this grubby witch had her equally grubby paws all over my crystals.

      “Beautiful little things, aren’t you? Now, I’ve found you, so I suppose you’re mine.”

      My lips plucked up into a sneer. Then I switched my grip. Rather than use my ordinary stun potion, I grabbed out my flask instead. My body dictated that action for me, almost as if it had a personal vendetta against this woman.

      I was silent, but she must’ve heard something. She twisted her head around. Her eyes widened. Perhaps she caught sight of me, but the only thing she would’ve seen was my billowing black woolen cloak and the potion slicing through the air toward her as I threw it.

      She shoved a hand up. She tried to practice magic. A little came. It was not fast enough. The liquid splashed over her chest, immediately hurling her backward. She fell spread-eagled in the crystal garden.

      Her head flopped to the side, and her hair scattered over her very plain face.

      Her consciousness fell from her like somebody stupidly dropping a bag full of gold.

      I strode out of hiding.

      I grabbed my cloak and pulled it down. I prodded her with the toe of my boot. “Foolish woman. You came here to do a séance and found the crystals, did you? You shall wake up sometime tomorrow with a very sore head indeed.”

      As I promised her that, my lips pulled into a smile of their own accord, deep and enduring, powerful and real.

      I’d once been accused by my mother of never smiling unless I had something to gain. Which wasn’t the point of smiling, she’d promised. You smiled when you had something to share. Your joy.

      I had nothing to share. I never had and never would.

      Leaning down, I pushed the comatose woman out of the way. Her head went to thump against a jutting section of rock.

      Acting quickly, I cradled her skull. Then I immediately chided myself. Who cared? I should let her get a headache. It would teach her a lesson.

      Nothing, however, could ever teach me a lesson. I greedily grasped up every single one of the soul crystals.

      There weren’t 50. There were only 30. My information must’ve been incorrect.

      Oh well. They were large, they were powerful, and this was the greatest number I had seen in some time.

      I let them carry me away from my problems as I threw them into a magical sack, the large crystals fitting easily as the sack cast a space-expanding spell for them.

      With these crystals, I could hold onto my secret for longer. With these crystals, I could hide from my brother for another week or two, maybe a month. Maybe even a year.

      Beyond that… I suppose the game would continue. It had since birth, and it would until death.

      When I was done, I slung my sack over my shoulder and stared at the woman. “You should be careful what magic you practice. Never do a séance in a wizard’s tomb again. You’ll attract the wrong attention.”

      I turned around hard on my boot and walked away. If I’d paid attention, if I’d done anything other than sling the sack further over my shoulder and praise myself for my haul, I would’ve heard something. This… I suppose you could call it cracking. At the edge of hearing, I’d never detected anything so fine. Nor ominous.

      But I walked away, soul crystals in hand, hope in the other.

      For now.
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        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      I woke to something slapping my cheek lightly. “Miss. Miss, you should probably wake up now, Miss.”

      “I don’t want to get out of bed. Let me sleep until the morning.”

      “Miss, it’s not a good idea to sleep in a crypt, Miss. Especially when you can see ghosts. You will wake with a laundry list of things to do in the morning. Speaking of which, Miss, I was wondering if you could do something for me.”

      One of my eyes opened with a quick spasm. Then the other.

      I lay next to a large stone sarcophagus. One look at it, and I recognized Wintersmith, the old wizard ghost, sitting on top.

      I’d been here before. Crystals often grew in this particular crypt. And ghosts often brought me here on missions. Usually to fix their gravestones or place more flowers around to cheer them up.

      I was always prepared and protected when I came into a graveyard, however. Walking through one of them was like an advertisement to ghosts. Every single one would rush toward me, and by the next thing I knew, I really would have a laundry list of missions to achieve for them.

      As I stared past this woman, I saw a ghost curiously walking down the stairs.

      I had to look past Wintersmith.

      He was the oldest ghost in all of the city. A man who had chosen to become a ghost, too. He didn’t always live in his crypt. You could often see him wafting around the city if you were observant.

      Now he crunched his old knees up to his chest and laughed. “Not smart for one of you to fall unconscious in a cemetery, is it? You witches never have good brains about you.” He tapped his temple dismissively, and it made his prodigious old white beard tumble around, further making his point.

      I grasped my head. “I feel terrible. What happened?” I asked slowly.

      “Oh, a wizard—” the young ghost began to explain.

      Opening one eye, I saw Wintersmith lift a hand to silence the young ghost who’d woken me. “Let her figure it out on her own. She’s got senses. Might’ve been struck by a very powerful potion meant to remove her memories, but I have a feeling if anyone can move past it, it’s Lisbeth McQuarrie.”

      I hadn’t had much to do with Wintersmith, but he was observant. He’d never asked me for a mission, quite possibly because he knew in doing so, if I achieved it, he’d have to leave this earthly plane.

      He still knew of my exploits. He kept his hand lifted until, miraculously, I did remember what had happened.

      “A wizard did this to me. Then he stole all of the soul crystals.”

      “Not all of them. There are 20 more growing beyond that wall,” Wintersmith said as he gestured to the wall behind me.

      “Oh… thank you.”

      He smiled.

      The ghost who’d curiously wafted down the stairs, turned and shot away.

      “Oh, dear,” I stammered. “He’s off to tell his friends about me. I must leave. I’ll come back and do your mission, Miss Ghost,” I promised. I had no intention of returning.

      But Wintersmith stood.

      It was just as a whole bevy of ghosts rushed down the stairs, clamoring my name.

      I didn’t know how long I’d been out for, but I really would prefer to go home and sleep in my bed than spend the entire night running around fulfilling missions for ghosts.

      Before the ghosts could flock toward me, and critically, before they could touch me and make contact, Wintersmith lifted one hand. He said, “Stop,” in his booming voice.

      Every single ghost did as he said. Even the lass right by my side stood to attention.

      I winced. Wintersmith wouldn’t want some favor from me, would he?

      “Don’t look like that, Miss McQuarrie. You look like you will begrudge us our last favors. And a witch like you can’t do that. For a witch like you exists to make things right.” As Wintersmith said that, the word right reverberated out.

      It made me stand to attention. I didn’t want to, but my darn body did it for me. My spine elongated, my chin jutted out, and I sucked in a breath, but it got trapped.

      He smiled once. He slid off his sarcophagus. He clamped his hands behind his back and looked into my eyes. “We’ve got a mission for you.”

      “We?” I winced all of the way back, curling my hands into fists even though I knew there was no way to defend myself.

      “That’s right, we.”

      He didn’t bother to move his face back. He kept it right there, right in front of me. Wintersmith’s eyes weren’t like the other ghosts’. Quite possibly because, being the powerful wizard he’d been in life, he’d known how to hold onto more of himself. His eyes very much looked alive, and it was unsettling indeed to be locked in their intense stare now. It was far more effective than chains. “Will you accept our request?” Wintersmith demanded.

      I winced back again. There was unfortunately nowhere to go. My back shook up against the old moldy wall behind me, and with every rattling breath, it only reinforced how stuck I was. “What’s the request?”

      “Do you accept it?” Wintersmith repeated.

      A man of tradition, obviously he couldn’t make a demand until I acquiesced to receive it. Did that mean… technically I had the ability to run?

      I looked at the stairs.

      He turned over his shoulder and stared up at them too. “If that’s what you want, if you want to run, if you don’t want to help us,” he emphasized, “then go. We won’t stop you.”

      Some of the ghosts looked as if they wanted to try, but when Wintersmith growled, they stepped to the side.

      I stared at him. I stared at the ghost who’d woken me up.

      “Would you really let me go?”

      “Would your conscience really let you go?” Wintersmith kept his hands clamped behind his back as he shoved his face forward and stared right into my eyes. He wasn’t as close as before, but that was quite irrelevant. With eyes that intelligent and sharp, you’d never escape. They’d track you through the darkness, through the dirt, and unfortunately, through death too.

      I took a step. I went to escape. Why couldn’t I be more like that wizard who’d stolen the soul crystals off me? Because… I wasn’t.

      Because, even in death, these people deserved a last chance.

      I took one more step, closed my eyes, and turned. It was only when Winchester let out a laugh that I opened one eye.

      “What’s your request?” I asked in a quiet voice.

      “We request that you save this city.”

      My nose rumpled. I’d assumed that I would receive a request from every single ghost in this cemetery. I would run around after them for the rest of my life. But this…?

      “Miss, say you’ll do it. Say you will help us. Nothing else can.” The young lass who’d woken me up grabbed my elbow and looked pleadingly into my eyes.

      Wintersmith didn’t move a muscle. I’d accepted to hear the request. I’d been touched by a ghost. The rest was now history. Or rather, the rest would be my future. But I’d never once received a mission anything like this.

      “Do you… want me to fix the trees in the cemetery? Are there gravestones that have fallen over?” I asked stupidly.

      Winchester arched an impressive old eyebrow. He shook his head. “We want you to save the city.”

      “Are there living people you wish for me to save? Perhaps old fortunes you want found and given to the right person?” I tried again, even more stupidly. The more I repeated this, the more of a precious idiot I seemed, but I couldn’t stop.

      “No, Miss McQuarrie,” Winchester repeated, voice lowering now, “we want you to save the city.”

      I opened my mouth again to pose an even stupider question, but I stopped. For there’s only so long we can deny the truth. “From what?” I stammered quietly.

      “An ancient force has been called by the magical fools of this city. It currently rises. It is taking the power of we ghosts, feeding off it, and using our souls for dark purposes. If this threat is allowed to build, it will tear down every house and every life in the kingdom. You will stop it,” Winchester said.

      I trembled, my knees suddenly twitching out from underneath me. I fell with a great thwack onto my bottom.

      “I… I can’t do that. I’m only one witch. I don’t… who’s doing this?” I kept speaking over the top of myself until finally the most important question slipped out of my trembling lips.

      Wintersmith, still with his hands clamped behind his back as if he’d died in that position, smiled widely. “Perhaps you are not as stupid as you seem, Witch. You have come around to the right question eventually.”

      “And will you answer it?”

      “We cannot. We can only give you the facts as we know them. Our kind are dying. Someone in the Royal family is calling on a forbidden force. And this city has a month at best.”

      I shook my head. I squeezed my eyes closed. But none of this went away.

      So, as incredibly impossible as it sounded, I pushed to my quaking feet. I was probably shaking more than a tree in a gale, but that didn’t matter. I still stood.

      “How do I even begin to do this?”

      “Gather spirit stones. Your enemies need them. But you have a better chance of getting them first. Exorcise as many of us ghosts as you can. Especially the recently deceased. For they are the most vulnerable.”

      I blinked, taking this all in. Then I promptly fell back down to my side. I’m sorry, but my weak knees were simply not strong enough. “You said somebody from the palace is doing this? If they were ever to find out who I am—”

      “You will be taken into the dungeons of the Academy, locked there for good, and be used by the fools who now called themselves real wizards. I know the stakes, just as you do. That does not change what you must do, however,” Winchester drawled in a strong tone capable of droning even through the loudest thunderstorm.

      “You said… I must gather spirit stones. For what end? It can’t simply be to keep them from our enemies.”

      I said our enemies. A bad sign. It suggested that not only had I accepted this mission, but I was almost ready to enact it.

      It brought a wide smile to Winchester’s lips. “When you have enough, you will learn how to actively protect ghosts. You will even be able to bring them here and ensure the cemetery cannot be overtaken.”

      It was too much to take in. Then I shook my head. “They are so vanishingly rare. You say there are 20 beyond this wall. How many would I need for this task?”

      “Around a thousand.”

      I gasped. I only personally had 100.

      “This is impossible.”

      Winchester lifted a hand. “On the contrary. It will be very easy. For we already know where a thousand spirit stones are, ready to be taken.”

      I stiffened. Then one by one, my shoulders started to cave. “Where?”

      “In the house of the man who knocked you out. One Winchester Stone.”

      I paled. All I required was the last name. There were two Stone brothers. Equally as bad as one another, if you asked me, though I knew less about Winchester. A powerful man of the Academy, if it really was him who’d knocked me out, then my best chance was to run and never appear in front of him again.

      But when you are a witch, you must understand probability differently. There is no such thing as your own chance. The chances that matter the most are those that can be spread to other people. For anyone who concentrates wealth, power, and force for themselves ultimately loses in the end.

      I winced again. “Do you really expect me to face Winchester Stone?”

      “You will not have to fight him directly. You must simply go to his house and take the stones. Let his comeuppance come to him when it shall,” Wintersmith growled.

      On the word comeuppance, I fancied I remembered a little more of the incident. I hadn’t been knocked out immediately. My awareness had lingered, however fragile, for a few moments afterward. Long enough to know that while Winchester had roughly shoved me out of the way, he had stopped me from banging my head harshly. Did that make Winchester a good man? No. That simply made him a man who had a thousand spirit stones I apparently had to steal.

      Still wincing, drawing my hands into very tight fists indeed, I finally took a sigh. “I can’t do this without help.”

      Wintersmith clambered back on top of his stone sarcophagus and looked at me once. “You’re here to assist us and not the other way around. You were given a tremendous power from nature. You know you must use it.”

      I sighed. That old line again. If only I could be more like Winchester Stone and exist only for myself.

      I couldn’t. And I wouldn’t.

      It’s one thing to pretend we can be unkind and greedy. It’s another thing to actually do it. You require a hardened heart, a cold soul, and blackened joy. I would never give up my morals, especially for a man like Winchester.

      But nobody was asking me to give anything up for Winchester. Yet. And that was the unfortunate point. For all this mess had only just begun.
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        Winchester Stone

      

      

      I strode through the hall, never glancing at the rest of my house once. What was the point? Every single protection I had baked into the bricks and carved into the stones and floorboards was still there. Nobody – and I was most certain of that – would ever break into this place. Or rather, if they were lucky enough to get in here, they would never escape.

      With my hand on a carved rail, I walked down to the lowest floor. There, I spied the guard of my soul crystals. The man was not polite enough to snap a salute. For he was not a man and also had no hands. He was a guard I had scrounged from a graveyard on one of my many tasks. A ghost who had lost most of his mind a long time ago, all he had left were instincts. Instincts that could be programmed by the right dark spell.

      Ignoring him, I moved him to the side with a swipe of my hand and a charge of magic, and I walked down into my soul garden.

      I did not just keep crystals here. I had all sorts of supplies. If anything were to ever happen to me, I could theoretically retreat in here for months. There were cans of food, soil to grow more if I had to, and, critically, the very power that would keep me hidden from even my brother.

      I stopped and stared at my crystals.

      I heard their singular song. Closing my eyes, I let it sweep over me – my first moment of reprieve all day. And it would likely be my last, too. For presently, I heard a knock on the door upstairs.

      My guard would ensure no one would get into the house while I was down here, but I still hurried. There was no need for a pointless haunting today.

      Placing the crystals down, knowing the other crystals would care for them and soon knit them into the soul garden with those luminescent emerald leaves, I hurried upstairs, closed the door with a swipe of my hand, nodded once at the guard, though it was futile, and soon reached the front door.

      I did not know who I expected. Perhaps somebody from the Academy? Maybe there’d been a problem? If I were wise, I’d find some way to subtly bring up the séance in the cemetery.

      But wisdom suddenly got stuck on my lips and formed an immovable lump in my throat. For as I yanked the door open impolitely, I froze.

      “Winchester,” somebody said in a soft voice perfect for waking up next to. The kind of voice that, even if the clouds were falling from the sky and the sky itself had inverted to crush you flat, would still soothe one’s nerves. That right there was the voice of heaven. A heaven I had lost.

      Grace Lambert took a soft step forward, for everything about her was soft. She wore a peach dress, hand warmers, and a perfect bonnet. It could not hide the mournful look in her eyes.

      “I’m sorry to call on you at this time of day.”

      “It’s late in the evening,” I tried. My instincts told me to slam the door closed. And if I wasn’t man enough to do that, simply close it, slide down it, and spend the rest of the night there in front of it, mourning what I’d lost. For the woman in front of me was perhaps, arguably, the greatest thing I’d ever had. And I certainly did not have her anymore.

      But Grace had always been good at reading me. She pushed a hand forward. I noted then that it trembled. “Please, Winchester, I know it’s rude of me to call on you like this, but I couldn’t think of anyone else. And I desperately need help.”

      I’d been halfway through turning around to ignore her. One word piqued my interest, wrapped its cast-iron grip around my heart, and held me in place. Never had a man frozen as much as I did now, nor had his heart stopped as completely. Every cellular process, every minute physical one, too, all paused as I slowly turned my head around. I did not control my expression and nor did I see the point. Any passerby would’ve recognized it. As did Grace. She winced. But then she bit her lip, quickly showing the one personality trait I’d loved the most about her. She did not give up. She pushed on. Never in a harsh way, but always in a determined way. She had reminded me of the slow trickle of some mountain stream carving through the heart of a valley. It did not matter how large and strong the rock had once been. Under that gentle caress, it would change its ways.

      Who knew what kind of man I would be today if she had not chosen to leave me?

      Especially for who she had picked instead.

      “If you require assistance, speak to my brother,” I said.

      I went to close the door. I couldn’t. Her hand jolted up and locked on mine. Now I could feel just how much she was trembling. It was gut-wrenching. Or at least it was until I shut that sensation down, steadfastly telling my brain to ignore any more like it. I would not have my reason railroaded by Grace again.

      “Please, my mother… the old maid in her house died. I think… I think someone is fabricating a crime to entrap us. Please.”

      My sharp eyes darted toward her. Her mother was a witch. One of the few among the aristocrats. Usually an untouchable position, times had been strange of late. Hence all of the soul crystals in my basement. If you were different, you had to protect yourself.

      But one would think mistress Arlene Lambert would never attract the wrong attention. From the look in Grace’s tear-filled eyes, that assessment was incorrect.

      “I believe someone’s targeting her. Please. Something’s missing, too. Something… important.” Grace usually never lost her words. Now she stumbled over every syllable as if somebody had put stones in them to trip her up.

      Do not let your intrigue be activated, I counseled myself. Turn. Leave. This is not your business.

      I could scream all of that in my mind. But could I say it out loud? Especially as Grace took another soft step toward me, her pleading gaze saying it all. “Please, Winchester. I know you’re the only person who can help.”

      I opened my mouth again to question why she couldn’t call on my brother.

      I almost did, but then the look in her eyes begged me not to.

      “You must help. And we must track down what my mother’s lost.”

      “What has she lost?”

      Grace furtively darted her gaze to the left.

      She had a talent for only ever telling you as much as she thought you’d need. Which meant, whenever you spent any time with her, there would always be gaps. Great big gaping gaps that would let the cold breeze in to chill your soul. I knew that. I remembered the wounds it had left in my particular soul. And my fingers tightened around the door one last time. But then a single tear trailed down Grace’s cheek. She closed her eyes for a few short seconds to re-gather her nerve. Then she simply looked at me. She did not plead again. She was either out of breath or reasons to try.

      My shoulders caved first. Then, like a genuine cave-in, it reached my hand. It pulled it down. I looked at my feet. “Very well.” Reaching behind my door, I grabbed a thick winter jacket.

      As I paused on the threshold of my house, I turned.

      Though Grace would have no clue, my gaze darted down the steps to my basement. The soul crystals would be safe. But would I be? It was inadvisable to get sucked into my brother’s fiancée’s troubles. But it was impossible not to try.

      I had always told myself I didn’t have a heart. And now, as this treacherous kingdom went to hell, was not a good time to find out I still did.
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      I would not sleep tonight, would I? I quite wondered if I would ever sleep again. As I hurried along one of the most well-to-do sections of town, always keeping to the shadows and thankful for the fact it was a very dark night, I clutched a mist cloak to my shoulders. That did not mean that I was covered in mist. It meant, however, people would only see me if they chose to. The more distracted they were, the less likely it would be for them and their prying eyes to capture hold of me. I did not own a mist cloak. It turns out, however, old Wintersmith did.

      He’d given it to me. He had not given me anything else, however, apart from a mission I absolutely could not complete.

      I was a woman of statistics and always had been. I knew the likelihood of completing the missions of the dead, and I’d gotten into trouble in the past when I’d overreached. But never before had I accepted a mission quite this hard.

      I paused on the road, feet cold in my boots against the cobbles as the wind chased down the street. “Oh, to hell with it. I suppose I must try.”

      There was no one around. That did not mean that there would not be somebody inside the building, however.

      The last thing I wanted to do was break into Winchester Stone’s house only to find the brute there himself. I shuddered to think of the last memory I had of him, even though, ironically, it was much nicer than the ones that had preceded it. I could still feel his fingers sliding along my skull to cup my head before I could strike the stones of Wintersmith’s crypt. It was such a distinct memory, in fact, at some point, I would have to attempt to use magic or brute force to upend it and remove it.

      I did not need any distractions. Especially not now.

      I could go in the front way. That would be dangerous. While this was a well-to-do street and most people were in bed at this hour, I could see a few glowing windows, suggesting candlelight, magical light, or newfangled electricity lit them. It would not be impossible for the owners to stare out onto the street at the wrong moment and note me, even in a mist cloak. Grabbing it harder around my shoulders, I approached Winchester’s house.

      The first sense I got was one of utter privilege. If arrogance could leak off a person and sink into a building, infecting it like you might a poor mouse with snake venom, then that was precisely what had happened to this abode.

      It had a haughty edge to its strong walls as if they were actually an elongated neck used to stare down upon you.

      I petulantly wanted to kick the closest brick. I controlled myself. I was deft when I needed to be. I’d had to teach myself gymnastics over the years. I’d managed to hide my powers in this reprehensible town for long enough by using them.

      Quickly climbing up a stone wall, I jumped down into Winchester’s garden. I landed, immediately spread my fingers, closed my eyes, and practiced a few discreet charges of magic. Just enough to detect that while there were no security charms present in the garden, they became thick toward the door.

      Not a problem.

      I shoved my hand into my pocket.

      I usually didn’t travel with spells. Today, however, I was traveling with spirit stones.

      Wintersmith had told me to use some to get into Winchester’s house. It wouldn’t be problematic considering the payload hidden within.

      I hadn’t brought all 20 spirit stones with me. The majority remained back at the graveyard. Wintersmith had told me to keep them there. They’d be safest. Especially when I erected a shield.

      “By the end of this mess, it sounds like I’ll have to move in there,” I muttered to myself then shivered. Could a witch like me think of anything worse? Frankly, no. I avoided cemeteries because I didn’t want to wake up in the morning with a thousand ghosts all clamoring for final requests.

      But one cannot always pick the circumstances of their life. They must just do their best with what they’ve got.

      I placed my hand on the thick back door. Immediately I felt a warning wriggling through the wood.

      I might hide my witch powers from the Academy. I might hide them from most people. But fundamentally, they weren’t particularly impressive things. Unless it came to the dead. And what are soul crystals but manifestations of the cycle of life and death? This was a roundabout way of me telling you that, due to my unique skills, I could extract far more power from a soul crystal than anyone else.

      Grasping one now, fixing it hard in my fingers, closing my eyes, and centering myself into its singular power, I soon crushed it.

      A violent act for such a beautiful thing, but the power it gave me was immediate. It chased around my pocket, threw itself across my waist, and rushed, rushed to my teeth. I clenched them, refocused, then forced the magic into the security spell. I did not snap it. I didn’t want Winchester knowing I’d been here. But I certainly shoved it to the side, and there was nothing it could do.

      I did not think this mere security spell would be the only impediment I would face.

      Sure enough, as soon as I set foot in this place, I felt that the walls themselves were dripping with power. Winchester was a man overly fond of controlling his circumstances, then. Typical wizard behavior. If they could control something, they did. Whereas witches only ever exerted control when necessary. To do otherwise would be to usurp the very basis of nature itself.

      It would also be to waste resources.

      And speaking of resources, I’d only used a little of the soul crystal to get in here. Now I kept the rest to my chest, quite literally, cradling it close, feeling the beautiful force spiriting its way around me, moving in and out, darting through my torso like a minnow through the shallows.

      I let it guide me.

      I walked around this place quietly, though I was quite certain that Winchester wasn’t home.

      Now I was in control of his security spell, I could confirm there was no living, breathing creature in this house apart from me.

      There was, however, a ghost.

      And it was the ghost that I fixed my attention on. I soon reached a set of stairs. Placing a hand on the banister, I closed my eyes to walk down it. Hardly recommended for an ordinary mortal. For me, it fixed my attention even harder on what I held and what I would do.

      Soon I arrived in front of the ghost in question.

      The poor man had clearly been a ghost for far too long, and he’d lost most of his features, only retaining a gray coat and a slit for a mouth. Everything else was amorphous and cloudy like someone had taken a picture of a human being then re-created it out of the very stuff of the sky. Ironic, because that’s what ought to have happened. A long time ago, this man should have been taken off this earthly plane so that his body could be broken down and his soul rewritten anew.

      As soon as he saw me, he stood to attention, scanned me, then went to attack.

      He had no clue, however, I could see him.

      Though I dearly wanted to exorcise him, do that, and it would become all too apparent that somebody had been here.

      There was a simpler

      way.

      He lurched toward me.

      I waited until he was close, then shoved my hand out. I slammed my palm onto his chest. I used a blast of the soul crystal power, and I knocked him flat in half a second. He did not splutter. For it had been a long, long time since that man had taken a breath.

      “You poor thing. What a monster Winchester is for using a ghost like you to do something like this. I wonder how he’s achieved it?”

      I couldn’t help but think there was a large fact that Wintersmith had not told me.

      But for now, I had something far more important to do.

      I quickly gained access to the basement. And I walked in to see one of the most stupendous sights I had ever witnessed in all of my life combined. It was a soul garden like no other. One so large, it felt as if you could get lost in its embrace for life.

      For it was a life that would respect the cyclical nature of existence. It would embrace the fact that nothing could ever really end, for everything would always begin again anew.

      I closed my eyes, sucked in a deep breath, and enjoyed the moment. For as much time as I could. I wondered if, from out near Eastside Cemetery, I could hear old man Wintersmith snapping at me to hurry up.

      “Very well,” I muttered.

      I had a magical sack in the hopes that if I were to come across soul crystals, I could secure them all at once.

      It was arguably the most expensive and important item I owned. I kept it in a very voluminous pocket. I pulled it out now and got to work. Quickly, I was done.

      As I left, the ghost was starting to rouse.

      I wondered what kind of relationship it had with Winchester. Winchester would not be able to see it. That did not mean, for a very dark practitioner indeed, it would be impossible to acquire a ghost and control it. Especially if the ghost were connected to a physical object of importance to its old life.

      “What a brute of a man Winchester is. I do hope he gets his comeuppance.” I growled that as I left the house. Having only used one soul crystal, I had many in reserve. Too many to count.

      But was this mission done? Or was it only just beginning? I believed you already knew the truth of that statement.

      Perhaps my heart did, too, for just before I left, I paused near the open back door and looked back at this house with its arrogant angles and superior decorating.

      I sneered at it, dearly hoping never to see Winchester again.

      And I left.

      For now.

      If I’d had my witchly senses about me, I would’ve appreciated something felt like it would call me back all too soon.

      And that something had the unfortunately strong grip of destiny.
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      I walked into Grace’s mother’s abode. Grace technically lived here too, but from reports, she mostly stayed with an aunt.

      Reports. Yes. I still kept tabs on her. I listened in to any relevant conversations around the Magical Academy. Even though I did not want to. Even though I knew it was pathetic. I couldn’t stop myself.

      If she had chosen any man other than my brutal brother, I would’ve turned my heart from her long ago. Now, as we strode into the quiet house, the only thing I could think of was asking her that one question I knew she’d never answer. She turned nervously. “It happened in here. Please come.”

      I followed her. “Where’s your mother?”

      “Staying with her sister. I won’t leave her alone here. Not now that it’s missing.” Her voice bottomed down low.

      I’d already asked her this three times on the way over, and though I knew there was no point, I did it again. “Grace, what’s missing?” I tried.

      She rushed ahead, pretending she hadn’t heard me.

      With a grunt, I followed. We walked into a ritual room. It very much belonged to a witch. The earthly sense was maddening. I looked around and instantly realized it hadn’t been clinically cleaned in a long time. A problem. When you were dealing with strong magic, you needed to ensure the area you practiced in was as clean as possible. Spells could interact with one another. All it would require was a fraction of a potion to stick around or a curse or what have you, and the interactions could start to combine.

      My own secret ritual room in the Academy was cleaned every single day. I would find time – sometimes even an hour – to go over every single scrap of it.

      This place reeked.

      It reeked of two things. Complex old messy magic. And… murder.

      Murder leaves a very specific scent, especially to a man like me. For the involuntary act of death disrupts the eddies of life-giving force that run through this planet. Some call them Ley lines. They were essentially Nature’s breath. And the breath of this room was all stuck near the door.

      “When my mother found her, she was here,” Grace pointed to the door but got the location wrong. I did not correct her. “But then, just before the constabulary arrived, she was against the desk. And then… someone moved her yet again before the constabulary got to the room.”

      I arched an eyebrow.

      I didn’t just have the skills to see if somebody had been murdered in the room. With careful observation, I could see if someone had been messing with the dead.

      Usually, it was quite a chaotic sight. Those Ley lines I’d spoken of previously would become messy and intersect at strange angles.

      A deep frown etched itself onto my lips.

      “I just know that somebody was trying to entrap my mother. But… in the end, it didn’t count. I….”

      I ignored her, a fact she well knew, because she voluntarily became quiet. She knew me more than well enough to appreciate when I was being absorbed by some mystery. Though I liked to think I was often in control of my attention and not the other way around, when I was hyper-focused like this, nothing could distract me.

      I strode over to the desk, placed two fingers against the shined wood, and let them slide down. Then with an incomprehensible mutter, I moved over to where she had pointed to, even though my senses were locked a little to the left where the old maid had really died.

      Grace stood in the middle of the room, wringing her hands. “This is where she was killed. But….”

      I soon had the information I needed. Someone most definitely had moved the body.

      They’d also done more.

      I followed the Ley lines in the room until I glanced over at a shelf. Of all of the things in this room, the potions lined up against it were the neatest. It was easy enough to discern that one potion was missing.

      I moved over to the shelf, read the potions, which were kept in order, and soon concluded it was an anti-magic potion.

      “Curious,” I muttered, breaking the silence after such a long time.

      Grace scrunched her lips together and bit them hard. “You know who’s done this? I….” She stopped herself from saying what she wanted to say next.

      I saw one letter on her lips, however. It was the a of the Academy.

      Witches and wizards had never liked one another. And in this town, the wizards had a preferential relationship with the Royal family.

      Sorry, that sounded like an excuse. This town, regardless of its myriad problems, had long ago recognized the superiority of wizard magic. Certain witches, however, thought that bias ran deeper. They believed there were those amongst the Magical Academy that tried to actively undermine witches. We simply didn’t have the time nor the inclination in reality.

      I walked over to the desk again. I investigated it once more. It did not take me long to discover one rather disturbing fact. All I had to do was reference the movement of the Ley lines in the room to appreciate that someone with strong wizard magic originally moved the body. Someone who was trained in a specific way, too.

      When the body had originally been moved onto the desk, the person hadn’t done it by touching the corpse. They’d used magic. While the magic itself had long since dissipated, its effect on the Ley lines remained, and I could easily read the ordered interference.

      “Do you have any idea who did this?” Grace asked.

      I placed my hands on my hips and turned to her. “What’s missing, Grace?”

      She winced. “I… do you have any idea who did this?”

      She kept insisting. Perhaps I could tell why. Was this a test? If I admitted that it felt as if a trained wizard from the Academy had done it, would she trust me enough to tell me what was really going on?

      The petulant side of my personality, which by now you would know was far too large, wanted to leave it at that. I had been asked to come here. I should not have to earn her trust. In fact, I should simply turn away, walk on, and never return. But one look into her large blue, shimmering eyes, and I closed my own. “It seems a wizard – a trained wizard, perhaps from the Academy – was involved.”

      Grace knew nothing about magic. Perhaps somebody else would question how I could come up with such a conclusion. But then again, I was one of the most competent wizards in the town. And I knew my way around detection spells.

      No one would have to know how I’d really discerned this.

      Her shoulders caved. She squeezed her eyes closed and breathed hard. Only after a significantly long time did she open them. She gestured me on with a flick of her hands. “I… my family has had a secret for some time. Can I trust you, Winchester?” she asked that so breathlessly.

      I’d been in control of myself. Until now. I’d thrust away feelings for reason. Until now.

      Now as my gaze darted along her smooth skin, as I stared at the woman who’d stolen my heart and still kept it in her own chest, I nodded. It was an instinctual move, and never a truer one had been made.

      Could she trust me? Yes. But I couldn’t trust myself around her.

      “Then come this way, Winchester. My family once possessed a book.”

      “I see. And what was this book?”

      She turned over her shoulder as she led me down the corridor, every footstep for some reason aching as if the very building was on tenterhooks to find out what she would say.

      She led me up the stairs without another word. She led me, in fact, all the way to the attic. It was dusty and did not suit her. That was irrelevant. She climbed a rickety set of steps after grasping up a candle and lighting it.

      Then she showed me to a velvet plinth. From the feeling in the air, I knew something tremendously important – and dark – had once laid atop it.

      “My family once possessed a forbidden grimoire. A grimoire that, in the right hands with the right ghostly practitioner, promises to raise the dead. Somebody stole it. And heaven knows what they plan to do with it.”

      I stared in horror at the velvet plinth, at the feeling in the room, at the fact of what she said. I stared in horror, and that was only the start. For the true horror had not befallen me yet.
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      I lugged my sack back to the cemetery. I planned to hand it to Wintersmith, then, maybe if I was in a particularly plucky mood, tell him I was done for the night.

      I yawned as I moved. I shook, too. I needed sleep, food, and more sleep.

      I took a step along the old dirt path and froze, my senses activating with the equivalent of a neurological slap.

      I could feel the dead calling out to me. They always did that, and I was usually very good at ignoring them until they got close. This was different. For the energies were far darker.

      I heard a scream, ghostly, ethereal, and so broken.

      I ran. Not away from the cemetery, but toward the scream. For, apparently, even though all night I’d played with the possibility of becoming a coldhearted wizard who only looked after myself, when push came to shove, I pushed back.

      In the direction of anyone hunting the dead, that was.

      The closer I got to the origin of the scream, the more hell energies gathered around me. Someone was calling the darker powers of the wrong side of death. Most ghosts I knew were gentle creatures who simply insistently wanted me to do things for them. They had not been particularly bad in life, though everyone is a complex moral being at the end of the day. This scream was different. Somebody had gathered a dark force. And they appeared to be using it to trap the soul of a ghost.

      I don’t believe my heart had ever beaten quite as wildly as it did now. My body prepared itself for the fight of its life. And it only then reminded me of the thousand soul crystals jostling over my shoulder.

      I had no idea what I would face, and it would be smarter to have firepower, but I also couldn’t jeopardize the crystals. I didn’t like Wintersmith. He was clearly using me. But I wouldn’t let every single ghost in this cemetery fall to dark forces.

      I soon found a convenient half-crumbled gravestone. I placed my sack down behind it.

      I hid it as best I could in a mound of leaves. If anyone else came across it, from the outside, it would simply look like an old trampled leather purse. Critically, an empty one.

      I simply hoped they would not look inside.

      As soon as I stood, I saw the clouds gathering over the cemetery. Deep, purple, dark like bruises, they suggested just as much damage. But not to the physical realm. To the ethereal one.

      I saw long lines of energy move past me. I caught them occasionally, but I couldn’t read them.

      They all headed toward that scream.

      It sounded like a ghost was on the very edge of death. Wait, not just any ghost. It was the lass who’d woken me up. If she’d let me sleep, I wouldn’t have had to do these wild things tonight. She hadn’t. And she was now in the trouble of her life – or should I say death?

      I didn’t scream at her to hold on. I rushed forward, tugging my cloak harder over my face.

      Before Wintersmith had set me off on this mission, he’d told me mist cloaks were additive. Should I find myself three or four more, they would act as a true invisibility cloak. Before then, they would simply obscure me. There was, however, a way to use them to hide my identity – but only part of it. Fold them in half, and you could choose to hide your face or your hands, your neck or your stomach.

      I hesitated now.

      I had no choice.

      I chose my face. There would still be identifying features on the rest of my body, but I would remove my dress and burn it after tonight.

      Just one of the myriad things I was ready to do for the dead, it seemed.

      More of those bruise-like clouds continued to gather over the cemetery, their force chaotic indeed. Strikes of devastating lightning powered through the sky. Then one lanced down into the middle of the cemetery. It let out such a violent blast of illumination, it felt as if it was some holy flower from heaven.

      Dabble with the dead for long enough, and you would appreciate one thing. The realms ought to be kept apart. You cannot bring that which is underneath onto the earth, and you mustn’t bring that which is above down, either.

      As another blast of lightning sliced into the cemetery, it brought more than illumination this time. A tremendous thunderclap made that vicious scream from earlier twice as loud. Whatever that hell creature was, it suddenly became apparent it was feeding off the storm. I heard the young ghost scream. It was the shriek of somebody who knew they simply did not have any more time. It had run out.

      But I would not let that happen.

      I powered forward, keeping low. I ignored my dress. Usually when I knew I was going on missions, I changed into something more comfortable. Trousers – and you heard that coming from a lady – are always easier to jump and flip and run in.

      I at least loosened my bodice with a well-placed flick of magic as I came down a rise. There was natural topography in this cemetery. Though perhaps the word natural there had to be caveated. This cemetery had originally been designed and built by witches and only then over the years taken over by wizards. They might’ve changed the placement of certain buildings, but they had not addressed the actual lay of the land, and that’s what gave this cemetery some of the greatest power in all of the city. Every undulation of every hill and every valley concentrated energies down or up. And critically, inward.

      I reached the central dip in the cemetery, and there, I saw a circle of headstones. They floated. Someone had snapped them off from where they usually sat. Ethereal power, green, yellow, and ghastly gray, climbed around them like groping fingers.

      There was my ghostly friend. She was down on her knees, power trying to tear her apart to get to her soul. It appeared as nothing more than a single fleck of bright light inside her sternum. Her hands were clasped over her chest, and her whole insubstantial body quaked as she tried desperately to hold onto it. If she lost her soul, she would never be reborn again.

      She might’ve bothered me by dragging me into this mess, but I would not see that happen to such a fine heart.

      A man stood just back from the circle of floating gravestones, his hands lifted high.

      He was far away, but I still saw a glimpse of a strange circular red tattoo adorning the back of his left hand.

      He channeled power from the storm. As he let out a guttural cry and sliced his fingers to the left in a coordinated motion, another strike of lightning lanced from the clouds and struck something to the left of the gravestones. I could see the direction of the ghost’s terrified gaze. It locked on something in the darkness. Something growing as it received every new strike of power from the clouds above.

      My stomach was gripped with true fear as I spied it.

      A gargoyle. A creature made of stone, brought to life by the breath of darkness, I’d only ever read about them. And only then in secret. A consequence of living the life I did was that I had crept into many a basement and old building in this city. I had come across powerful tomes in my time. And when not dealing with ghosts’ requests, occasionally I had lingered to read them. This was my way of telling you that that secret knowledge assisted me now.

      Gargoyles were not natural creatures. They were born of a combination of hardened rock, dark magic, and harder desire. You had to have the coldest heart to be able to breathe life into them. For you breathed a little of your own life. You must first possess enough to sacrifice. And you second must have the sufficient cold, angry desire to manifest stone into life.

      The gargoyle suddenly grew one stone wing.

      Gargoyles could rip the souls from most things unless they were particularly powerful.

      The young ghost was now down on her side, crying misty tears that extinguished themselves in the fiery air around her. She clutched onto that little spark of her soul as it shuddered in her chest. Her soul was part of her life, and though technically did not possess intelligence in the same way ordinary folks did, would know what would happen. It would understand it was about to be extinguished for good.

      I had two options. I could take on the man himself, or I could take on the gargoyle. You would think I would have much better odds taking on the man, especially considering I still had five soul crystals in my pocket. Though technically it was 4.5.

      But that was not the better plan. The gargoyle was still half formed. Should it form entirely, there would be two enemies to fight. And the gargoyle would find it so very easy to turn its claws on me and rip my own soul from my chest.

      There was only one way to win.

      I did not think. You could quite rightly accuse me of never thinking that much in pressured situations like these. I rushed to the side of the chaotic scene. I felt the energies pulling at the rest of the graveyard. I wondered where Wintersmith was right now? Was he huddling in his crypt with the rest of his ghosts?

      Good. He could keep them safe, and I would save the young lass here. And that was a promise.

      Another slice of lightning lanced down from above. I got there first. Squeezing my hand around the already cracked soul crystal, I called on it to give me the requisite power. It blasted up over my face, but it did not lift my folded mist cloak. That remained steadfastly in place, and if Wintersmith were to be believed, it would never move, even if I was struck repeatedly in the head. Something I would attempt to prevent from happening, even as the gargoyle finally locked its senses on me.

      This was one of the most precarious situations of my life. If I lost my momentum, lost even a second, it would give the gargoyle time to attack. And long before it did that, its singular senses would recognize what I was.

      I won’t say my life flashed before my eyes. Nothing did but the determination to get this done.

      I threw myself at the gargoyle just as a strike of lightning started to build in the clouds. If I allowed myself to be hit by it, I would unquestionably die. But the only unquestionable thing I would do today was win.

      Forcing myself into the gargoyle, I called on my soul power at the right moment and threw it to the side. The lightning lanced into the ground.

      The man in control of all of this screamed. But it was a cry, half of surprise and half of something else entirely. I had no time to assess that. I called on more of my soul crystal power as I struck the gargoyle across the face. The further I forced it back from the man’s circle of power, the less control he’d have over the gargoyle and the less powerful it would become.

      If I could force it back, of course. It still had one wing. It flapped it wildly and screamed right in my face, a blast of spittle and power-encased stone dust splattering over me.

      I closed my eyes at the right moment. I could’ve protected myself with a charge of my own magic but knew the secret to winning now was only using what I had to when I had to use it.

      I flipped backward.

      I was an athletic sort, but you might not be able to tell that from my figure and the way I held myself. It was apparent in my history. Running missions every day for ghosts forces one to adapt, not just their magic, but their body as well.

      The gargoyle swiped at me. It spewed out more rock dust, but for now, even though it groped at me with its claws, it could not remove my soul.

      “Fight them, Miss. Fight them, please,” the ghost screamed.

      I fought. The gargoyle, at least. The wizard in control of this mess was in a tricky position. He called on the power of the storm, and he now stood as a conduit for it. Unless he controlled it, it might very well turn on him.

      For now, he could turn it on me.

      I felt power gathering in the clouds right above me, and I knew precisely what this brute of a wizard had planned. Long before he could skewer me with a powerful strike, I pirouetted to the side, skirts flaring. Wintersmith, at least, had been right, and the mist cloak did not fall from my face. It remained, even as my skirts were suddenly split by the gargoyle’s claws. The fabric fell about my knees, but I still had enough to keep myself decent. And enough power to fight back.

      I leapt, rolled, and came up behind the gargoyle. It tried to flap its wings and pivot, but it could not.

      With a keening cry, I elbowed it.

      It fell back. I used the true power in that move, and I called on the soul crystal to assist me with a charge of force. Yellow, vibrant, and as powerful as an ejection from the sun, I forced it back.

      It was the first indication I could win. And the wizard now appreciated that.

      “Impossible,” he hissed. He had such a dark voice.

      I should’ve paid more attention to the exact way he used it. This wasn’t the dramatic cry of someone who’d lost everything they’d worked for. This was the calculating hiss of someone who’d just seen something far better.

      I rounded on the gargoyle again. I was running out of time.

      The storm gathered more power. I did not know if this man had friends. Beyond all of that, my poor little ghost only had minutes now. She could not scream. Her body had essentially shut down. Her hands were still clasped in front of her chest, but it was such a weak move. She looked like a wilting statue. As her eyes diminished in power and light, she let out one whispered breath. Perhaps she tried to call out to me. She did not have the strength. So I would return it to her.

      With one last punch, I pushed my magic and the soul crystal into it, and I cracked right through the gargoyle, even as a strike of lightning lanced down toward it. But I destroyed the fell beast before the lightning could recharge it. I darted to the side as the lightning strike deviated off course. The storm now knew its intended target was gone, so that lightning sliced into one of the gravestones instead.

      Perfect. The other gravestones exploded in a cascade of horrifyingly powerful sparks. Energy arced between them and started to discharge both back up into the storm and down into the ground.

      The lass moved. Only one eye at first. It suggested her power would return to her.

      I darted into the circle, now knowing it was broken. I stood there, fists clenched, body straight and strong. The wizard fell down to one knee as he lifted a hand above him to control the storm. But the power only grew.

      I expected he’d curse. I knew he’d flee. But I was only right about one of those things. He wore a thick hood covering his face. Neither of us would know who the other was. But he’d still seen something he wanted. I watched his bottom lip slice up in a wide, true, and rather horrifyingly powerful smile. “Interesting. Wait for me. I’ll come soon.”

      With that, his possessive words ringing in my skull, he threw a hand behind him. I heard the sound of him crushing soul crystals in his pocket. I expected that the illumination that would dance over his face a few seconds later would be blue. But these were no ordinary soul crystals. Crimson-blood-colored light showered his form. And it gave him the incredible power required to open a portal gate. He soon disappeared without another word. Though he did pause to stare at me with lingering greed.

      And then… why, it was over.

      I staggered a little. I had used a fair amount of energy.

      But soon Miss Ghost threw herself to her feet and wrapped her arms around my back. “You saved me. You saved me from death. You saved me from something far worse,” she corrected herself. “Thank you,” she went to say my name, but from somewhere near the vicinity of Wintersmith’s crypt, a mournful blast of wind rose. Perhaps it was ghost language. Perhaps it was there to focus me, but it worked on both of us, and it stopped her from revealing my real name.

      I plucked the poor young ghost up, held her hand tightly, then ran back to my sack of crystals. They were still there. By the time I approached Wintersmith’s crypt, he stood with his arms crossed. “Come,” he said, face compressed in anger.

      I made a face too as I walked down the stairs behind him. Though to be fair, he wafted.

      I soon saw that, indeed, most of the other ghosts of this cemetery were safely tucked in the crypt.

      Wintersmith, arms still crossed, expression still peeved, floated up to his sarcophagus and sat there.

      I was in no mood to be dealt with like this. I shoved the sack toward him. “The mission is over. I have the crystals.”

      “You just came to the attention of our enemies,” Wintersmith said, voice endlessly dangerous.

      I was usually very good at controlling my attention. I had been accused many times of having tunnel vision.

      It was beneficial in a circumstance like this – when you had some great horror you were trying to ignore. Wintersmith, however, would not let me ignore it. He floated off his sarcophagus, right in front of me, arms still crossed, elbows practically jabbing me in the throat.

      “Would you have preferred that I left that poor ghost to a horrifying death?” I gestured toward her. Other ghosts were assisting her to sit.

      “No. You should have been faster. You should’ve acquired the crystals sooner and brought them here. If you had erected a barrier, this would not have happened. Now do so quickly. This has only just begun, Lisbeth.”

      With a sour expression, I did as he said, scattering the crystals around the crypt. It was wizard magic, and it was quite precise. I had to concentrate until I had a headache. Perhaps a good thing. For concentrating tore my mind off the way that wizard had stared at me.

      By the time I was done, I came back to the central room of the crypt to see Wintersmith with his old wizened beard flapping over his shoulder, his hand held out wide. He looked somewhat like that other wizard but more proficient.

      “I will direct the barrier. And you, Lisbeth—”

      I yawned. “I’ll go home. I need to rest—”

      “You will live here with us from now on. Someone must monitor you.”

      Darn it. I’d expected something like this would happen, but there was no way I would live inside the cemetery. I shook my head hard. “I don’t need to. I’ll be fine on my own. I have a mission to do, don’t I?”

      “Yes, you do. Now lend me your power to create this barrier. It will be the first of your lessons. The first of many. Should you acquire enough soul crystals, you can create strong barriers to hold back dark dead energies.”

      He gestured toward him. Reluctantly, I approached. He soon had me down on my knees, my arms outstretched. My shoulders shook. You shouldn’t be surprised to find out I was rather extraordinarily tired. Between fights and dastardly missions, my body was worse for wear, but it turned out I had more power to give.

      As I chanted the words Wintersmith said, light built through the crypt. It was eternally beautiful, for it had glimpsed eternity and knew precisely how to reflect it on the earthly plane. Energy, blue, green, and shockingly purple, picked up through the cracks in the stone. It climbed the old mossy rocks, squirreling into each gap, apparently finding more power, then growing in force.

      I did not want to look impressed by it. I couldn’t control myself. My wide eyes reflected the beautiful power surging around me.

      And Wintersmith grunted. “This is the beginning, Witch. The beginning of your lessons. And the beginning of your true mission. Tomorrow, you will return to work at the Magical Academy,” he growled, suggesting that if he had ever had love for that place, it had been lost a long time ago.

      I swallowed, still taken by the absolute power of this barrier. “And what will I do there?”

      Oh dear. I shouldn’t have asked. Wintersmith seemed to have this code of ethics. He could only ask me to do something if I accepted to hear it. And, without thinking it through, I’d just done that. It would prove to be the mistake of my life.

      “You will get close to Winchester. You will follow him. You will become aware of his secret. And you will use it to our advantage.”

      I blinked quickly. “It sounds as if you already know what this secret is. Wait, speaking of which, he had a ghost—”

      “Focus,” Wintersmith roared. It was just as the barrier started to loop its way over the crypt and expand.

      I had never seen – and critically stood within – a greater display of force in my life. As it surged around me, it picked up the remnants of my skirt and made them play around my hips. Nothing could match the absolute look of shock and wonder playing in my eyes.

      I should’ve pressed Wintersmith to answer.

      He did not.

      He had already said his piece. Tomorrow, this dreadful game would continue. Tomorrow, I’d be forced to get close to Winchester, the most horrid man in the city. And tomorrow, everything would sink further into hell.

      For hell was not done with me yet.

      At the very edges of existence, far beyond my hearing, far beyond anyone’s normal capacity to perceive, something continued to crack. The barriers that kept the realms separate started to fray. And when they broke, why, their first target would be me.
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      I tugged down on my waistcoat. It was an empty movement. I needed my hands to do something. Because if they didn’t do anything, I would spend the rest of the day behind my desk, standing like a rigid guard dog, staring out on the square behind the Academy, and waiting. For what? Simple. Death. Not the death of everyone in the city, but the revival of those who had gone before.

      I shuddered as I thought of the tome stolen from the Lamberts. How they had ever managed to acquire it, I did not know, and Grace had not said. If I weren’t the wizard I was, if I didn’t have the ability to interact with the dead, I would never have believed her tale. But one step into that attic had confirmed it had most definitely held such a sacrilegious grimoire.

      Now it left me here, still standing rigidly, hands weak by my sides, eyes wide open, gaze and attention locked far within on the nightmare unfolding somewhere inside my heart.

      There was a sudden rapid knock at the door. It startled me out of my reverie so badly, I could’ve yelped. I controlled the urge. I turned. “Come in.”

      The door opened.

      I had thought it would be one of my secretaries. Perhaps it would be a student. I had never expected… my brother.

      Bram walked in. Though he never walked anywhere. He strode. For there didn’t seem to be any barrier anywhere, be it under the earth or atop, that could stop him for long.

      He paused and looked at me.

      The slightest smile spread his lips. “I was here on business and thought I’d drop in. It’s been some time since we have seen each other, hasn’t it, Brother?”

      I nodded once.

      I had not run into my brother because I always avoided him. I kept many surveillance spells throughout the city to track his movements. How he had dodged them, I didn’t know. Likely he hadn’t. I was simply too distracted. I’d failed to check in with them this morning, and now I was paying the price.

      There was a very good reason I didn’t want to run into my brother, an exceptional reason, in fact – for I couldn’t spend too much time in his presence. One day soon, he would find out. He had been scratching at the surface of my secret for years. And when he finally discovered it, make no mistake, he would not protect me.

      I was his flesh and blood. All of the rest of our family were dead. And while I had shed tears at their funerals, Bram never had. For he was a man of singular will. And that will had only ever been directed upward.

      If he found that I was a ghost wizard, he would use that to ingratiate himself with the king and rise to the position of his senior advisor.

      “And how was she?” Bram suddenly asked off-topic.

      There was only one thing he could be speaking about. So he’d discovered that Grace had come to see me last night? I doubted… no, I hoped that Grace hadn’t been the one to tell him herself. But who knew? She was a mess, and quite rightly so. If people found out what had been stolen from her house, her mother would be torn down.

      Did Bram know…?

      No. If he knew, he would most definitely have used his fiancée’s mother on his never-ending mission to ingratiate himself with the king.

      I forced myself to release my shoulders.

      I nodded once. “Grace came to see me last night. Seems she’s quite distressed. There was a murder—”

      “You do know that I’m here for my fiancée, don’t you? I was busy yesterday. I understand she must’ve gone to you because she felt she didn’t have anyone else to turn to.”

      I looked at my brother.

      I smiled. Was it hard? Oh yes. Smiling in front of a shark never gets easy. The more you do it, the more you simply reinforce that the shark will always be in control.

      But I had made it this far for this long against Bram because I knew how to act and when to act.

      “Can I get you a drink, Brother?” I asked as I strategically turned my back from him and stared at a reflective, clean window to my side. Bram’s expression was always even. I often tried to catch him out like this – in the few times I couldn’t dodge him. But I never actually caught his real expressions. Perhaps I didn’t want to. I’d seen them growing up.

      I often saw them in my nightmares, too.

      Bram drummed his fingers on the armrest of the chair. The dull beat of his short nails against the hardwood filled the room and fortunately gave me something to concentrate on other than my droning heartbeat. “There’s something I’ve come to discuss with you, Brother.”

      “So this is not simply a familial visit, then?” I poured him a whiskey and, with a perfectly solid grip, handed it over. I could shake on the inside. I would never shake in front of him.

      Bram took the drink, didn’t sip it, and slowly slid his gaze up to me. “One does not need to visit family to reinforce the fact they are still one’s flesh and blood, do they?”

      I looked at the way he said one’s. The way his lips moved, the way they carved that possessive out of the air.

      My brother had a problem. You could say that it was the macrocosm of the slightly smaller problem I had. When I wanted something, I took it. But at least I didn’t think it was mine until I had it. Bram did not have that compunction.

      I needed to say something. The more I spent silently in my brother’s presence, the more likely it was that I would wriggle out of my skin. I might have a long history of controlling my nerves around him, but at some point, I would break. The more stresses you mount on a man, the more likely he is to bend. And so many stresses were coming upon me from every angle, one of these days, I would snap right down to my knee in front of Bram and reveal who I was.

      Maybe he’d get there first. He hadn’t touched his drink until now. Slowly, like a particularly sadistic hangman placing a noose over your throat, he drew it up to his lips, let it pause there, then said, “I’m back on the hunt for a dead practitioner.”

      Just like that, my world came crumbling down. Instinct alone, and nothing more, saw me stand my ground. It stopped the quick sweat that threatened to drench my brow. It held my hands in place even though they wanted to tremble to my pocket and clutch at my sleep charm.

      Bram watched me with the kind of eyes that would not miss a thing. For they had been schooled since birth to catch signs of anyone’s weakness. They darted up to my eyes, across to my ears in case they had receded behind my hair, then over to my brow, then finally to my loose hands.

      I needed to be careful. No reaction is still a reaction. And news like this, even if it wasn’t directed at me, was still startling to any practitioner in the kingdom.

      I slowly unstuck my lips. It was just as easy as removing one’s body from thick tar. “A dead practitioner?” I said, lips wobbling, throat parched, mind substituting the word practitioner for wizard, even though at the last moment my treacherous lips wanted me to give up the game.

      Bram finally drank. It was a slow, engaged affair where his throat pushed out hard like the bellows of someone trying to light a fire. When it raged into life, run. It would burn everything you had.

      “A witch,” he finally supplied.

      My mind, which had been a thousand leagues below the situation, sinking through the terror I’d always held back, resurfaced for all of a second as I forced back a gulp and asked, “A woman?”

      “You say that like it’s a surprise to you?” he asked slowly. His gaze flicked across his lead tumbler and settled on me again, that prying quality like having a crowbar shoved up your nostrils. It would prise apart your tender flesh until it reached your brain. Then it would slice right through and attempt to find your every secret. If they were not forthcoming, oh well. No great loss.

      “It’s recently come to my attention that there is a dead practitioner in this town. Though I have suspected it for some time.” My brother always spoke with the same tone and the same pitch. It came hand-in-hand with the fact he was so very good at threatening people. He did not let emotion infiltrate him – until he finally had what he wanted in his sights.

      But now I could hear the curiosity rising through every syllable. It made me tamp down on my own fear with all the more force. I even smiled. “Interesting. I suppose I might’ve wondered the same for some time.”

      “You suppose,” he locked his gaze on his tumbler as he sloshed the liquid around and watched it slide over the patterned glass, “you might’ve suspected it for some time? Intriguing. I suppose we think alike,” he said, emphasizing the word suppose, letting it slip out of his mouth like an assassin might slide their dagger from their sheath without anyone hearing.

      I had one option here. Distract him. And never a greater distraction had wandered across my path anyway. Statistically, there should only be me in the entire kingdom. Either this was a trap – and I had to remember that possibility – or there was… another. Another like me. No, not like me. A witch. Ineffectiveness aside, we were still technically a pair of dead practitioners.

      “I have a few spells I would like to cast to find her. As I am unfortunately without magic,” Bram said, lifting a hand as if to emphasize that point, not that one could confirm lack of magic by staring at mere flesh, “I find myself requiring assistance.”

      “The palace,” I had the temerity to begin. I hadn’t thought this through. When you had a conversation with Bram, you needed to remember every single tangent, because he would always come back to them. He would take them right out from underneath you and strike you over the head with them if you weren’t careful.

      He pushed to his feet. He was still slow and deliberate, but the way he unfolded his body suggested that in a second – a snapped and very effective second – that could all change.

      “We are brothers,” he emphasized, his voice dropping off for some reason as if his lips simply weren’t capable of stomaching that prospect for long. “And I need someone I can trust on this. Can I trust you, Brother?”

      That gulp finally came, but I controlled it, and I did not let it force my collar out visibly. “Of course you can. Any assistance you need… I shall give it.”

      “Good. You will come to the palace tonight.” With that, without another word of explanation, he pushed toward the door. And that would be when there was a light knock on it. It was only a knock. You cannot tell who is knocking based on how they knock. Perhaps if it’s a woodpecker you might have the ability to discern the hollow nature of a beak against wood. Not my point. Never my point. For my heart made all of the points as I knew, just knew it was Grace.

      Either my brother knew how she knocked as well, or he expected her.

      He opened the door, not me.

      Grace’s expression, which had been open and easy, stopped. Was that to say it soured? Was that to suggest it stiffened? No. I couldn’t describe to you precisely what it did, but it did something at the sight of my brother. She blinked once. “There you are. I was told by the secretary at the front desk you were here.”

      “You came looking for me at the Magical Academy, did you?” Bram asked, tone back to what it always was – neutral and hidden, somewhat like the glimpse of a rifle muzzle in a safe. An open safe. All one had to do was push the door slightly, and the rifle would be revealed, cocked and ready.

      “Yes. I’m afraid it’s an urgent matter. Please come this way, Bram,” she said. She hesitated. She did not look at me, but she angled her head slightly my way. Then, shoulders stiff, the fabric of her purple taffeta dress no longer sitting smoothly against them, she leaned across and picked up Bram’s hand.

      I won’t describe to you what my stomach did. I won’t describe to you what my heart did. My entire torso became off-limits to my discerning mind. For if I was stupid enough to describe it, it would rob me of my reason when I needed it most. Said reason held me together as both of them walked away.

      I closed the door. I turned. I shook against it. I placed my hand on my chest. Then I let my fingers fall. I stared across at the window. I moved to it and peered out. “So there’s another… like me?” I muttered.

      I remained at that window until I finally saw Grace and Bram walking across the grand square.

      Bram paused at one point. I quickly turned away from the window. I did not turn back for another two minutes until he was finally out of sight. I laid my hands on the glass. Then I twisted as fast as I could. There was another dead practitioner out there, and I would capture her.

      She was the insurance I’d always needed. A means to distract my brother. A card I could play when I had no other choice.
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      “I really don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be here,” I hissed at the young ghost as she floated along beside me. We were currently in the less frequented halls of the Magical Academy east wing. I felt safe having a conversation with the ghost here, though I wouldn’t have one near the classrooms or offices.

      The young ghost had a name. Sarah-Anne. A sweet thing, I imagined she would have had a good life before death had robbed her of it.

      She would’ve made a sound friend, too. If she currently weren’t haranguing me to do Wintersmith’s bidding. “Miss, you must hurry up. You’re not spying on him effectively.”

      “I’m not spying on him at all. I’m washing the floors.” I demonstrated that as I plucked up my mop, spun it around proficiently, dodging the water drops, then splashed it back onto the dour gray tiles.

      “Miss, you mustn’t run out of time. You remember what happened yesterday, don’t you?” Her voice became frail and shook like an old, arthritic hand.

      I pressed my lips together. I did not condone the fact that Wintersmith was watching me like this. Nor did I think it was particularly useful. The last thing I could afford to do was for anybody to hear me conversing with a ghost. But it wasn’t ultimately Sarah-Anne’s fault. She wrung her hands together, and I could see the fear playing in her eyes. Yesterday, she almost lost her soul to that horrid gargoyle.

      I sighed. “It’s going to look suspicious if I do not do my work.”

      “But, Miss, the city—”

      “Do not worry. I came through for you last night, didn’t I?” I looked at her earnestly.

      She glanced away then nodded emphatically. “You saved my life. You are so terribly brave. How have you learned such extraordinary skills and such extraordinary courage?”

      I leaned on the mop, pressing my face against the cold wooden handle. I snorted. I took pleasure in the fact it wasn’t ladylike. I’ll be honest. I’d taken a lot of pleasure in the unladylike things I’d done throughout my time. I might hate the fact that all ghosts could call on me for favors, but at least I had led an adventurous life.

      I wistfully glanced at the wall. I went to tell her my story but stiffened. I felt someone approaching.

      I wasn’t the only one. Sarah-Anne’s eyes widened with a snap. “It might be him. Good luck.”

      “Aren’t you going to stay with me? Why don’t you spy on him for me?” I tried.

      She hushed me quickly then crammed a hand over her own mouth to ensure it couldn’t carry. She pressed her palm outward then whispered, “You’ll learn soon enough. Do be careful, Miss. He’s a dangerous one.” She shivered. Then she disappeared through the wall, the lace of her skirts the last thing I saw of her.

      Rather stupendously – and stupidly – I took a step up to the wall as if I could follow her.

      I cursed myself. Spend too much time with the dead, and you’ll start thinking you’re like them – that this physical realm has no means to hold you in place. I was not dead, and there were plenty of mechanisms to trap me.

      One came striding down the corridor, hand in his pocket.

      I turned.

      But then I quickly turned around. He hadn’t spied me yet. I wasn’t in the same clothes I’d worn yesterday. I could not afford for him to recognize me, however. Perhaps he would ask pertinent questions as to why a maid of the Academy had been crawling around the cemetery.

      Irrelevant. He did not even glance at me once. I could tell he was in his own world as he muttered, “Grace… is he really better?”

      He said that with such pathos, I was surprised the cloud of his emotions didn’t break across his eyes and make his already dour face all the gloomier.

      He almost hurtled past, but he didn’t pick up into a run. Yet. I could tell, whatever he intended to do, it would be dark indeed.

      And perhaps it would be the evidence I required, though Wintersmith had been very quiet on the exact details of what I was to do with Winchester. Perhaps he had more soul crystals somewhere? Maybe he had a ready means to find them? There had been a ghost working for him, I reminded myself quickly. I waited until Winchester was out of sight. I had to remember he was a strong practitioner. I had my own advantages, though.

      I slunk off down the corridor. I kept a single soul stone in my pocket. Wintersmith had taught me how to hide its energy signatures from others. He’d been very specific about the lesson, in fact. He’d made me revise it multiple times this morning. Good – or at least I suppose it was good, because it now enabled me to slip my hand over the crystal and subliminally connect to its power. My eyes half fluttered closed, and I muttered a few short enchantments Wintersmith had suggested.

      One, if they are very skilled, can tell where someone has walked if they have gone past recently. It is all to do with the currents of the air. As bodies move through stagnant air – and trust me, this corridor was very rarely used – they alter the dynamic flow of the atmosphere. Track that, and you track them.

      “I wonder what he’s up to?” I whispered under my breath, ensuring those words could barely break from my lips. Then I slunk down the corridor until finally, I came across a nondescript patch of wall. It was entirely what you would expect. In other words, plain and rather boring. There wasn’t a single mark. I saw dust and a few cobwebs, suggesting the other cleaning ladies hadn’t been down here for some time. But the mess was so very artfully arranged, I realized as I reached up, paused, and waited before I touched them. It looked as if someone had manicured them, as if an artist with a very careful eye had created them for some effect. And what effect might that be? To hide one’s path. For as soon as I placed my hand on the wall, I confirmed that the currents in the air suggested someone had just walked through here.

      “Door spell,” I muttered.

      How exactly was I to get through it, though?

      I shouldn’t have questioned. I should’ve remembered that Wintersmith always had his eyes on me, or at least the eyes of his ghosts.

      I did not startle, even as Sarah-Anne appeared through the wall behind me. “This way, Miss. I tracked him from afar. He has some kind of secret basement. I found another way into it. Hurry. We must see what he’s up to.”

      If she could do that, she should have done that from the beginning. There was little point in me being thrown on this pointless mission if Wintersmith’s ghosts would be more effective. I didn’t have anyone to complain to, though, and as my heart skipped a beat, I will admit to you that a little fright rose in my belly and started to bite at my heels.

      I had been on all sorts of missions, and why, last night, I’d fought a gargoyle. But why did the prospect of spying on Winchester fill me with… I don’t know, such dread?

      A curious word, and one that did not fit my feelings, but it was all I had.

      I held it close and placed a hand on my stomach as I followed the ghost.

      We soon came to another ordinary patch of wall. “Open it, Miss. Use one of the spells that Wintersmith taught you. Do you know he built this section of the Magical Academy? I’m sure it is still responsive to his old magic.”

      Yes. I knew he’d built this old section, because he had told me repeatedly. Once a wizard in life, a wizard in death, apparently. Wizards were renowned for always tooting their own horn, as my mother had once put it. They would always espouse their greatest achievements until your ears started to bleed. At least, however, it was useful now.

      I borrowed a spell that Wintersmith had taught me, and, hand pressed close to my chest, the two fingers of my other hand pointed upward, I soon controlled the very wall. It was impressive. I barely had to use any magic. It was quick, and quite thankfully, it was silent. As the old carved stones slid to the left, barely shuddering, they made only the tiniest of sounds.

      Sarah-Anne grasped my shoulders. “You must be careful. I can’t follow you.”

      “I don’t see why not,” I said, perhaps a little too loudly, for she quickly hushed me with a violent pat of her hand.

      I placed my hands on my hips. “It would be good to have another set of eyes.”

      “Oh, you will learn soon enough.”

      With that, she darted away. Why she – or Wintersmith – couldn’t tell me what was happening, I didn’t know. Though perhaps I could figure it out. Wintersmith was an old-school wizard. They always believed in the importance of direct experience. He’d emphasized it enough times during our tedious lessons last night.

      You only learn when you apply knowledge to the real world and, importantly, when you make mistakes. But could I afford to make a single one of those around Winchester? We would have to find out.

      The open door led to a dark set of stairs. I traipsed down them. I held my skirts in one hand, my fingers stiff, the knuckles protruding like spikes through a wet blanket.

      I was tempted to cast magic but knew I couldn’t until I understood what I faced.

      And what exactly was I up against? One of the strongest wizards in the Academy – if the populace were to be believed, at least. Winchester had a reputation that preceded him. I’d heard many a tale about him whispered from many impressed lips. Not all of them male and wizard, you would be surprised to find out. Many women in this kingdom foolishly thought Winchester, owing to his bachelor status, was the greatest find in the land.

      I reached the end of the stairs. I spied a dark, low doorway. I was quite petite myself, so it wasn’t troublesome to press forward and to angle my head out. And then, why, I saw a ritual room.

      Perfect in every detail, it looked as if it had been constructed by a mathematical mind. It had been clinically cleaned, and there wasn’t a speck of dust in sight. But my, was there a lot of magic.

      Winchester was down on his knees in the middle of a very precisely drawn mandala. With his hands raised and his wrists exposed, he practiced magic.

      I hadn’t seen him practice before. I’d only felt him deploy potions. This was… oh… oh dear.

      Winchester… Winchester was a dead practitioner just like me, and all I required to confirm that was one look at him now. My stomach retracted, my heart stopped, and my magic rose to glimpse the first person it had ever seen like me.

      I felt Sarah-Anne’s ghostly hand appear through the wall. She said nothing. She handed me a piece of parchment, and even from here, I could see Wintersmith’s reliably neat scrawl adorning it.

      Trembling but sure not to make a sound, especially one that could carry into the ritual room, I plucked up the paper. Sarah-Anne’s hand immediately disappeared safely through the stone. But there would be no safety for me. I did not need any light to see what was written on the parchment, as it had its own dim gray glow like lit-up corpse skin.

      “Winchester is a dead practitioner like you. You must learn to detect their power. For it will be the only thing to save this kingdom.”

      The message disappeared on its own. I thankfully held my tongue and didn’t gasp in surprise. When I made it back to the crypt, I promised myself I would loosen it. Why hadn’t Wintersmith told me? It would’ve been so easy to pull me aside and let me know this most startling fact.

      Why wait until now?

      I stared across at Winchester, taken by the utter surprise of this fact as he suddenly bounced to his feet. My heart shot into my mouth as I wondered if he’d discovered me, but he hadn’t. He pumped more of his singularly strange power into his spell. It swept around his strong stance, curled over his knees, tugged at the thick woolen cloak he wore, and lifted the cowl from his face.

      He had such a startling set of cheekbones, jaw, and features, it could be easy to get stuck staring at them. But I had something far more effective to adhere me to the floor.

      It should only be me. Those words repeated in my head, this dull drumbeat that slowly slipped into the background as I got stuck staring at him once more.

      It should only be me. Statistically speaking – and I had already told you I was a woman fond of understanding probability – there should only be one dead practitioner in a kingdom this size at any moment.

      Now there were two. No. I briefly angled my head down and glanced at my fingers. If that message had been to be believed, there were more. For Wintersmith would not have set me up like this and played such a dangerous game if he weren’t actually trying to teach me something.

      I let that prospect wash over me.

      Then, though all I wanted to do was run, I half closed my eyes.

      If Wintersmith wanted me to learn to detect fellow dead practitioners, then so be it. I suppose I would use this as a lesson after all.

      Closing my eyes made it all the easier to attune myself to the strange sensations pulsing through the room. I was used to detecting other people’s power. I had never sat back and witnessed dead magic, however. The way it spoke to the air, the way it made its way through matter, was like truth itself had manifested into embodied force. A complex statement, but let me further explain. The truth of life is that it keeps moving. Nothing can block it, not even death. For life always moves on beside it, growing, getting larger, becoming more complex. That was what dead magic felt like. Or at least, Winchester’s brand of it.

      I fully intended to heed this lesson, but that would be when I heard something from behind me.

      It was a creak. It sounded like a mast on a ship moving in the wind. It would be hardly detectable if the wind were ravaging the rest of the vessel. But I heard it, and I certainly detected what it meant.

      Something had just opened the same set of stairs I had revealed to get in here. But the magic was different.

      It felt… still. Stopping. Frozen. I threw words at it, hoping that something would stick, but it didn’t.

      Whatever it was, it was a spy, and it slowly slunk forward.

      It hadn’t reached the base of the darkened stairs yet, but when it did, I would be in its way.

      And when it did, it would discover Winchester at the same time.

      I now had my answer as to how Winchester had found so many spirit stones. I also recognized why he had a ghost as a guard.

      He was still a reprehensible man in my mind, but if I needed to learn his lessons to save this city then… oh my, what an uncomfortable prospect, for then I suppose I had to save him.

      There wasn’t much I could do. Or there wouldn’t have been much I could do before I’d met a certain Wintersmith.

      I reached out a hand and placed it on the wall behind me. I could cut this staircase off. I could do it silently, without revealing a thing. It would mean I would have to find another way to escape, but so be it.

      I had not believed Sarah-Anne when she’d claimed I was a courageous person. Courageous people go toward threats, don’t they? I never gave myself time to register anything as threatening.

      And now, reliably, I moved just as fast. With a breath trapped in my chest and my hand trembling ever so slightly, I opened my mouth and whispered a specific word with no volume at all.

      It was some wizard language. I did not need to understand it to deploy it. But I did force my hand harder against the stones, hoping my subliminal message would carry through to them that they needed to be particularly silent this time.

      And they were.

      Just before I could hear those footsteps slinking closer down the stairs, the very wall beside me moved and blocked them off.

      I’d done it.

      My heartbeat slowed. It would not for long.

      For I had underestimated the one thing I should never have forgotten.

      Winchester Stone was a wizard like no other.
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      Thoughts of Grace filled my mind. Were they bitter or just circular? For they came back to the same thing. The way she’d hesitated before she’d grasped up Bram’s hand. What did it mean? Something? Everything? Nothing?

      I couldn’t pay attention to my spell, though I dearly needed to.

      I could only think of one thing. If there really was a dead witch out there, then perhaps she was the one who’d moved the old maid’s body in Arlene Lambert’s house. It made sense. For the person who had done that understood dead energies. They had not accounted for the movements of Ley lines – but why would they if they were a simplistic witch?

      “Focus,” I suddenly told myself, angry at the fact that my mind jumped around like a monkey from branch to branch. Any wizard – any good wizard – knows that to be effective, you must be in control of your mind at all times. But instincts can drive us to greater truths if we let them.

      Quite of their own accord, my eyes suddenly opened with a twitch. My brow flattened. My lips parted. My palate tingled, and my tongue became dry. My eyes sliced to the side before I knew what I was doing. For this spell to be most effective, they needed to stay closed, but as they opened, I saw one thing.

      I cleaned this room – I’d told you that multiple times. One could not have mess when they practiced magic. But I had always kept one cobweb directly above the practitioner circle, all for one purpose. To detect changes in air currents. While magic, of course, whipped air around quickly, one could tell the difference between natural changes in flow and force. And as the cobweb bent toward me, fluttering like a lady’s gossamer handkerchief on the wind, my whole body stiffened.

      Something had found my room.

      There were two ways into my practitioner room.

      I never used the other way. It was intended as an exit.

      Someone had discovered it.

      I fought the urge to run. What if it was my brother? But if it was my brother, he would’ve moved already.

      My instincts told me to push, so I pushed. I shot to my feet. I had never moved faster. Though a certain memory snapped into my head inappropriately. I suppose I had last night. When my hand had snapped out to cradle that silly witch’s head before she could do her skull damage, I’d moved like this. I should’ve taken more of that association.

      I threw myself across the room so quickly, no one would be able to account for it. Nor the magic that I called on. I settled it in my palm, and it jumped up high as I grasped forward through the dark doorway. I grabbed a hand. Petite, dainty even, it wasn’t what I was expecting.

      But we can never get ahead of destiny, can we?

      Someone spluttered. They fell against my chest, and in a moment when time slowed down and my senses sharpened as if they had just cut through every distraction in reality, I saw her.

      The witch from last night.

      Surprise bloomed in her eyes at my sudden attack, her hair scattering around her face and only framing her expression more.

      I caught the scent of cleaning products but of something much earthier, too, and below it, a glimpse of connected magic.

      Some magic soars high above the earth. It tries to touch the sky, tries to play in the very clouds. Wizards seek such force, and it is what we practice all our lives to attain. This witch was entirely the opposite. Grounded, rooted in a way that suggested, no matter how hard you pushed her, she would never fall over, she did at least tumble now. Right against my chest. My arm twitched out wide, and I locked it over her stomach as I tried but quickly failed to understand what was happening.

      She helped remind me.

      With a quick and effective move, she elbowed my stomach.

      Up until then, perhaps I could’ve imagined this was some accident. Maybe she’d found that set of stairs by chance alone. And maybe she’d discovered me by the same chance.

      Not now. For the elbow was well-placed, drove itself into my sternum, and would’ve cracked something if I hadn’t protected myself with magic.

      It loosened my grip, though.

      She skidded to the side. With wide-open eyes, she stared back toward the doorway. “Idiot,” she snapped.

      That was the last strand to break my decency. If I’d ever had any around this woman.

      “We’ll see who’s the idiot. You should not have spied on me,” I growled.

      I shot toward her, not knowing exactly how this would end. Would I knock her out and drag her to the constabulary? How? I couldn’t reveal where she had been.

      But I also couldn’t stop. Something drove me toward her. I went to grab her arm. I got the impression that she let me. She spun with me, and her wide eyes once more locked on the doorway.

      I should’ve paid more attention to the fact it was darker than usual, suggesting something had happened to the stairs beyond. “Don’t make too much noise,” she tried. “It’ll find us.”

      I ignored her.

      Ignored her for the charge of instinct that claimed my stomach.

      I was usually so very aware when I came into my ritual room. I scanned and rescanned my security spells. Something had dulled my mind today, and you shouldn’t be surprised to find out it possessed the name Grace.

      As I spun with this woman, once more trying to get the better of her, my gaze naturally darted up and locked on that cobweb above. It bent in the other direction, suggesting more air had been injected into this room from above. In other words, someone had found the secret staircase I always used.

      My heart catapulted up to my teeth then back down into my sternum. I had one chance.

      I’d always possessed an escape plan. A part of me had always known that this ritual room couldn’t last forever.

      Portal spells are extraordinarily expensive things. One must either be a practitioner of incredible power, or they must have access to things of equal power. I had the latter. There were 10 soul stones underneath the floor. With one well-placed stamp, I could activate them.

      It was a significant number of soul stones, and I did not want to waste them, but I had no choice.

      I briefly thought of leaving the woman here. She would remember my name, however. Most in this kingdom knew my face, and I had foolishly not worn a proper disguise cloak.

      “You’ll pay for this,” I grunted. I hauled her close and kept her against my middle with a strong grip as I slammed my foot down. I cursed internally as I did.

      This ritual room was one of the most important assets I had. Without it, how would I find more soul stones?

      I should’ve kept my mind on the fight.

      It didn’t take long for the portal to pick up around our legs and surge over our bodies. It was a unique experience to travel this way, and if you had never done it before, you would crumble. You would scream and wail as if eternity were here to claim your head. But as the transport portal surged around us and took us straight back to my house, the woman didn’t even scream once. She did splutter slightly, but she didn’t waste her breath, and I should’ve taken something of that fact.

      We arrived down in the main foyer of my house. She was still in my grip until she elbowed me once more. It should take an untrained mind a few minutes to regain their senses after traveling by portal. But not this woman.

      She got the upper hand immediately. She rolled forward, skidded away from me, placed one hand on the ground, then looked up at me, real defiance burning in her gaze.

      I grabbed my rib, tilted my head forward, and made eye contact with her for half a second. “You’ve done it now,” I warned.

      “You should be kinder to me, considering I saved your life,” she tried.

      “You saved no one. You condemned yourself. Now come here.”

      I expected this to be an easy fight. She’d gotten lucky until now. But luck, when practiced by the strong, is a tricky thing to control. I opened a hand and sent a fireball shooting toward her back. Not enough to burn her to a crisp. But certainly enough to sweep her off her feet and back into my firm grip.

      But she ducked to the side, showing deft agility indeed.

      She rolled, punched up close to my staircase, and hurled herself up it.

      I spluttered. “Come back here,” I roared as I threw another fireball her way. She kept low but kept on the move. Quite a hard thing to do when ascending a set of stairs.

      She had a remarkably fast body and a very flexible one. She flattened herself, twisted to the side, dodged the fireball, judged where I was, then ran.

      She judged correctly, because I couldn’t fire off another fireball fast enough to stop her.

      “Get back here,” I roared.

      She did not heed my words. Before I knew it, she reached the second floor of my house.

      I blinked then hurtled up the stairs.

      By the time I reached the landing, she was already out of sight. And what room had she picked? Why, my bedroom.

      A witch like her – somebody stupid and awfully willful – could do a lot of damage in my bedroom, for I kept my greatest spells there in case I was ever discovered while asleep.

      I didn’t bother to waste the breath to scream at her to get back here. I ran. I skidded in through the open door just as she discovered my bedside table.

      She must have very good senses indeed. For that was where I kept all of my spells.

      Her fingers grasped it, and she stared at me out of the corner of her eye, but then she tried to break the lock. She almost did. I heard it cracking. But I finally reached her. With a grunt, I hurtled into her side and pushed her onto the bed.

      We rolled, torso to torso, head to head. Her hair offered a cushion for my face, and for whatever reason, it felt softer than the actual pillow beneath me.

      This close, I couldn’t ignore two things. That earthy, grounding scent and the look in her eyes.

      It could’ve stilled me to the spot, could’ve activated something within—

      She lifted her head back, and she struck me. She headbutted my nose with enough force that I was thrown back. She rolled over me to get to the other side of the bed. I gripped her hand.

      She threw my grip off. Who was this incredible woman?

      I had another stockpile of potions in my room. They were in my desk. She was now only 30 centimeters in front of it. She lurched toward it, once more instinctively knowing what was there.

      She almost grabbed it. I hurtled off the bed. I grabbed her instead.

      “Let me go, you brute.”

      “I never will, you criminal,” I spat back.

      I tried to lock my hands together and create a cage spell. A tricky thing to do quickly. I’d need only a second to initiate it, but would she give me one of those? Oh no. I imagined this woman gave nothing for free.

      Again she elbowed me, but I was ready for the move. I was not, however, ready for the fact that she knew quite well how to fight. When my grip didn’t break, she locked a foot on the desk and shoved backward into me. We teetered over. Even a tree couldn’t have held itself still. I slammed onto my back with her still in my arms. Her hair fanned out over my face. She wriggled against me, though that was a tame verb that did not convey how very effective her move was.

      She soon found the weakness in my grip and shoved against it. Then she rolled as I tried to buck into her.

      She placed one hand on the patterned carpet beneath me, her eyes once more aligning with mine.

      I had another moment where I stared at her, where something inside me almost offered a chance to realize something, then she went to headbutt me again.

      My hands shot up to either side of her face, and I grabbed her in what could be classed as an intimate move – in other circumstances.

      I had never even grasped Grace’s face like this and held her quite as close. But she had never tried to headbutt me this viciously.

      “You’re a brute,” the woman spat again.

      I at least prevented her from headbutting me.

      I had to push her to the side to do that, and that meant she hurtled to her feet again.

      She clearly realized she needed time to access my potions and that I would not provide her with it. So she flung herself from the room.

      She paused on the landing – though the word paused suggested she did so for an appreciable amount of time. It was nothing more than the smallest fraction of a second. I did not know who this woman was, but the skills she displayed now could not be acquired by chance alone. She had obviously spent a lot of her time running from something.

      But she’d never run from someone like me.

      She tore off down the landing. She made her decision and leapt down the stairs. At one point, she even rolled off the banister, deciding to go against gravity rather than me, and she dropped down two meters. She did not unfortunately break her ankles. She rolled competently and disappeared out of sight. And I just grunted. It was time to end this.

      I strode right back into my room, opened my bedside table, and picked out my most fiendish sleeping potion. It was big enough and strong enough to knock out an army.

      I clutched it in one steady grip as I grunted again, kicked open the swaying door, and strode onto the landing.

      In a replay of her move – though a far more impressive one – I leapt straight off the railing and landed down in the atrium below, magic protecting me.

      She ran toward the door. She’d never reach it.

      I threw the potion.

      And in my head, this mess was finally over. But I still couldn’t tell you what would happen next. I still hadn’t figured that out.

      Perhaps because reality hadn’t figured it out, either.

      She spun.

      She’d either instinctively known I would throw that potion, or she had such fine, quick skills, she could make up her mind on the fly.

      When you deploy a potion, you must be very careful to deploy it against your enemy and not against yourself.

      You must throw it far enough, you must throw it with enough strength, and critically, you must never let it fall back in your face.

      This irritating little witch hadn’t practiced much magic. She did now. She thrust a hand forward, calling on a single charge of power. Then she leapt toward me.

      I suppose I would never forget this moment. If you read until the end of my story, you would figure out why. But even now, deep in the thick of it, my heart shuddered to tell me this would be the turning point of my existence and not just my horrendous day.

      She forced the spell back onto the both of us as she tumbled against me. But as I had already told you, the spell was large enough and powerful enough to take on an entire army. There was nothing I could do to stop it, and nothing she could do to stop it, either.

      She tumbled against my chest, and I locked one weak arm over her middle. It secured her against me, as for the third time, we fell atop one another.

      We both fought to keep our eyes open, but at the same time, our eyes closed. There was no fighting it. There’d never been any fighting it. For not even the gods can fight fate. And I, Winchester Stone, had just fallen for mine.
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      I roused. Roused from the thickest, most startlingly awful sleep I had ever had. My head pounded. My body ached. My magic system felt as if somebody had raked it across the coals. All of me burnt yet drowned at the same time. But… beyond that, my senses started to sharpen. I felt something heavy on my chest. Was it a stone in my lungs stopping me from breathing? No. Because it was breathing itself. One slow inhalation then another, it pressed something soft against me, and an equally soft current of air slid past my cheek.

      I fought to open one eye, fought as if I was Atlas struggling to keep the world aloft. Finally, I managed it. And I stared up into the still face of a woman just as she opened one eye, too.

      Everything came slamming back into my head as if knowledge was a catapult. The facts blasted into me.

      The fight wasn’t over.

      She was still in my house… and if she escaped… if she escaped and told anyone about me, everything would be over.

      I tried to grip her. I didn’t have the strength.

      I could barely move, in fact. But she… oh, for whatever reason, she was stronger.

      She locked a hand beside my head, breathing through her teeth, then somehow managed to push off me.

      Dammit. I could not lose her. Lose her, and I’d lose everything. Everything I had worked for. Everything I had sacrificed for. All of it. All of that was now trapped behind her lips. Keep them shut, or I would lose the kingdom to my brother. The equation was that stark. And it was on her lips that I focused as she finally grunted and pushed off me.

      “It shouldn’t be this hard,” she muttered to herself. How she could stand and move – though with little coordination – I didn’t know.

      But I couldn’t do a thing. There was no magic I could call on. My body was spent. I watched her stagger toward the door and practically saw my life readying to leave with her.

      But no. Dammit. I had not come this far to lose now. Not to lose like this to her.

      That galvanized me, but truly, the thought of my brother was what galvanized me completely.

      As soon as she started speaking, he’d find out about me.

      I twitched one hand toward her, and it was all I could do. I didn’t have the magic to stop her… but did I have something else?

      One word jumped into my head, one spell, too. Indenturing.

      Wizards, especially wizards like me, possessed of some of the most obscure spells there were, could indenture witches.

      And in indenturing someone, you subsumed their magic under yours. You did not technically have to defeat them first to do that, however. Especially if you knew some of the spells I knew.

      It was decidedly dark magic. Enslaving someone to you was never a kind nor justified thing. It wasn’t something I had ever thought about. I knew they indentured in other kingdoms, but I’d always had a line. Until now. Just as she reached the front door, staggered against it, and briefly looked at me from over her shoulder, I extended a hand toward her. The words readied on my lips.

      And I spoke them just as she smiled and muttered, “I don’t think I have that much to learn from you after all.”

      “You’d be surprised,” I croaked. Then I cast the spell. Simple, it only consisted of three words. Dark and ancient, as soon as the syllables struck the air, they forced their way toward her.

      She’d just turned. She snapped her head around, sensing the strong magic, but there was nothing she could do. It struck her chest. It threw her arms out wide.

      Finally, she screamed. In anger, mind you, not fear. “What the devil is this? What are you doing to me, Winchester?”

      She knew my name, but I didn’t know hers. That would change.

      Though I still shouldn’t have the power, I found it, all to lift to my feet, all to face her. “I, Winchester Stone, indenture you. Say your name,” I bellowed.

      “Indenture?” she spluttered. Her eyes widened with a twitch. She tried to yank her arms down, but she couldn’t.

      “Say your name,” I commanded as I pointed two stiff fingers toward her.

      She clearly had no intention of divulging her identity, but the magic did it for her. It raced into her mouth, loosened her lips, and forced her to mutter, “Lisbeth McQuarrie.” She immediately squeaked in surprise at the fact she’d spilled the beans.

      I smiled. Was it kind? Oh, very much not. I smiled, however, because I finally had my solution.

      I hadn’t thought about indenturing her whilst I’d fought her, but perhaps this was the best thing for all of us.

      Best, because it enabled me to keep her quiet while using her. And perhaps better because it kept her close.

      I strode up to her, now thankful for the fact she could not move a muscle. Her eyes, however, were very much alive, and they locked on me with true disdain. I immediately realized it was the opposite of the look Grace had always given me.

      Grace, with her soft determination that could whittle away even the coldest heart, seemed to be anathema to this Lisbeth. Get trapped in her fiery gaze for long, and you would burn up long before water could erode you.

      Or perhaps someone else could burn up. Not me, not anymore.

      Standing stiffly in front of her, I shoved my two fingers against her brow. She fidgeted, but there was nothing she could do to fight it for long.

      Power shot around her, reached her wrists, and lifted them up. “You can’t indenture me,” she spluttered desperately.

      I just smiled. “I already did, Lisbeth McQuarrie. You are now my indentured witch, and I am your master.”

      Never had the word master slipped off my tongue with so much joy.

      The spell was finally spent. She’d been lifted up by it, but now she fell back down. I rather meanly moved out of the way. For half a second, my arm wanted to twitch forward and hold her. But that was only out of habit. I’d grasped onto her far too much during that fight.

      Angling backward, I let her tumble to her knees. She let out a huff of a breath, slowly tilted her head back, then shot to her feet. I will admit my heartbeat hardened at her quick, direct action. Hardened, then tingled away as a shot of nerves got the better of me. It couldn’t last. There was little point. I had her exactly where I needed her. At my feet. For I suddenly pointed to my feet, and the residual magic pulled her back down. “I am now your master. You may not understand what an indenture spell is—”

      “Oh, I understand, all right,” she snapped. “It is dark magic. Forbidden magic. For you are a dark practitioner indeed, Winchester. How reprehensible.”

      I arched an eyebrow and laughed. Had anyone else said that, perhaps I would’ve taken their words to heart. For I had enslaved somebody. But my lips couldn’t help but curl. A smile, perhaps larger than any I had bothered to make in a long time, settled itself onto my lips as if it would be permanently there around her. “Stand,” I commanded.

      She remained steadfastly where she was, one eyebrow arched. “The residual control spell is now spent. I will not stand,” she snarled.

      “Stand, because I am your master, and if you don’t, I will use your magic to force you to stand. Would you like me to go prying around—”

      I didn’t need to finish. She shot up to her feet, the threat apparently sufficient. She looked deadly angry. I don’t think I had ever seen someone’s cheeks quite as stiff. “You’ll pay for this, do you know that? You will pay.”

      I looked down at her as she clenched a hand into a fist. “Do not deny reality. You’re the one who has paid the price. Now.” That word slid off my lips. Sorry, it clunked.

      There was much I needed to know.

      So what did she do? Did she shudder in fear at my anger? Oh no. She simply crossed her arms. “How long do you actually think you’ll be able to keep me for?” she challenged.

      “Indefinitely. You clearly do not understand indenture spells.”

      “Really? I had a cousin in a neighboring kingdom who was once indentured to a duke. I understand that kind of indenturing. This,” she pointed at her wrists and the two dark magical bands that now covered them, “is not indenturing. It’s enslavement. You’ve wrapped your magic around mine.” She took a threatening step up to me. “But it won’t last. And I can promise you that.”

      Why did the smile remain on my lips? Why did it become even deeper as I tilted my head to the side, jutted my chin out, and demanded, “And why not?”

      “Because I’m stronger than you, Winchester Stone.”

      I paused. Paused as if I was actually considering whether that was true. Then I laughed.

      I pointed randomly forward, then realized I was motioning toward the door I very much did not want her to leave through. I pointed behind me. I went to tell her to get out of my sight. But I couldn’t do that. She was my indentured. Worse… I’d indentured her with enslaving magic. Yes, she was now under my control, but I didn’t need anyone else knowing that. Because if they found out, they would recognize I had access to magic I shouldn’t.

      I’d learned that indenturing magic from a dead practitioner.

      All of this shot through my mind quickly.

      One’s thoughts are hidden from others. Or at least they should be. When the others, however, are astute and rather irritating witches, that can’t always be taken for granted. She ticked her own head to the side. I will give her one thing. She didn’t appear to have any fear. If she really thought I was a dark practitioner, shouldn’t she be shaking in her boots? “I promise you, very soon, I will have escaped, and you will be in an even worse situation.”

      “You cannot escape an enslavement spell.”

      “You’ll find I’m full of surprises.”

      “Lisbeth, you will—”

      “What? You don’t even know what to do with me,” she spat.

      I paused.

      What to do with her? Oh, I could think of a thousand things. But that familiar warning rose.

      I needed to keep her close from now on, close and then closer, for I couldn’t let anyone find out what she was.

      “You, Lisbeth, will change your clothes,” I said strictly.

      She had done nothing but butt horns with me until now. Her chin receded back. Her cheeks brightened. “Excuse me—”

      “You will never be excused now you are my indentured. And do not mistake this for anything other than it is. We need to get you something with long sleeves. Come.”

      When I turned and she wasn’t following, I went to click my fingers viciously in front of her face. She simply snarled at me.

      And I… why, I smiled.

      I had always told myself there was a line. While technically I did practice dark magic, I didn’t use it for dark reasons. I knew well what would happen to me – and the rest of the kingdom – if my powers were ever discovered. It was important for me to stay out of my brother’s clutches. Hence I’d practiced dark magic. But I’d crossed the line, hadn’t I? Because I’d now practiced it against this woman, and her freedom was now in the palm of my hand.

      So why smile? I suppose because I couldn’t stop.

      She stalked along behind me.

      “I should’ve just stayed home yesterday,” she muttered.

      I knew that I would never get anything done if I took the opportunity to snap at her at every chance, but I couldn’t deny this one.

      I turned on her fast. My nostrils flared. “How dare you defile that crypt. Wintersmith was a wizard—”

      “Wintersmith is—” she began, then stopped abruptly.

      I arched an eyebrow at her.

      She looked to the side. “Just hurry up, will you? We both know you’re a brute. I want to get this over and done with. But trust me, all the while, I shall be watching you, Winchester. I shall learn precisely what I need to. Then, when the time is right, I will escape.”

      It was a threat. Technically. She could not of course enact it. So why did my stomach tighten with anticipation, not amusement?

      “We shall see about that,” I snapped.

      I took her to one of my many rooms.

      One of my many magical rooms. I had multiple resources beyond my basement. Including a magical wardrobe that could take one’s dimensions and measurements and create any clothes they required. It was, of course, expensive to run. I, of course, simply found the spirit stones to run it.

      I don’t know why, but I was thoroughly amused by her expression as we strode in. She clearly knew what she was looking at. Her bottom lip wobbled and fell open. “A magical wardrobe?”

      “Yes. I suppose from the look of you, you’ve never seen one. Real power—”

      “What a waste of resources,” she spoke right over the top of me. “Only a fool would waste good magic on clothes that simply can be bought or created by a seamstress.”

      My teeth clenched together. “By the time I’m done with you,” I promised, “you will realize I am not a fool. You will realize I am—”

      “In trouble,” she spoke right over the top of me. I do not know what possessed this woman, how she found her strength and pluck, but she pushed right past me.

      She prodded at the wardrobe. She went to grab the door, but I grabbed her hand. “You will not touch my things without my permission.”

      “I find that hard to believe. I’m your indentured now. I’ll be by your side until you grow sick of me. What, do you not like poor grubby hands on your possessions? Now, let me see what I can touch—”

      Before she could march around the room sullying my things, I grasped her wrist and pushed her toward the wardrobe. I held her tightly. It was easy. I knew from experience just how simple it was for this woman to break someone’s grip, however. She could not break the indenture spell. It was located around her wrists, and it made it smoother for me to focus my power on them. And focus I did as I held her still. She glowered into my eyes. I looked down her figure, not the first time I had. Though, to be fair, most of the knowledge of her figure came from touching her. An irrelevant note. “Wardrobe,” I said in a commanding tone, “create something ugly for this woman to suit her extremely plain features. Ensure it covers her wrists.”

      Did she shake back at my insult? Why, of course not. She laughed. “Yes. Because it will be very convenient for you to take me around the Magical Academy wearing the ugliest of garb. I will fit in fantastically well. You’re very intelligent, Winchester Stone.”

      “How on earth has a woman like you survived this long?” I growled.

      My insult, though I hurled it with great vocal force, appeared to bounce off her. Again, she simply crossed her arms and arched an eyebrow at me. “Would you actually like to know? Remove the indenturing spell, and we’ll see how the fight will end. Had you not tried such an underhanded trick, I would’ve won.”

      I bristled.

      Though I wanted to hold her eye contact, though I desperately wanted to get the upper hand, the rational part of my mind knew to do that, all I had to do was wage ahead and stop engaging her in fruitless conversation.

      I also had my brother’s offer to think about. While it wasn’t night yet, at some point, I would have to go to the palace to help him discover that dead witch.

      There was far too much to think about. I should be thinking about it and not about Lisbeth here as I let my gaze slide across her form once more. She was petite, but now I looked past her voluminous skirts, I realized she had a much stronger figure than she ought.

      She rolled her eyes quite rudely. “Are you actually going to keep me by your side?” she asked, voice skipping so lightly like a stone thrown on a calm pond. Then it sank with bitter ease, “Because, trust me, I will tell—”

      I brought one finger up in a snapping motion as if I had ejected it from the world’s most powerful cannon. I could have simply let it hang there between us. It was far easier – and perhaps far more pleasurable – to stick it against her lips.

      I watched her eyes widening, and though I was not connected to her heart, I fancied it skipped many a beat. “Try it. Go ahead, Lisbeth McQuarrie,” I said in my most devastatingly deadly tone. “Try to share a word of what I am with anyone.”

      I had to remember this trick. It silenced her more effectively than fighting her. It was a darn sight easier, too. And, up this close, I could enjoy every single moment of it. Her cheeks started to touch with red. Then, with defiance – for that, apparently, was the only skill she truly had – she jerked back and opened her mouth. I didn’t know exactly what she wanted to say, but her lips suddenly scrunched together. You would have to be looking carefully to recognize it was magic that stopped them in place. It didn’t have to travel over her body and instead went through it. For the indenturing spell was now a part of her.

      I’d seen plenty of funnier things, but I don’t think I’d ever reacted with ribald laughter this significant. The chortles could be picked up down the street. I even slapped my thigh.

      Her expression simply descended like a thundercloud ready to be sucked down some drain.

      “Are you done, Lisbeth? Have you learned your lesson? Why do you think I contracted you?”

      “Enslaved, not contracted. And the reason is you are a dead practitioner,” she said without pause.

      There were two things I needed to note. The first was nobody, not even my mother, had known I was a dead practitioner. So I had never had to face somebody accusing me of this. Though of course I had suspected for some time my brother might have an inkling of what I was. Not the point. My body had been primed to dread these words, and now she spat them with such ease. But was that the fact I should care about the most? No. How did she know?

      How long had she been watching me for? Exactly what was she after?

      I loomed over her. She did not push back. “It’s obvious. You have a practitioner room in the Magical Academy, hidden from all of your colleagues. It’s so very clean—” she began, but she spoke quickly as if to cover her tracks.

      “You are my indentured now,” I said, emphasizing the word my with an explosive blast of breath. It pushed her fringe over her cheeks. Did that make her more attractive? Of course not. For the comparative to work there – she would’ve had to be attractive in the first place. She was not and never would be in my eyes. She was a meddlesome bug I had finally dealt with.

      If I hoped to squash her flat, however, I had another thing coming. For that would take time, and I’d run out of it.

      There was a ferocious knocking from the front door. I always liked to think I knew who it was, but it was only Grace I could discern, and it most certainly was not her.

      Lisbeth’s eyes lit up.

      “You will stay here.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t be here by the time you come back,” she said that with such glee, but more than that, a sense of certainty.

      I had cast a dark, forbidden spell to enslave her. And yes, I suppose it was best to use that word, considering the actual magic I had called upon. I was quite confident that unless she was the greatest practitioner in the land, she could not break it. Even then, she would have to break it through me, and I would put up a fight.

      I tried to convey all of that in a single stare. But worryingly, she just stared back. “You shan’t be seeing me again, Winchester,” she promised.

      I went to lock her in this room but quickly thought better of it. I paused at the door, staring back at her. She crossed her arms and smiled at me. She even waved.

      “Curse it,” I muttered.

      The knocking still echoed through the house. Whoever it was, they wanted a quick answer. But I would have to do something much quicker first. I shoved her toward the wardrobe until she half fell inside it. “How dare you,” she growled. She did not leave it at that. It was quite clear that she was going to follow it up with another fight. Though of course she hadn’t appreciated that while the indenturing spell prevented her from speaking the truth of what I was, it also prevented her from fighting. A lesson she could learn later when I wasn’t so busy.

      “Clothe her in appropriate garb for my… maid.”

      “How very imaginative.” She patted her current dress. That’s when I noted that, despite the fight, it was barely damaged. It’s also when I looked down at my own garb and realized it wasn’t just dusty, but my left sleeve had almost fallen off.

      “I do not need this from you. You will accompany me silently. If you do not, you will find I have quite fine control over the indenturing spell,” I growled.

      She went to growl back but then let out the wildest squeak I’d ever heard. While wild wasn’t the right word there, I simply couldn’t think of one more appropriate. Or rather, if I pushed my mind into the task, it would distract me at the wrong moment. I walked to another wardrobe on the other side of the room, grabbed a new coat, swiftly changed into it, and by the time I turned, stared at her.

      I had clearly told the wardrobe to change her into appropriate garb for a maid.

      Instead, it’d changed her into a very attractive blush peach dress. It reminded me somewhat of what Grace would wear. Not, of course, that it matched Grace’s beauty, but….

      Lisbeth just laughed. She looked at herself then up at me. “You don’t have very fine control of your things, do you? Now, why doesn’t that surprise me?” She placed her chin on her palm. With the sun streaming in from the window behind, she almost looked like a painting. There was something very striking about that particular tone against her darker skin.

      And the knocking on the door finally ceased. Whoever it was, however, it turned out they were only pausing. They either knew I was home, or they had to get my attention so very much that they were content to knock wildly for the rest of the day.

      “I’m coming,” I growled, tearing my gaze off her. I rushed down the stairs.

      She followed, pausing just above, hand on the railing.

      I reached the door and opened it.

      And who did I see staring back but a nondescript guard from the palace? The man wore bright red livery with black trousers and brass buttons. It was clear he was from the palace, because the coat of arms adorned his well-made woolen jacket.

      He took one look at me, then the color returned to his cheeks. They’d been so pale, it seemed as if someone had slit his throat and left him in the street. He took in a rattling breath. “Oh, thank the lords. You really are home. Come. You must come, master wizard,” he spat.

      “Sorry, who are you? Where must I go to?”

      He turned quickly and stared at me. “The palace.”

      “Bram—”

      “The king has taken ill. He’s been poisoned. It’s magical work. They say,” the man suddenly pushed forward, cupped his hand near his mouth, and hissed, “it’s the work of a dead practitioner.”

      From somewhere up near the stairs, Lisbeth gasped. It was nothing, however, compared to what happened within me. My stomach wrenched itself free from my abdominal wall, twisted to the left, shoved to the right, then tied itself around my heart. Perhaps it was the equivalent of tying your own hangman’s noose.

      My instincts had already gone wild today when Bram had appeared, talking about a dead practitioner, but this…?

      It must be a trap.

      A creak echoed out as Lisbeth took a single step down the stairs. It tore the guard’s attention off me and onto her. He frowned. “Are you his fiancée, Miss? Terribly sorry. But the Crown calls.”

      Lisbeth, being the interminable character she was, took that as an invitation to join in the conversation. She did not splutter at his egregious mistake. She ignored it, in fact. It was up to me to straighten. “She’s my maid.”

      “Surely not? She’s such a well-dressed pretty young lass,” the guard noted with genuine surprise.

      Either Lisbeth heard the compliment and didn’t care, or she’d heard something similar enough times to gloss right over it.

      I had not. But I was forgetting something. As I straightened and took the time to tell this poor fellow to clear his eyes so he could see just how much of a street urchin she really was, she reached my side. “How on earth do you know it’s a dead practitioner?”

      “Curious one, are you, ma’am? I’ll be honest, I personally don’t know. But Bram knows when he sees certain types of magic. Something to do with a curse on living flesh. Dark stuff,” the man shivered as he whispered that. “Please, come.”

      I turned to look at Lisbeth. I could leave her here. I should leave her here. I was about to walk into the lion’s den. I needed to get things straight with her before I took her anywhere near my brother. But if I left her here, I got the impression that she would come through on her promise and she would be gone by the time I came back. I needed to keep an eye on her to see just why she was this strong.

      “My maid must come too, I’m afraid,” I said, reaching behind the door, grabbing a hat, and cramming it on my head.

      The man blinked in surprise. “Why is that?”

      “She’s not simply my maid. She’s a trainee witch under my care. An… assistant,” I clarified.

      Lisbeth looked at me once.

      She gave me the kind of arched-eyebrow stare that noted in the space of all of 20 seconds, I had upgraded her from a silly maid to an assistant. What would happen if I spent more time with her? My back lengthened, and I shuddered just to think about it. But as I stepped out onto the street and spied the Royal carriage, I soon realized I had other problems.

      Darting my gaze across town toward the palace, I noted the shadows lay particularly thick about its walls. My imagination or a premonition? I would simply have to wait to find out. But I would not find out alone, for Lisbeth stopped by my side and, without an invitation from me nor a single comment, appeared to note the same thing I did. “The shadows mean dark magic. I wonder what storm we’re about to walk into?” With that, she brushed past.

      My gaze fixed on her back. It slipped down to her waist. It did not linger. It reminded me of the fight. And it reminded me, though I did not wish to appreciate this, that if I hadn’t indentured her when I had, she would’ve won. But that made an assumption. That by indenturing her, I had somehow won. I would soon find out that was not the case.
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      By the time I made it back to Wintersmith, I would collar him, throw him up against a wall, and demand to know why he had not warned me about Winchester. Very well, perhaps he wanted me to learn how to sense dead practitioners. There must’ve been a better way, however. For now the unimaginable had occurred.

      I kept trying to tell myself that this was the worst thing that’d ever happened to me. But that couldn’t be true.

      Thus far, nothing particularly terrible had happened. Yes, Winchester was a brute with a very vicious tongue. I had dealt with worse. Encountering a wide range of ghosts over the years had given me quite a strong character.

      And, if Wintersmith were to be believed, perhaps associating with Winchester for a time, at least, would teach me what I needed to know.

      For a time, I must emphasize. I had already started to investigate the indenturing marks around my wrists. Subtly, of course. With my mind and not my fingers. I did not want Winchester seeing.

      Could I break these marks? Yes. With access to sufficient spirit stones, I could most definitely shatter them. How many spirit stones, I did not quite know.

      And speaking of my spirit stones, I still had one in my pocket. Winchester, being the idiot he was, had not felt them as his wardrobe had changed my clothes.

      He was a man who likely thought there was no practitioner in the land like him. A man so full of arrogance, in other words, he saw what aggrandized him and ignored everything else.

      But perhaps that was an insult I could hurl my own way, for I wasn’t paying attention as the cart clattered along through the very wide, clean streets towards the palace gates. Perhaps an old, innocent part of me would’ve loved to see this. I’d never strayed this close to the palace. A girl like me with breeding as low would never get onto the same block, let alone approach the gates now as they opened without question.

      The guard sat across from us. I could tell from the stiff way Winchester held himself that he would’ve preferred to be alone with me. And yes, I could tell why. He needed to warn me, needed to establish he was in control. And if I didn’t pay attention and do precisely what he wanted, perhaps he would throw his finger against my lips again.

      What a useless thought. I tried to chase it from my mind, but it steadfastly refused to move a single centimeter. It was stuck there, inappropriately, right against my lips.

      I fidgeted around. I would not touch my mouth in his presence. But at least I would try to get comfortable.

      The waist of this dress was a little too tight. Though, to be fair, the measurements had been made by magic and ought to fit me perfectly, I was used to more room.

      “Stop fidgeting. It’s quite rude,” he growled quietly.

      That simply broke the ice. The guard had been staring at me wide-eyed, and now he sat forward slightly. “You must be quite a practitioner, ma’am. I hope you don’t mind me saying that. But Winchester’s legendary across the lands. He’s never taken an assistant before, and especially not a—”

      I smiled at him before he could finish, “A witch? No. I suppose he hasn’t. It’s because—”

      I couldn’t finish. All Winchester had to do was slightly curl the fingers of his left hand into a fist, then my lips stopped working abruptly. It would’ve looked very strange, but Winchester sat forward to distract the man. “It is a favor. She’s not that powerful,” he said flatly.

      The guard looked at me. “She certainly holds herself like she is. You’ve got a certain look in your eyes, ma’am. Very impressive. My old ma’am was a witch, too.”

      “Was she? We witches—” I began.

      “We appear to be at the palace. I must concentrate. If the king really is in such a bad way,” Winchester emphasized, likely as an underhanded way to get the guard to pay attention, “then this conversation is quite inappropriate. We have far greater concerns.”

      The poor guard looked as if he had been kicked in the stomach. “I’m sorry, sir. That wasn’t my intention.”

      “We must always be careful not to make mistakes.” With that, Winchester looked at me. The warning was to me, then? Careful not to make mistakes? I wished to pull him aside. I longed, longed to tell him exactly what I was. Hopefully just before running in the opposite direction and never having anything to do with him again. I did not share the secret of my power. Not with anyone. But I wanted to make an exception for him. Because I wanted to see the look in his eyes when he realized that, yes, there was another one, just like him. But I, unlike him, was a true dead practitioner. I had far superior skills. And importantly, I wasn’t arrogant. No, I could not see the irony of such a statement. I was too distracted.

      A footman opened the door.

      I stood to get a better view over his head of the palace. It was a grand building. Unquestionably, the architect had possessed some form of magical skill. For the angles of everything, from the pillars to the decorations, were perfectly arranged to attract the most beneficial magic.

      The footman took one look at me and lifted his hand toward me, “Ladies first.”

      “Of course,” I said, sliding my gaze over to Winchester and smiling.

      If the footman hadn’t been there, I might’ve even mouthed to Winchester ladies first. And no, I had never been treated like a lady in the past. Because, primarily, most of my time had been spent looking after ghosts. All they had treated me as was a glorified postman for the dead.

      Winchester shot me the kind of look that said that if I did anything wrong, he would rake me across the coals.

      I hope I shot him the kind of look that said he could try but he’d fail.

      When I was out of the carriage, I stared at the palace again.

      We witches have the strangest of senses. Some of them come and go; others remain. Very occasionally, however, you will find your senses aligning with the real world, and nature will take over. I received that impression now. For something, something outside of me, something far beyond appeared to grab my chin in a light hand and lift it.

      I stared above at a balcony.

      A man stared down dressed in a fine uniform, a slight wind rumpling his short brown hair.

      “You will—” Winchester began just as both the footman and the guard walked away. Before Winchester could snap at me that I would control myself or he would control me through the indenturing spell, he tilted his own head up. I watched him pale.

      It was such a very specific move. Throughout the fight we’d had, throughout everything, he hadn’t looked like that. This was the face of a man who knew the world could turn on him at any moment and trap him forever. And if that trap were to come from anyone, it appeared likely to come from the man above.

      An assumption? It felt like a rather solid one. “Brother,” Winchester muttered. Then he waved.

      My gaze darted back to the man above. “That’s Bram Stone?” I stammered.

      “Yes. It is. And you will never speak to him without me. You—”

      Long before he could finish threatening me, the door in front of us, that presumably led to the back ends of the palace, opened. A very officious-looking man rushed out. “This way, man. Don’t dally. For God’s sake, don’t dally. The spell is taking root.”

      I had a thousand questions I wanted to ask about this spell. I’d heard a lot about devious dark magic over the years from ghosts. While some of the missions I had gone on had been relatively quaint, others hadn’t been. For sometimes, I had helped other practitioners. Once or twice, I’d assisted wizards in removing dangerous spells from their houses to ensure others could not take them. They had taught me things. Not that I would practice that magic. But enough to understand.

      We were whisked through the palace. Nobody asked who I was. Perhaps the guard had already let others know.

      The point was, people treated me as if I belonged. Sorry. A step too far. People were not automatically suspicious of me. I didn’t have to hide. And it was strange. For hiding was in my very blood. Hiding had gotten me this far.

      But perhaps I was about to enter a new chapter of my life. For as we stopped in front of the king’s room, there were several guards. I must say, one or two looked at me for a little longer than usual, their eyes lingering.

      I brushed it off.

      The door opened. I got such a grand sense as it did.

      As I had already told you, we witches could possess some strange senses at certain times.

      The one that struck me now was of history itself unfolding before my very eyes. I could grope toward it. I could try to hold on. Or I could be swept off my feet.

      “He’s in a delicate condition. I’ve never seen a spell like this take root so quickly. It must be a dead practitioner,” somebody said as they strode up behind Winchester.

      I looked at the man. I knew his face. He was the official wizard of the court. Winchester must know him too, because he straightened and even snapped a salute.

      “It’s been a long time since we were in the army together, Winchester. Come. I asked for you because I know that you’re probably the only man in the land who can help him now.”

      I looked at Winchester with interest growing in my eyes, though thankfully nobody stared at me.

      Did anyone else know that he was a dead practitioner? I doubted it. I knew exactly what would happen if word of people like me reached the wrong ears. We would be trapped. There would be no one for Winchester to trust, and, quite likely, that was the kernel around which his tight, irritating personality was wrapped.

      Why, then, if no one knew, did this man think Winchester could help?

      I suppose I was about to find out. We all strode into the king’s chambers. They were impressive. It felt as if an entire house could fit in here. And a house worth of people were certainly wringing their hands at his bedside. There were all sorts of men in all sorts of uniforms. But not one of them seemed to be in control of the situation. I darted my gaze over them.

      One appeared to be the captain of the guard. Others, I imagined, were advisors.

      And one… it had to be the prince. I was taken aback because I had only ever seen pictures of him. And in those pictures, his eyes had always been so much livelier.

      The eyes are the seat of the soul. They are the path to the soul. And sometimes, in certain circumstances, they can stand in for the soul, too.

      And the prince’s eyes were dead.

      I might not have the same level of skill as Wintersmith. I might not cerebrally know this world. But I instinctively knew it. And as I stared at the prince, I realized something had grasped hold of his soul, and it was something that would never let go.

      I gasped slightly.

      Winchester simply moved in front of me. He hissed by my ear, “If you cannot control yourself around these people, move into the corridor. Do not leave,” he warned. “I won’t let you,” he added.

      I unstuck my feet. I could remain in this room. I didn’t want to. The sense of cold force wafting off the prince made it feel as if I had just wandered into the heart of a glacier.

      A little unsteady on my feet, I turned. And that’s when I walked smack bang into somebody.

      Bram. His resemblance was unmistakable.

      He made eye contact with me once. Curiosity flared in his gaze, but it couldn’t last. Because he whipped his gaze over to his brother. “Finally, help is here. What can you do for the king?”

      I stood just outside of the door. I brought my hands up together and nervously crossed my fingers. I slid my nails across my thumb.

      I stared back into the room.

      Nobody looked at the prince. Nobody noticed there was no light on behind his eyes.

      “Tell me,” the prince said, and his voice made it feel as if fingernails were rushing up and down my back – nails made of pointed ice, “will he survive? I must know. Father is too young to die. And I am too young for the throne.”

      “Let me take a look at him. It seems grave,” Winchester stammered.

      I peered in through the door. I finally looked at the king. Grave was an understatement. Dead energies surrounded him. You could not, as a dead practitioner, technically tell if someone was about to die. It wasn’t like you could actually see the embodiment of death standing over them with his scythe. But you could tell if dead energies had a hand in someone’s demise.

      I watched them now. And as I stared at them, I watched Winchester too. I had already proudly proclaimed that I had nothing to learn from this man, but perhaps that had been an overstatement.

      He swiped his hand forward. He started to practice magic. But I could tell what he was really doing. The magic was a smokescreen.

      I watched him interact with the lines of dead energy surging over the king’s body.

      I could see where Winchester’s eyes were darting, and they seemed to sift through each one as if he was searching for the strongest strand.

      Only certain people can teach you important lessons with their gazes alone.

      I became drawn in by Winchester as he dealt with the situation. Soon, he pushed back. He concluded what I had concluded when I had walked in there. “Someone has cast dark magic on the king.”

      “We know that, man,” an official advisor said, thrusting his chest out hard. “Remove the spell.”

      “It will take time to separate the magic. I—”

      “Release the stone.” The official wizard clicked his fingers in the direction of the opposite side of the room.

      A stately set of gold-painted, carved doors opened. Two men, dressed in velvet waistcoats, carrying a goldplated box between them, approached.

      My stomach seized with energy. Darting, swaying, it reached my teeth and wired them together. I just knew there was something important in that box, and sure enough, Winchester did too. It wasn’t at the sight of all of that gold. It wasn’t a prediction based on the sheer significance of this moment. It was a sense that must have struck us both at the same time, winding its way around our dead practitioner energy and holding on.

      With a creak, the box was opened, and out of it was plucked a perfectly large, heart-sized crimson soul stone.

      It was one of the most powerful things I had ever seen.

      Before it could be handed over to Winchester, Bram strode up to it. He grasped it off the official wizard. He handed it to his brother. And all the while, he stared deeply into his brother’s eyes. “I brought you here, Brother, because you’re the only man in the kingdom who can do this. Save the king. Or everything we know might fall.”

      His gaze darted up. He looked around the room. Then Bram’s eyes locked on my own.

      I stared back.

      I could tell he was curious about me. Not curious enough to stare at me for long. But in locking his eyes forward and gazing at me, he let me see right through him, right through him to a heart blacker than any I had ever witnessed. And right through him to a nightmare that promised to take this opportunity to rise.
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      I stared with uncontrolled interest as finally, Winchester took the stone off his brother.

      It was… almost like this was a test.

      What if Bram knew his brother’s secret?

      I had a second to question that, then shuddered at the mere thought.

      This could be a guess – no, this was a guess – but if a man like Bram knew there was a dead practitioner in the kingdom, he would simply make use of them. Even if he were his own flesh and blood.

      But how would Winchester be able to control himself around so much power? As I had already told you, we dead practitioners had certain ways with soul stones.

      I had only just met Winchester. There was most certainly no love lost between us. I had been very honest when I had promised that I would get out of his clutches as soon as I could. But I still couldn’t describe to you just how much my stomach clenched at the prospect his brother might find out who he was.

      There was nothing I could do. Nothing… nothing?

      Just as Bram handed the stone over, I thought I felt something moving through the corridor behind me. I felt it, I heard it, and I instinctively knew what it was, even though I couldn’t see it. For it was the same force that had crept down those stairs behind me at the Magical Academy. The same thing, in other words, that had been after Winchester only earlier today.

      I might’ve just finished telling you that there was no love lost between Winchester and me. But if he was found out, and it was found out that he had indentured me, I would have to answer uncomfortable questions. Even beyond that selfish reasoning, I couldn’t… I couldn’t let this happen.

      I turned.

      I surveyed the corridor. I honestly couldn’t see the thing that I could sense, but I still knew it was there.

      And it was coming closer. My senses warned me that I must act now or never.

      I plunged a hand into my pocket. I still had a soul stone. It seemed rather pathetic compared to the massive crimson one now held in Winchester’s hands. That was not my point. Wintersmith himself had taught me how to protect soul stones from other people’s prying magic. As I wrapped my fingers around mine now, I knew no one could tell. I didn’t access the soul stone’s power. Instead, I let it anchor me. Wintersmith had said this was possible. If I were to get strong enough, I could secretly use soul stone power without letting any visibly charge through my form.

      Wrapping my fingers around it harder now, finally I think I saw something. Momentarily, my senses aligned with my sight, and I saw a… I suppose you could call it a smear. It looked as if someone had taken a picture of this scene then they’d carelessly thrown a bit of water onto it until the colors had mixed. It was to my left, just down the corridor. Nobody stopped me as I walked away. All of the guards were there for the king, not me. They quite rightly thought there was little trouble I could get up to in the palace while all the greatest trouble was in the king’s bed-chamber.

      I did not know what I was doing in this moment. I suppose I did at least know what I was not doing. Standing still.

      A lifetime of searching for solutions to ghosts’ problems had taught me that standing still and ignoring them was the worst thing you could do. Their problems would only become greater, and as a consequence, yours would become greater as well. There comes a time when you must act. Hesitate or wait for someone else to solve your issues, and you will simply give them the strength to strangle you.

      I would let nothing strangle me today. Or Winchester. I didn’t have the mental attention left to assess such a thought and throw it out. Winchester was a brute, I should have reminded myself.

      Instead, I surreptitiously followed that smear.

      I’m sure, whatever it was, it could probably hear, so I muttered to myself audibly, “I do wonder where the bathrooms are. I don’t want to bother anyone, though. I suppose I’ll have to find them on my own.”

      As I muttered that, loud but not too loudly, I watched the smear.

      It darted forward.

      Soon it was out of sight through a door to my left.

      I paused. I looked around. I sharpened my hearing. There was the sound of stone grating against stone, then nothing.

      I acted quickly, heart in my mouth. I opened the door. I walked into some kind of office. I said some kind, because it wasn’t readily apparent whether the office was for an ordinary creature or a magical one. While I couldn’t see any potions or tomes lined up on the desk, it felt… edgy. If I were blind and all I could do was palpate an object, then this office felt like it had been carved into the sharpest of points.

      I approached the desk warily. The smear was not in the room. I kept my hand clutched quite hard around my soul crystal to confirm that fact.

      I reached the desk.

      I opened the first drawer.

      I was quite aware that what I was doing right now was snooping. If I was found out, heaven knew what would happen to me. I couldn’t think of the consequences. My mind focused on the task.

      I found nothing in the first drawer. Nothing in the second drawer. And something rather disturbing in the third.

      I flattened a hand on my mouth. There was a vial of blood.

      I’d questioned whether this office belonged to somebody magical. I now knew. That blood confirmed it without a shadow of a doubt.

      I had, due to my job, come across many a ghastly sight in my time. But honestly, ghosts aren’t usually that terrifying. They are simply what’s left of the personality and soul after death. Not necessarily the body. They have moved on from corporeal concerns. It is humans that fixate on body matters more. And it is humans who do ghastly things to one another for power. Wrapping my fingers around that vial, I quickly realized this blood had been taken violently and for the most violent of purposes.

      I had come here on the premise of assisting Winchester. I couldn’t allow myself to be distracted. I pocketed the blood. I pushed it right next to the soul crystal, in fact, hoping I could use it to protect the blood’s obvious dark magical signature. Then I turned. I suddenly realized the smear must’ve disappeared somewhere. It was not a ghost. I knew that much. But it must’ve darted off somehow. It had not gone through the door, and unless it had climbed through the window silently and down the side of the palace, then there must be some other route of escape.

      I could feel time slipping through my fingers. I kept thinking of Winchester, and once or twice, I’d grabbed up my hand and actually touched my indenture mark as if it were a fond reminder of him.

      I kept trying to tell myself that I didn’t owe this man a thing. He was the one who owed me.

      But no matter how many times I repeated those words, they were ineffectual. My heart was beating far more quickly than it ever had before. Every sense was telling me to do something. Anything. Now.

      I started to check the walls. If there was some kind of hidden passageway, it would take time or tremendous luck to find it. But wasn’t I forgetting something?

      I should’ve paid attention to the slight movement out of the corner of my eye. I was too late, however, for I was far too focused on the task at hand.

      And that meant that a ghostly grip managed to push its way out of the center of the desk and wrap around my wrist.

      I didn’t scream, though anyone else, perhaps even Winchester, would have.

      I had a very strongly controlled startle reflex, considering my life.

      I looked down to see a uniformed arm lift out of the desk, then beyond that, a body dressed in full regalia. I soon found myself staring at an old king.

      I was not particularly fond of history, but anyone from this kingdom knew the line of succession that had brought us to the current day. The king I looked upon had been a magician himself. He had instituted many changes in the kingdom that had modernized it, bringing it out of the dark ages. Changes that had been unwound of late.

      I stared at him. He stared back. “I know what you are. You know who I am. Please, if you care about this kingdom, follow. I will take you where you need to go.”

      “But I’m after—”

      “You’re after the half-ghost. Come. Now. The new king is about to rise. We must push him back down before he can.”

      I had a thousand questions but no time. The king pulled me over to the wall. I’d already tried moving one of the candle fittings. He reached up, shifted a painting, and pushed a button.

      Then the very wall started to move, grumbling like a hungry tummy.

      Again, I did not gasp. For I simply knew whatever I saw now would be nothing compared to what was waiting for me within.

      The old king grasped my wrist harder and pulled me through. He had a strong grip, but it was also a costly one. When ghosts had existed for too long, unless they were Wintersmith, apparently, they had to make sacrifices. If they wanted one part of their body to be strong, they needed to weaken another part. The king’s face became insubstantial as all of his focus and control locked on his wrist and holding me.

      I let him. But his grip was far less possessive and far less dangerous than one Winchester Stone’s. And thinking about him was a terrible mistake, for it only made my heart beat harder. I strained over my shoulder in the direction of the bed-chamber.

      “This way. You must stop them. If you care for your country, you must do what we could not.”

      I snapped my head around. “What do you mean?”

      “I always knew this day would come. I always knew bad actors would try to let the curse rise once more. I had put in place so many things to stop them. I even funded the Magical Academy. But everything that I did failed. For when power is at stake, the dark always rises.”

      I stared at him. I only vaguely understood what he meant. But then my mind got stuck on the word dark. “What do you mean?”

      “I imagine by now you have made contact with Wintersmith. I can smell his influence on you. Follow him. Do as he says. Save this kingdom. If you can,” he added.

      “You’re one of Wintersmith’s ghosts?” I should’ve probably held my tongue, especially held my disdain as it crumpled my nose.

      Yes, this man had once been a king. But now he was a ghost.

      And I had quite a few rude words to share with Wintersmith, considering the mess he’d thrown me into.

      “You’re running out of time. There may be nothing that can be done for the current king. But do not let your enemies get their hands on another dead practitioner.”

      “You think I should run?” I stammered in the kind of voice that suggested that would not happen.

      The king had finished pulling me down a set of stairs. We were in a dark, treacherous tunnel. There was no light, but ghosts can always provide their own ethereal glow. It leapt over his skin, drawing my attention to his eyes as he stared at me. “It is not you you must protect. It is the fool, Winchester. He’s the one they really need. To save this kingdom, you must keep him in hand.” As he said that, he dropped my own hand. Then he pointed forward. Suddenly, ethereal flames appeared over the walls, dancing within old carved torches.

      Ethereal flames, mind you, and not real ones. All the king had to do was dramatically click his fingers, and they started burning, their glow singularly otherworldly.

      Again I didn’t gasp. I stared at him. “Winchester is a fool. He used dark magic to indenture me. But—”

      “He must be saved, nonetheless. Come. They intend to capture him with a half-ghost. You must exorcise it.”

      To exorcise a ghost, ordinarily all you had to do was what they requested. Complete their final task, and heaven itself would exorcise them for you.

      I knew that’s not what this king meant. I shuddered slightly. “I only have half a soul stone—”

      “And you’re going to have to learn to use it properly. We are almost there.”

      “Where?”

      “Bram’s secret ritual room. He is at the center of this darkness. You will seek to discover and unmask the other players. You will find his half-ghosts. You will exorcise them. And you will do this before he has a chance to lift the curse.”

      “Curse? What curse?” I turned dramatically as he took a step back and bowed. The ethereal light of the candles played over my face. “What curse?” I demanded.

      “A curse that, if it were allowed to rise, would swallow this kingdom, turn every single soul into a zombie, and lift the dead. A curse that would deliver the kingdom to Bram, that would deliver every other kingdom in the land to him, too. A curse,” he said with a dramatic growl, “that must be thrust back down into the earth where it belongs. And a curse only you can fight. Now go, Lisbeth McQuarrie. Go and save everyone.”

      He pointed forward with a flaring movement of his hand.

      Wind chased down the corridor from nowhere but everywhere at once. It grasped my skirts and hooked them high. They fluttered dramatically around my knees as my hair was tugged loose from its bun. By the time it was finished fluttering, the king had already left in a puff of wispy ethereal smoke. It did not leave me alone. It left me standing there as a moan echoed down the corridor.

      I turned. I clenched one hand into a fist as my hair finally sat still.

      Then I ran.

      For that was what I, Lisbeth McQuarrie, was good for and did best.
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        Winchester Stone

      

      

      There might be no saving him. No. I had to remove the word might. There could be no saving the king, for this deadly dark virus, whatever it was, had already claimed his heart.

      I could not stop working on him, however.

      To stop would be to give up, would be to give in, and would be to hand my brother everything he had ever worked for.

      I had never imagined Bram would go after his own liege. But I had forgotten who Bram ultimately was. He climbed to the top. When he reached it, only to find a glass ceiling there, he would kick it in and move beyond.

      I grasped the crimson soul crystal. It spoke to me, deep inside.

      It knew what I was. It wanted to help me shine. But I had to tamp down on its desire, had to control myself, for I had never been in a more precarious position than this. I was surrounded by wizards and Bram, no less. Release even a little of my dead magic, and it would all be over.

      Bram… Bram had done this. Not just to kill the king – to attempt to reveal me at the same time. I was most certain of that fact as I slid my gaze to the side and stared at him again.

      He simply stood there, waiting. He’d know I couldn’t save the king. Any practitioner or non-practitioner with sufficient knowledge would recognize that the exact blue hue the king’s lips had turned was one indicating imminent death and not recovery.

      I had to try anyway.

      I approached the king again, clutching the soul crystal harder.

      The king looked up at me. His gaze was hooded. It was the first time he’d made eye contact. He couldn’t speak. His lips were parched. I imagined it felt as if his throat had been stamped on by a thousand elephants. A weak man would not be able to communicate through that pain. But the king, despite everything he’d failed to do for this kingdom, perhaps had a grain of courage in him, after all.

      He stared straight at me.

      Then his gaze darted toward Bram.

      Was this a deathbed admission of who’d killed him, then? But his gaze didn’t linger. It darted toward the prince. And that’s when a single shimmering tear trickled from the king’s left eye.

      “Act faster,” one of the advisors said. It was an automatic move, the tone you might use if you were in a hurry and you needed to spur your horse on to greater speeds. It did not, however, belie any true compassion.

      Perhaps he was in on this, too. I don’t imagine that Bram would’ve been able to get this far without others’ assistance.

      From now on, everything I did would be performative, for the king took a rattling breath, confirming he was close to death.

      “There must be something you can do, Winchester. There’s no other wizard like you,” Arnold, the head wizard, stammered.

      I looked at him. He looked at me. His words were also performative. He knew exactly what I did. The king was already lost.

      “If you cannot save his life, step aside so that I may clutch my father’s hand one last time,” Prince Lau said.

      “He hasn’t even tried yet,” Bram began.

      He kept staring at my hands as I clutched the soul crystal. He knew, just knew that statistically, the longer I held onto it, the more likely it would be that I would make a mistake and reveal my power.

      I had assumed that Bram was controlling the prince. Yet Bram didn’t seem to be capable of stopping the prince as he grabbed my shoulder, pulled me out of the way, and knelt in front of his father. He got down on his knee and clutched up the old man’s hand.

      Again, the old king managed to open one eye.

      But he didn’t look at his son. He looked right over the top of his head and settled his gaze on me. Then he stared over at the door.

      It seemed to be the last move he would ever make. For he took a death rattle half a second later.

      I stared at the door, too, only to realize Lisbeth wasn’t there.

      I was, right now, standing in front of history being made. When the king was dead, Lord knew what would happen to this kingdom. He hadn’t been able to save it. He’d only cared about himself. But at least he’d tried to hold onto peace.

      Everything I knew was about to crumble. You would think I would stand here in aghast horror. But all I could do was jerk toward the door. “Where is she?”

      “Everyone who is not part of the palace must leave the room. The king is dying. Let us give him the peace he deserves,” the prince commanded.

      I lurched toward the door. Bram settled a hand on my shoulder.

      I saw the anger pulsating in his pupils.

      “You cannot take that crystal, Brother. You failed—”

      “The king was never going to be saved. The dark magic had already taken up root in him. There can be no fighting dead practitioners,” Arnold said, rising to my defense.

      My brother lingered, his hand on my shoulder, clearly giving me a few more seconds to make a mistake. But the prince now roared, “Everyone who does not have anything to do with the palace must leave.”

      I assumed that would involve Bram. It wasn’t like he was directly close to the king. But the prince soon gestured him over. Bram was forced to take the crystal off me. He looked at me one last time. Then I was released.

      I ran quite willingly into the corridor. The doors were closed behind me.

      “I suppose there was nothing that could be done for him in the end, but this is such terrible news,” one of the guards stammered.

      Yes. Yes, it was. Because Lisbeth was nowhere to be seen.

      This kingdom was about to fall, and I cared more about her? Of course, I quickly interrupted that thought. Because if she was out there, she could try to spill my secrets. I knew full well she didn’t have the power to go against the indenture spell to reveal who I was. But that wasn’t the point.

      I had to get to her. And sometimes there’s no explaining what needs to be done when our hearts spur us to act first and think later.

      Nobody paid any attention to me. They cared more about history unfolding in the room to their left. It left me free. But free to do what? Elizabeth wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Wasn’t….

      I had the means to find her, surely? Forgive me, but I’d never cast an indenturing spell before. I did not have the specifications at the forefront of my mind. But I now certainly remembered that with just a spell or two, one could find their indentured quite easily.

      I rushed down the corridor, perhaps on the premise of releasing my emotions at the king’s death.

      Instead, I clutched my left wrist hard. It would allow me access to her spell and access to her location…. She was under my feet. Quite far under my feet.

      I had a good sense of direction, especially when spells were involved. I could guess where something was in a 3D environment. And Lisbeth… she was in the basement of the palace. My eyes widened with a snap as I realized how far she’d gone. And the sheer impossibility of it. How would she have gained access?

      There were too many questions. I soon had to throw them away. For I realized then I knew nothing about Lisbeth McQuarrie.

      I had indentured her, but I still did not even know why she’d been spying on me.

      I knew how to get into the basement of the palace. That was quite simple, though it could not be done from this level. And I mustn’t let a single other soul know what I was capable of.

      I should’ve paid attention to something, but I did not begin to know of its existence. As I ran, as I shot down the stairs, as I found another set of stairs that would lead to the basement, something followed me. A dark notion, a smear, a curse.

      To get into the basement proper, you required magic, and I had plenty. If I hadn’t had enough, I would simply have transformed some of my desperation into raw power, for as it beat in my chest, it seemed strong enough to send me straight to the moon.

      A thick magical barrier prevented people who were carelessly walking down the stairs from striding into one of the more dangerous, older parts of the palace. Being the old magical building it was, you needed to be terribly careful about poking around in its foundations. If you weren’t strong enough, you could wander into an old booby-trap and be claimed for life.

      Nothing could claim me. For I was here to claim back my Lisbeth.

      When I finally reached the tunnels proper, stagnant air struck my nostrils.

      I’d been down here in the past. Too many times to count. And only occasionally had it been on official business.

      I knew my way around. And yet, as I followed Lisbeth’s indenturing spell, I soon came to a part of the tunnels I had never encountered before.

      But if that fact was startling, another was far more terrifying. I came across a section of corridor lit by ethereal flames. They flickered this moss green in carved iron lanterns. And they led me down to an open door.

      I had no clue what I would find ahead. For, in that moment, I appreciated I had no real clue what had come before. All throughout our lives, we try to understand ourselves, but the older we become, the more we realize that we need certain circumstances before we can unlock the door to our souls.

      Trying to know what you are, what you can become, and what you were always meant to do is futile. Until you find your key. And until situations jam that key right into your heart and open it for good.
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        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      The ritual room was one of the largest I had seen and unquestionably dark. Many foul things had been perpetrated here over the years.

      But the foulest of all was yet to come.

      I heard a hiss from ahead of me. It had to be the half-ghost. It was one thing following it through the upper palace, muttering that I needed to go to the bathroom. It was quite another to follow it down here.

      It saw me, its energy changing, this dark hiss escaping into the air and poisoning it. “All spies will be killed on sight. The ritual room shall never be known,” it snarled.

      “We shall see about that.”

      I clutched hold of the soul crystal. I didn’t think about the situation, how it could be a trap, how, if this half-ghost were to survive, it would spread my secret. I thought of nothing but the task ahead.

      I clutched out my soul crystal. I settled it in my palm, going through the motions that Wintersmith had taught me.

      It was not necessarily how you squeezed your fingers. It was how you fixed your mind on the task at hand. And I fixed it, like glue, or perhaps like the soul itself. For witches know that souls are there to connect. The more you practice connecting, the stronger your soul will get. And I threw my mind into the task of becoming one with my half soul crystal.

      The monster laughed. “A dead practitioner? You will be claimed.”

      “No. You will be exorcised.”

      I thrust forward.

      I soon skidded to the side as I felt the half-ghost slice in from the left. Being a ghost, it did not need to keep its body solidly in contact with the ground. Gravity meant nothing to it. It was a suggestion that had clearly been forgotten a long time ago. As it roared past my ear, it lashed out and sliced my cheek. Blood splattered out.

      I ignored it. It could slice my throat, and as long as my arteries were still whole enough to function, I would continue to ignore it.

      I let out a roar. And only then did I turn my mind to the task of exorcising.

      To do that, I would have to make this thing a full ghost. Which meant dispatching it with enough magic.

      And to do that, I would have to get the chance. Which would be treacherously difficult indeed.

      It suddenly rammed me. I fell onto my back. It pinned me, some clawed appendage pushing into my chest. Its grip was so very strong, I thought it would rip my heart out. But I shoved it and pushed it off.

      That’s when I heard it hiss.

      It was a knowing move. And it was a dangerous move. For it was one of recognition.

      The half-ghost darted away from me and shot toward the door.

      I turned. And I stared as I watched a man outlined by the flames beyond.

      A man, apparently, my heart chose that exact moment to stop for.

      Winchester Stone took a single step into this dark room. He couldn’t see me, but that was quite irrelevant. I could see him. See him as the half-ghost I fought shot toward him. And see him, critically, as another half-ghost shot in from behind.

      Winchester would have no chance. Winchester would be killed right in front of me. But Winchester could not die. Because I, Lisbeth McQuarrie, couldn’t let him. I’d been given a mission by the dead, and I would go through with it. For this kingdom had never known a witch quite like me.

      
        
        The end of Ghostly Games Episode One.
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        Well then, it turns out Lisbeth is nothing but trouble. But it’s far too late for Winchester to leave her be. He’s indentured her, and even if he were to break the magical arrangement, Lisbeth would still stick to his side – for someone has to save the frightful oaf.

        Lisbeth might not have put her hand up for any of this – from saving the kingdom, to fighting the curse, to sticking to the irritating Winchester’s side. But she has no choice in the matter. When the new king himself comes looking for Winchester, she’s thrust further into the greatest trouble history – and her heart – can cook up.

        Will Lisbeth save Winchester, or will the epic forces aligning against him – and the land – finally win?
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        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      I had one option. To save him. But beyond that, I needed to decide if I would reveal myself or not. Was Winchester Stone worth it? Should he get to know my secret? Was there even any point in questioning? No.

      I thought all of this blindingly quickly as I dashed toward him, as my heart froze in my chest but my limbs paradoxically moved faster than they ever had before.

      The half spirit stone wasn’t the only thing I’d kept in my pocket. Or rather, the only thing Winchester’s wardrobe had preserved when it had changed my garb. I also had my mist cloak. It was still folded neatly on the other side of the crystal. I ripped it out of my pocket now, using the last few moments of darkness in this room to cram it over my face. I was so very thankful for the fact it adhered to my skin on its own without even a charge of magic from me. For I would need every single blast to fight back these half-ghosts.

      “Lisbeth,” Winchester cried, “where the devil are you?”

      I burst out of the room toward him.

      The mist cloak would only hide my face. Who knew if he would catch enough of a glimpse of my clothes to recognize me? For time was not on Winchester’s side.

      I didn’t know if I had the ability to go up against the indenturing spell and actually knock him out, but I didn’t need to. That ghost struck him from behind in a deadly blow. Or if not deadly, then one there to render the enemy unconscious in the swiftest, most efficient move possible.

      I heard the crack as the half-ghost’s green-magic-covered hand struck the back of Winchester’s skull. His limbs were thrust forward, and his head fell back, but his eyes somehow reached toward me, or at least their desperate gaze did. One finger twitched my way, and his bottom lip dropped open. But then his eyes slid into the back of his skull. I thankfully reached him in time, wrapping an arm around his middle and dancing wildly with him to the left before the half-ghosts could strike him again.

      They hissed their calamitous warning at my intervention. If I had been a witch with a weaker stomach, perhaps I would’ve shaken. Instead, I let it bolster me. I kicked out with my left foot as I spun further to the side, found a thankfully safe patch of wall, and pressed Winchester’s comatose form up against it. His long body folded in half, and his face soon pressed against mine. I felt the steady, quiet caress of his breath, and I can’t tell you how much it gladdened my heart. Though I was aware he was still alive, it spoke to a basic, primal sense in me. For it is breath that is the final adjudicator of existence.

      And it was breath I would breathe into my magic to end this before it could escalate. I might have saved Winchester. He might’ve been knocked out. But unless I could destroy those two half-ghosts and exorcise them, our secrets would be found out, nonetheless.

      “I’ve had quite enough of this,” I snarled. I would not let Winchester go, but nor did I need to. I spun and pressed him against the wall with my back. His face, cold but still warm enough to constitute as being alive, pressed against the shoulder of my dress, rucking it up and dragging it down slightly. I shan’t tell you the kind of tingles it sent racing across my skin and over my back, but it was distracting indeed. Could it distract me from saving him? Did you even need to ask?

      I still had access to my soul crystal. I drew it out and unashamedly called on its power. I didn’t need to use Wintersmith’s lessons. I drove my mind into the crystal, communing with it on a far deeper level than I had ever tried to commune with anything before. I accessed it with my soul, wrapping the strands of my existence around it. And the resultant wave of force it created was the greatest I had ever seen and certainly the greatest I’d ever produced.

      The half-ghost in front of me could not lurch back in time. He received the brunt of the wave. It shot into his chest and threw his arms out wide. I hadn’t had the chance to describe these fiends to you yet. I’d been remarkably – and justifiably – distracted. Distraction was thrown by the wayside as that half-ghost displayed itself fully, only 20 centimeters from my nose. It had a wispy form, and yet it had features that were far more solid than ordinary ghosts’. They lent the mind to stagnation, a dangerous thing for any witch. Perhaps you found that a curious statement. Pause and listen.

      Stagnation is one of the most dangerous concepts in natural magic. It fundamentally goes against what it is to be alive. Things must move, continue, live, die, be broken down, and begin the cycle again. True stagnation removes them from that cycle. And all of the energy that had been pumped into their existence then goes to waste. Something similar to that process was occurring inside the half-ghosts, and I imagined it was what kept them on the precipice of life and death.

      I could have described what the creature was wearing: some form of thick, woolen black coat that trailed down around its ankles, hiding the majority of its wispy, gaunt form. There was no point. Nor did there need to be a reason to describe its face. All I cared about was the intersection of its ghostly ethereal energy with what was left of its body.

      A witch like me was sworn never to kill. Especially a dead practitioner. All I would end up doing was creating more ghosts that would then turn around and haunt me immediately. It was anathema to the power – and trust – I had built.

      But can you really kill something that has been artificially suspended on the cusp of life and death? Especially with the darkest magic of all.

      If I had ever questioned the moral worth of my enemies, there was no point. The question died on the wind, was crushed into dust, and was thrown all around me like somebody’s last rites. The magic used to sustain these creatures was truly evil. It suggested a mind – or minds – that had lost the sanctity of life long ago. Existence had become a process of acquisition for them. They were like accountants rather than people. What they cared about was taking more and leaving their enemies with less. And that’s precisely what the dark magic did as it ran through this half-ghost’s body.

      My attack might have knocked it into the air and spread its arms out wide, but I certainly hadn’t defeated it yet. With a cry, it regained its strength and fell down to one knee. The resultant crunch sounded like somebody slamming a heavy wooden bat onto an egg.

      Its friend had never paused. It certainly had dodged back to remove itself from my attack, but now it saw an opportunity and swept in from the side. It made this clicking noise before it moved. It got its comrade’s attention, and it was clear they would now hunt me as a pack. It would be one thing if I could move. I could dart away, get some distance, and think of a plan to corral these two monsters and exorcise them in one go. But I was stuck with my body pressed against Winchester’s heavy form. If I so much as took half a step, he would crumple onto the floor, and these vicious brutes would kill him soon afterward. Or perhaps not – I quickly had to challenge that thought. If they were sent by his brother – and that seemed so very apparent considering how evil he was – then they would use Winchester.

      Do you think I would let that happen? Maybe I ought. For never a greater brute than Winchester had ever been met. But this was my brute for now. And I never lost a mission.

      I clapped my hands together, securing the soul crystal against my palm with my thumb. It was hardly ergonomic, and I felt a spasm twinge into my wrist, but it gave my body the force to connect to the soul crystal even more. It was my only weapon. If I used all of its power, I would be left with my own meager strength. But I remembered Wintersmith’s lesson. I could pull incredible force from a soul crystal if only I knew how to connect with it in the way it wished to be connected to.

      Soul crystals were objects. They weren’t alive. Or at least perhaps that’s what a wizard would say. For it is so much easier to use an object without having to ask it how it wishes to be used. If something isn’t alive – if it’s yours to take, to destroy, to crush, then don’t pause. Do as you wish. If, on the other hand, you’re a witch, living in the middle of the natural cycle of everything, if you lose your respect for the living, you lose everything.

      “Now,” one of the half-ghosts hissed.

      It plowed into my side. I wrenched my hand back and shoved it. But the other ghost came from the other side. It accurately predicted that I needed to save Winchester – that he was an easy way to get to me. It ferreted its energy-covered hand behind me, grabbed his throat, and squeezed.

      “Never,” I roared. I would never let them win.

      And I would never give up until the very end. I lashed out, grabbed the ghost trying to strangle Winchester behind me, and threw it against the wall. But as I had already been at pains to explain, it was only half-ghost and half alive. Ghosts might shrink back at using human weaponry. This creature had no such compunction. It elbowed me, grasped a gleaming dagger from its belt, and went to press it against my throat. Press it, mind you – not run it down my jugular.

      It’s very hard to conclude anything about your enemy in a breakneck fight like this, but my mind was used to working quickly, and it threw up the most pertinent fact. They didn’t want me dead. They had recognized I was a dead practitioner. While they were technically half alive, they did not have intelligences to speak of, and they were most definitely working for someone else. Which meant they had been given orders to search for me.

      I thought all of this blindingly quickly. Then I shoved the creature off just as it attempted to rip Winchester’s poor throat from his poor neck.

      The other ghost grabbed me, locking its fingers around my wrist. It pulled me to the side.

      I screamed. I fought. I squeezed the soul crystal, and behind me, the very worst thing happened. And no, the ghosts did not get their hands on Winchester again. They did not rip out his throat. But he started to rouse. He muttered one thing into my neck. Grace. I did not think I had ever heard anyone – especially a man – say something with so much gentle energy. His words were like a caress. They were the vocal equivalent of the most tender of kisses, and I had to put up with such a thing sliding along my neck just as one of those half-ghosts tried to slide its dagger closer.

      I pressed Winchester harder against the wall, hoping somehow the pressure would fool his body into thinking it was okay, that it was time to head back to sleep, for there was nothing suspicious going on here.

      But that’s when his hand went down to my side and clutched my hip.

      It was unconscious. That did not change the effect it had on me.

      A thrill raced into my stomach. Such a bad time, too. Because the ghosts came upon me at once.

      “Grace, just stay with me,” Winchester sighed into my neck.

      Whoever this Grace was, I very much doubted it was a dream. She had to be real. And for someone like Winchester – a brute through and through – to have turned this kind, she must be the love of his life.

      I did not want to admit this, but that thought sat strangely heavily in my stomach. Though that was a little lower down than where it was actually anatomically located. That was not my point. My wits, when I so desperately needed them about me, left.

      One of the ghosts reached over and struck me across the face. Its claws grasped my cloak and tried to wrench it from my head.

      It failed.

      The cloak was programmed to me. Either it would fall first, or I would take it off.

      There was no way to circumvent that. Yet the ghost wasted valuable time trying to remove it.

      I launched forward and kicked it in the chest. But that meant that Winchester fell down to his side.

      Darn it. I needed to win now.

      Preferably before Winchester—

      He reached one hand out. “Grace, just… leave Bram and come back to me.”

      Don’t get distracted, I told myself. How could I not? I was finding out Winchester’s secrets in the most disjointed but distracting manner possible.

      Was this a dream, or was this Grace character really with his brother? I couldn’t think of a worse man to marry.

      But I could, at least, finally think of a way out of this mess.

      Both of the ghosts appeared to be connected in some fashion. Not only did they fight together, but they were coordinated. The way they moved their bodies suggested they had some form of shared communication. It couldn’t simply be that they were looking to each other for cues. Nor were they speaking.

      Was there some form of mental tether? Perhaps. But I very much doubted psychic communication was possible between creatures who were half not of this world. There had to be magic. If I could find it, grasp it, and crack it, I would distract them when they needed it least.

      Winchester was already on the ground. I did not leave his side, even as he groped toward me, thankfully weak fingers falling from my ankles before he could grab me.

      They did, however, affect me. They anchored me forward, focused my attention, perhaps even gave me a little more power, though I couldn’t think of a mechanism for that to work.

      I still roared. With the last of the soul crystal energy – though this was a terribly dangerous gamble – I forced my mind into finding whatever connected these two ghosts. Unbidden – though perhaps it came from Winchester’s touch – I remembered how he had worked with the dead energies around the king. He had sifted through them so logically, as if there was a science to them and not an art.

      As my soul crystal energy sliced through the room, it revealed many things but critically revealed dead energies, and it was those that I paid the most attention to. My darting gaze sorted through them until I swore I saw one, thicker than the rest, connecting both of the half-ghosts. There. That had to be it. My last chance. For if it was anything else, then I had wasted everything on false hope. And when we run out of hope, why, often, we run out of life not too soon afterward.

      The half-ghosts shrieked and lurched toward me, but one reached its hand out toward Winchester’s prone form. His fingers were still on my ankle. And maybe he focused me in a way I simply couldn’t appreciate, but I certainly managed to sift through those lines and grab the most pertinent one faster than I ever had before. I didn’t wait. There was no time.

      Lord knows if there were any more half-ghosts out there. I imagined Bram might even come at some point.

      I would be far, far away with Winchester over my shoulder by that time.

      I grunted, and using the last of my own power, sliced right through the dead lines.

      For half a second, nothing happened. You might think half a second is almost no time at all. Certainly not enough to register anything important. You would have no clue how magic can intersect with time to stretch it out. To place it before you as if it is a new map, a path you must walk to a destination only you can reach. Just when it seemed everything was lost, it turned out it wasn’t.

      Both half-ghosts shrieked, their heads jerking back as the magical lines snapped and broke something between them. It had to be the method they used to communicate with, because their faces lurched wildly to the side and they reminded me of dogs who’d just had their chains yanked on far too hard.

      “Now,” I muttered to myself. I rounded on the first ghost. I struck him in the chest. I told you I didn’t have more power left. This was the remainder of my witchly force. Hardly tremendous magic, but it would suffice. For the half-ghosts were now sufficiently weakened, and there was nothing they could do to fight me.

      I heard a crack.

      I saw the half-ghost’s eyes roll into the back of its head. Though perhaps the more accurate verb there was dart.

      They did not need to be connected to the flesh of his body. They could now do as they pleased, for his energy started to disconnect.

      The other ghost cried out, but I could hear a mournful and predictive note. It was about to succumb too. And sure enough, it did. I struck my palm on the center of its chest, and it too was thrown backward. It hit the opposite wall.

      I found myself quite out of breath. That did not stop me.

      I only knew of exorcisms because I had completed the requests of many ghostly practitioners.

      If you had questioned me, I would’ve told you I was a self-taught witch in many ways. Now I appreciated just how much knowledge I’d had the privilege to draw on over the years. Knowledge that very much settled itself into my fingers as I drove my hand hard down against the first half-ghost’s brow. The thing twitched. But it was a ghost now, not a man, and that twitch could not take it anywhere. It sank half of its wispy body down through the ground.

      That, however, could not stop me. I fixed my palm hard against its brow, and I muttered two stilling words underneath my breath. Finally, the exorcism took root.

      There was a great rush of air. It shot around the ghost’s body, snapping its connection to the earthly realm. And it was… done – just like that. For it was just that easy.

      This was my first exorcism. And I already had to move swiftly onto my second. I reached the other half-ghost and repeated my move. And then… why, then, I ought to have collapsed from exhaustion. Did I have that option? Oh, no I did not. I turned quietly and considered Winchester.

      I’d broken his grip on my ankle long ago, so why did it feel as if his fingers were still fixed around me?

      I pressed my teeth over my lip and stared at him for entirely too long. We only gaze at things like that – with such an involved and darting stare – if we suspect we can finally see something new.

      But I understood Winchester, didn’t I? I’d had him pegged from the very moment I’d clapped eyes on him.

      But you tell that to those same very eyes as they continued to dart over his body. Finally I leaned down beside him and came good on my prior threat. I threw him up and locked him over my shoulder. It took more magic. He was a rather heavy soul.

      I still had to waste my magic on him. For I, Lisbeth McQuarrie, had run out of options long ago.

      There had always been a rather megalithic, particularly scary destiny hunting me, and the terrible thing had just caught up.

      Fortunately, Winchester had slipped into unconsciousness again. I said fortunately. I had to put up with his steady, rhythmic breath sliding over my cheek.

      I had to put up with it and endure the strange smile that spread my lips half a second later.

      It wouldn’t last. Nothing could around Winchester Stone.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      I had to get him out of here. Very quickly. I couldn’t linger. But I also didn’t want him to wake. Winchester had apparently come down here to the basements searching for me. I had no clue what my options were, and I started to despair. But I’d forgotten something, hadn’t I? A certain old king. As I dragged Winchester toward a set of stairs that felt as if they would lead up into the rest of the palace, something appeared right in front of me. It twisted, ethereal flames, green and gray, playing at its feet. It appeared up out of the ground like a spinning top.

      Again, it was only my controlled startle reflex that prevented me from screaming. I instead narrowed my eyes and quickly muttered, “You’re back then, are you, King? Here to congratulate me? Unlikely,” I answered my own question. “You’re likely here to give me another mission. Well, have at it. Tell me what to do. Are there more half-ghosts?”

      The king considered me with a quiet look.

      He seemed perfectly made for it. And to be fair, from his time, when the kingdom had been stronger in character and force, it was a look he would’ve given regularly.

      Now it seemed at odds with the very palace he stood in. For the kings had stopped acting that way a long time ago. “You are a strong character. A stronger practitioner. Good. This will give us a chance.”

      “Are there more half-ghosts?” I asked – though from the strength of my tone, it was more of a demand.

      Again, I could have and maybe should have reminded myself this man was royalty. But he was still dead.

      “You cannot take Winchester up these stairs. People will ask questions.”

      “I can’t leave him here. And I don’t want him to wake in the basement. He’ll ask questions,” I said, using the king’s tone.

      “You will use the tunnels. You will take him back to Wintersmith. He will know what to do.”

      I blinked quickly. “The tunnels? They lead to Wintersmith?”

      “These tunnels lead to many places. They do not head directly to the cemetery, but they come out close by. Take them, ensure Winchester does not wake, and Wintersmith will deal with it.”

      I didn’t want to see Wintersmith. No, I did. Had you forgotten? I hadn’t. The next time I clapped eyes on him, I would collar him against the wall. Hang the consequences. He’d put me in this interminable position, and he would pay the price. But when Winchester started to rouse, all thoughts of revenge were quickly abandoned.

      My breath shot into my throat and got trapped there. “How do I knock him out? I’m indentured to the brute. I don’t think my magic will let me harm him.”

      “You will need to learn to move around the indenturing spell. But for now, let me assist you,” the king said. He moved forward. Regally, with stiff shoulders and an even stiffer back, he swiped his hand right through Winchester’s face.

      Winchester had indeed been ready to rouse, but now I felt him slump even more against my shoulder. Hardly a good thing considering how much the brute already weighed. I huffed, feeling like Atlas. Though at least Atlas had some grand point to him. He held up the sky. I just held up the most irritating – and perhaps mysterious – wizard in the land.

      I thought of that mysterious part, and the way he’d whispered Grace’s name came back to me. Came back to me like a rush of water down my back. Was it pleasant? Was it unpleasant? I couldn’t tell you. I could simply tell you that it had such a grip on my body, it would not let me turn away. The king, however, had other ideas. He pointed behind him. “This way. You must leave soon. It will not take Bram much time to come down here.”

      “Do you think his half-ghosts got a message to him? I found out they were connected by some kind of dead line.”

      “They are called Ley lines. They would not have enabled the half-ghosts to speak to Bram. That said, you must hurry. You cannot afford for him to see you. He appears to be after you.”

      I straightened. I no longer cared about how heavy Winchester was. Let him hang on my shoulder like a sleepy little cat over a branch. He could do it all day for all I cared. I had far bigger problems. With a very dry mouth and lips that simply did not want to work, I muttered, “How has he even become aware of me?”

      “That is hard to say. Though remember, you made quite a display in the cemetery last night.”

      I winced. Winced for two reasons. I had forgotten about it, indeed. The other was that news had spread to this ghostly king of all people.

      I looked at him glumly. “Just how much do you ghosts talk amongst one another? How much have you shared about me?”

      “You should take your question and derive what you need to from it. Yes, the dead talk. And you must now be very careful of your every single movement, Lisbeth McQuarrie. There is another dead practitioner beyond you two. We do not know who that is. We simply know that they have grand power, and they intend to lift the curse. They too will be able to talk to ghosts – though torture is the correct term. If you leave any clues behind, they will find you.”

      I had managed to negotiate my way through that tricky fight with aplomb. Now my stomach felt as if it were about to fall from my torso. I didn’t think I’d ever been as sick with fear. It was horrid, grabbed at my cheeks, and shook at my heart. But the king did not let me wallow in it for long. He forced me forward until we found a very secluded set of stairs. It was tucked into a dark nook. You would have to have a reason to go inside it – you would have to know what it led to.

      I took an inadvisably deep breath of air and immediately coughed, for it tasted like death. “I don’t think these stairs have ever been used,” I muttered.

      “Not in a long time. The recent kings have forgotten the ways of the palace. They have left magic up to their advisors.”

      “Recent kings,” I stammered. It was just as the king pointed down the stairs, indicating it was time for me to leave on my own. But I had far more important matters to discuss. “The prince, he appears to be under some kind of spell. His eyes are dead.” I had more to say, more suspicions to share, but on the term dead, I couldn’t push the words out anymore. Fear gripped my stomach, climbed my back, and locked hard into my jaw, making it feel as if I would spit out my very heart if I forced out another word.

      The king considered me. He closed his eyes in grave horror then opened one again. “Yes, indeed he is. He has been taken by Bram and the dead practitioner, whoever that may be. They will control him now. And through him, the kingdom. You do not have much time, Witch. I would advise you to use every single second of it.”

      He pointed forward to the stairs, making it clear what I must do.

      I still lingered. There was so much more I needed to know. The king pointed again. “Wintersmith is the authority and always has been. He was the one who sank the curse last time. You will need his expertise. And you will need to follow his every single word. Do this for your kingdom, Lisbeth McQuarrie. And do this for your heart.”

      Heaven knows why he added the last bit. And heaven knows why his gaze strayed down to Winchester, of all people.

      Perhaps he was simply checking he was still comatose. Of course. That made perfect sense. For, without another word, the king turned and strode away.

      It left me there with my hammering heart, staring down at Winchester. But when Winchester muttered in his sleep, it reminded me he wouldn’t be asleep forever.

      I turned quickly.

      I took the stairs down into the tunnel, then negotiated my way through the foul, dark subterranean levels of the city. I had never been down here, but I used my superior sense of direction.

      It helped that the tunnel only appeared to branch in three directions. I was quite confident of where I was headed. And sure enough, when I finally found a very old, moss-covered set of steps and clambered up them, I arrived in a basement not too far from the cemetery. The house was abandoned. I escaped it with ease, then headed straight to Eastside.

      I was very aware of the fact that I had not slept last night. Nor had I eaten. My stomach rumbled, I could barely keep my eyes open, and I longed to snuffle peacefully like Winchester did. For yes, he snuffled. I couldn’t think of the word to describe it, though adorable kept popping into my head. I would stifle it like somebody throwing all of their belongings into a blanket box then sitting on top to make them compress.

      It was daylight, so I had to be more careful, but I fancied not a single person was around anyway. I made my way to the crypt. I didn’t need to open the door. Wintersmith was there, expression grave, lips pulled into the most peeved of lines. “If you are all this kingdom has to rely on, Lisbeth McQuarrie, then there’s probably no point in continuing. We shall have to give up now.”

      I blinked back my surprise. I had assumed he would have at least a little praise for me. I had saved the day. But Wintersmith had nothing in him but deep, bitter annoyance. It was annoyance he displayed by throwing a hand out and passionately punching the wall. He used a little of his ghost and ethereal force, and chunks clambered down beside him.

      They struck my feet. “Do you mind?” I asked indignantly, once more arranging Winchester over my shoulder. I’d already complained about being fatigued. I was a very special kind of fatigued on top of that. I had to keep controlling my mind and pulling it off of Winchester. Which was somewhat distracting and quite hard.

      His breath was rhythmic. Most people’s breath is so when they are asleep. Hardly a startling statement. But perhaps I was not describing this correctly. His breath was… interesting. I’d already spoken to you about the singular importance of breath to we magical creatures. But it’s important to all who expire and inhale.

      And, should you train your mind onto someone else’s breath for too long, you might find yourself becoming entangled with them.

      “Place him down on top of the sarcophagus. I will deal with what you are too stupid to have managed,” Wintersmith snapped.

      “Why I never,” I hissed. “You have some gall, Wintersmith. You didn’t even tell me what Winchester is.” I intended to blast out with ribald anger. Instead, my voice shook with far too much tenderness. It was as if I had always been searching for another practitioner like me. I never had. Statistically, I’d never believed it possible for anyone to be like me. But still, Winchester… it had to be Winchester? I finished my choppy thought. Couldn’t it be any other man in the kingdom?

      As soon as I slid Winchester off my shoulder, his head struck the stone sarcophagus.

      I felt a tad guilty but still had to bite back a smile.

      Wintersmith growled at me. “Show some respect. We can’t afford for him to become too injured. He’s at the center of everything.”

      I huffed – both from indignance and the fact I was tremendously breathless. Then I shoved my hands on my hips, determined not to let my shoulders shake. “He’s at the center of this, is he? Then you can wake him up and make him your slave. I’m quite done with you, Wintersmith. I shan’t be playing your tricky games again.”

      It didn’t matter that the king had all but told me Wintersmith was the only way to save the kingdom. I wasn’t in the mood.

      I went to stride toward the stairs, but Sarah-Anne appeared. She floated into the room, wringing her hands. “Oh, Miss, don’t be dark on the wizard. He’s doing what he must. And he’s doing it all to save us. The kingdom, Miss. The kingdom is on the line. You’ll do anything to save everyone, won’t you?”

      “I’m leaving,” I tried.

      And all Wintersmith did was laugh. Deep and shaking, I wouldn’t want to be his lungs, for it sounded as if they contracted with a breathless squeeze. Some people laugh because they mean it. Other people laugh like Wintersmith, their whole body combining to make a point – against you.

      I stiffened. “I told you, you won’t be playing games with me again—”

      “Let her go, Sarah-Anne,” Wintersmith said in a completely disconnected, uncaring voice. “She’ll be back again in a jiffy. Witches can’t let others die. I used to think that was a character flaw. I used to think witches tied themselves up in knots. But that was before I had my own witch slave here.”

      One word got to me. I spun on my foot. “I am not your slave.”

      Wintersmith pointed to Winchester’s chest. “No. You’re his slave. I don’t condone the use of the magic he used on you, but understand this, Miss – it is powerful. You cannot break it. You may be able to circumvent it at times, but you will never,” he emphasized that, “be able to leave Winchester’s side.”

      Alarm spread over my features like wildfire as I let my mouth drop open. I shook my head. “The king – in the palace – he said I can get around it—”

      Wintersmith crossed his arms. “He meant that you can circumvent it, maybe practice a little magic under Winchester’s nose without him finding out – that kind of thing. You can’t break the indenturing. You will be stuck by his side. And do you know another curious fact about indenturing spells? Especially one that locks you against your wizard such as this?”

      I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t breathe. I finally muttered, “What?”

      “You must protect Wintersmith. That’s part of the magic.”

      Everything struck me. It was just as I was spiraling down. I clenched my teeth. “You planned this, didn’t you? You thought that Winchester might indenture me. That’s why you didn’t tell me that he was like me.”

      “Oh, Miss,” Sarah-Anne said as she swept in from the side, clutched up my hands, and held them hard, “how could he possibly have known that Winchester would do that? This is a fine gamble, and I’m sure we can all appreciate that. Because so much is at stake. Shouldn’t we concentrate on that?”

      For someone who looked terribly innocent, Sarah-Anne usually had such good points. As I went to snap at her, I reminded myself last night, she’d almost died.

      I bit my lip. It was hardly kind to my lip. But I could not take my ire out on my own body. And nor, apparently, could I take it out on Winchester. I pointed to him. “So what do we do? Tell him the truth? I’m not sure if you know, but he has a terribly compromised character. He is a man who only does things for himself. He has the moral worth of a cockroach.”

      I could’ve continued, but Wintersmith lifted a hand. “Indeed, Winchester has his faults. But he is required to save the kingdom. And you will keep him safe. No, you will not reveal what you are.”

      His voice was hard on that. So my expression became harder. “Why? Because you agree that he is a dangerous oaf? But you shackled me to him anyway, did you?”

      “I admit,” Wintersmith said, just as I was starting to trust him – slightly, “that I thought and rather hoped Winchester might indenture you. I had no way of knowing if he would, however.”

      I wanted to scream. I wanted to hurl something at Wintersmith’s head. But then Winchester muttered. It was the same word. “Grace.”

      I shan’t tell you what my expression did. I shan’t tell you I paid any attention to it. I zeroed in on the fact that Winchester was moving more. He was about to rouse. I pointed at him. “Knock him out. Presumably you don’t want him awake in this crypt. He’s a terribly intelligent fellow. Too intelligent.”

      “You could try to take a leaf out of his book, Miss. But we both know that’s not going to happen.” Wintersmith nodded at Sarah-Anne, and she swept over, her ghostly skirt moving through the sarcophagus as she touched Winchester’s head.

      I winced slightly, though I ought not have any compassion for the man. “Does that give one a headache?” I muttered.

      “It might, Ma’am. Especially if the ghost has to keep reapplying it. But don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll know the correct poultices to get him back on his feet again.”

      Get him back on his feet again? The only thing I wanted to do with Winchester’s feet was stamp on them. But as I slid my gaze between Wintersmith, Winchester’s prone form, and Sarah-Anne, I once more realized I was trapped. I could rail. I could complain. I could even scream. And it would achieve what, exactly? Nothing worthwhile.

      I sighed. My arms felt like drooping flowers. I briefly looked at the floor. “Very well. I suppose I’ll take him home. Then what?”

      “Then, my dear,” Wintersmith had the temerity to say, “you shall follow along by his side, keeping him safe and helping him to discover the truth of this mess.”

      I snorted even louder than before, snorted in a way even a bull would be impressed by. “Do you think Winchester will be able to put his selfishness aside for even a second to put this kingdom first?”

      “I don’t think it,” Wintersmith said, gaze flaring with fast and true energy, “I know it. For we need it. And anything we need, you will produce. If you didn’t follow the sentence, let me be clear,” he warned in a growling tone, “you will help Winchester to do this. Because, Lisbeth McQuarrie, you have no other choice.”

      I snarled, turned, grabbed up Winchester, and cursed the very day he was born.

      It would, of course, achieve nothing. For I had a far, far larger, far more dangerous curse biting at my heels and snapping at my peach skirts.
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      I woke… in bed. I was in bed, was I not? Yes. I recognized the drapes. But why was late afternoon light streaming through them?

      My mind tried to process that curious fact. Then I heard a creak on the landing. Someone sighed hard.

      I shouldn’t have the energy, and I felt quite bamboozled, but I still shot to my feet. Quietly. I thrust out of the door and grabbed the intruder. And that’s when my eyes came close to Lisbeth, my snarling lips almost brushing hers as I spun her around. I pressed her against the wall. And… my stomach reacted as if I’d done this before.

      She looked mildly startled. Then her expression soured. Her body stiffened. She went to shove me back, but her wrist would not let her. She tried – my indenture spell stopped her in place.

      So she simply snarled all the louder. “What do you mean by this, Winchester?”

      Slowly but surely, I started to remember my day. Not all of it, mind you. The last I recalled, I’d been… was it in the palace?

      I grabbed my head, suddenly succumbing to a headache that had crept up on me then swept over my shoulders like a man with a sack.

      I still held onto Lisbeth’s hand. You would think she would try to help me stay on my feet. Instead, she stared down her nose at me as I staggered to one knee. “What the devil have you done to me?” I growled.

      I couldn’t stop my hand from slipping off her wrist.

      She took a step to the side, her skirts swaying close to my legs. She crossed her arms.

      I should’ve taken something of the mean, clenched-teeth way she smiled at me. Instead, I was taken by her skirts. The way they moved. Why were they evocative all of a sudden, as if I’d seen them in a different circumstance, as if…?

      I got the strangest impression of being pushed up against a wall by Lisbeth. Then another stab of searing pain shot through my temple. I quite rightly cried out.

      Lisbeth sighed.

      Really? She sighed? A man was in terrible pain around her, and she sounded as if all she wanted to do was walk away. “Oh, don’t be a baby. It can’t be that bad. I’ve already given you something for the pain.”

      “What did you do to me?” I slowed that down as I spat out every single word.

      “Nothing, Winchester. You collapsed from exhaustion and tumbled down the stairs. If it weren’t for me, you’d still be at the bottom of them.”

      She had to be lying. I pushed to my feet. I swayed badly, but I did not care. I would do anything to loom over her, but my tired mind had forgotten one very pertinent fact. You could loom over Lisbeth. You could not, however, hope to threaten her.

      I pressed close. She didn’t even move back. She kept her arms crossed. I sucked in a snort of a breath but didn’t say anything. Yet. I gave my mind yet another opportunity to catch up. It did not, and I snorted uselessly again.

      Lisbeth suddenly tugged some of her hair over her neck. “Do you mind – I find it very irritating when you do that.”

      “You say that like you’ve felt it before.” I don’t know what possessed me to say that, though perhaps it was automaticity as I gave all my attention up to the task of remembering something – anything. But nothing would come.

      She strangely stared to the side. She composed herself. “What’s the problem, Winchester?”

      “You attacked me,” I concluded with a growl.

      She tried to shove forward. I saw how much energy she invested into the move. She went to strike me, to actually punch me, but the indenture spell held her back. I saw it chase around her wrists and hold her magic in place. It looked like a mighty chain around her hands.

      She soon gave up, then let her hands flop as if she’d never been interested in attacking me in the first place. “I attacked you, did I? And how,” she spat through clenched teeth, “exactly,” she spat that again, “could I have done that when I am indentured to you, you brute? Did you forget you practiced forbidden dark magic on me?”

      I held my head for one more second. Then I reluctantly let my fingers drop. She had an uncomfortably good point. I stared at her indenture marks again and got the urge to grasp them up and check them but decided against it. “I… fell down the stairs due to exhaustion?”

      “Yes.” She turned away.

      I reached out and grabbed her. Her fingers reacted to my grip.

      Now, why would they do that? This was a strange impression, a truly strange one, but why did I get the feeling that her fingers knew more about my touch than I remembered?

      She slid her gaze down to my hand. “Are you really going to waste your time doing this when you have so much else to do?”

      My brow contracted. “And what does that mean?”

      She straightened, looked haughty – though it did not match her poor status – and hurried off down the corridor. “You have work to do. And a brother to dodge,” she added.

      Dammit. Damn it all to hell. She knew who I ultimately was. I’d forgotten that, but now it came back into my mind. Lisbeth McQuarrie – the least trustworthy, least kind woman I had ever met – knew my secret when no one else did.

      I stood there, ramrod straight, incapable of breathing, feeling like I’d been pushed right to the edge of existence and now I only held on by the very tips of my fingers. “You—” I began.

      “Yes, I know you’re a dead practitioner,” she sighed indignantly. “And I know your brother is after you. You told me as much,” she said. She turned quickly from me, but I couldn’t help but notice the side of her lip curling for some reason.

      “I… I told you about Bram? Preposterous,” I began.

      She turned on me hard. “How much do you remember, Winchester? Do you recall the fact that the king is dead? That you failed to save him? That your brother tested you with a crimson soul stone? I may not know much about dead practitioners,” she said, voice perfect and clipped, words coming out so very neatly, it was as if she had practiced this for hours, “but I do know that soul stones can be activated properly only in a dead practitioner’s hands. How long has your brother suspected you for? And what exactly would he do if he finds out your secret?”

      I thought I’d been discombobulated before. I now appreciated that had been nothing compared to this. My body commanded me to turn right back around and head straight to bed. I would pull the covers over my face, and then, hopefully, I would wake up in a different world. And, far more hopefully, with a different woman by my side.

      That would not happen. And it would waste valuable time. I took a menacing step up to her. Then my lips twitched. The slightest memory came back. Indeed, it was of Bram handing me a crimson soul crystal. The facts of the memory didn’t return, but the sheer emotional force of it did. I had gotten out of that situation by the skin of my teeth. And now, while I certainly had the torturous Lisbeth McQuarrie to vie with, was it really the highest of my priorities?

      Silently, I shoved away from her.

      I went back into my room. She followed.

      “Do you mind, Ma’am?” I tried to be polite. I forgot who I was talking to.

      Lisbeth crossed her arms and leaned against the door. “I’ve seen your room, Winchester. Multiple times.”

      “Multiple times?” I snarled.

      “I brought you in here, and have you forgotten our fight?” A smile, an actual smile, climbed her lips.

      No. I had not forgotten our fight, and as my eyes darted back to the bed – the same bed we had tumbled across – more of my body was devoted to re-creating the precise memory.

      But I had something to do.

      I walked up to my desk, told her to turn around, waited until she finally did with a huff, then grasped out some paper.

      I snatched up a black pen and finally opened the last drawer. With my tongue pressed securely against my palate as I created a specialized magical pathway in my body to disperse power, I plucked out my notebook.

      Lisbeth had, of course, turned around, and watched in interest.

      Something about her expression told me she’d been through my desk and she hadn’t found this.

      “You cannot hurt your master,” I suddenly reminded her.

      She twitched one eyebrow up, snarled, and soon hissed, “Believe me, I know. But what’s that notebook? It feels….”

      She paused for too long. I looked at her pointedly. It was my Ley lines notebook. A scientific study like no other. I noted every single collection of Ley lines I saw in the city. It helped me create a map. One only for me. And that other dead practitioner, I suppose. But I thrust that curious witch from my mind for now. I gestured pointedly with the book. “You cannot feel this, you simple little witch. This is my life’s work.”

      She reached out as if to snatch the book from me.

      I didn’t honestly know if she could. While her indenturing spell could prevent her from harming me, was snatching harming?

      She didn’t seem willing to try. She bobbed up onto the tips of her toes and tried to get a better look at it, but she did not get closer unfortunately.

      I soon strode past her. “You will—” I went to say she could follow. Then I realized there was no point. It wasn’t like I needed her assistance with this. Indeed, now it was a good opportunity to put my foot down and show her who was in charge and always would be. “You will go to the kitchen and fix me supper.”

      “Will I now?” she asked in a deadly voice.

      I will admit to you that even though I had breezed past her, I stopped, stomach spasming slightly in that way it might if you saw a man ready to punch you as hard as he could.

      “You are my—”

      “Assistant,” she said, smiling around that, letting her lips force the words up high.

      I snorted. “In the four walls of this house—”

      “In the four walls of this house, Winchester Stone, I’m the only woman who knows about your secret, the only witch who’s ever defeated you, and your only hope. Now, supper has already been prepared. It sits, waiting for you in your study. I suggest you take that book, and if you think it can help you stay out of Bram’s clutches, you work into the night.”

      She was the one who strode ahead. Not me, even though I had to reinforce once more I was the one in control. But what we think and what we do are two very different things. And Lisbeth, it seemed, always acted first.

      I clenched a hand into a fist but did not bother to call her back. I followed her down into my sitting room, and indeed, dinner had been prepared. I expected it to be thoroughly common fare. If this woman, of course, even knew how to cook. She had likely spent most of her life focusing on her useless witch powers. But… she had prepared me hearty food indeed. Fresh bread, chicken soup, even a lemon pudding for afterward.

      As I tucked in, I did not want to admit it was just what my body – and taste buds – needed.

      “You lack skills in the cooking department,” I said brusquely, intending to take every opportunity to insult her, even if the insults weren’t accurate.

      She slid into one of my brass-buttoned Chesterfields and laughed. “You know, it’s delightfully easy to tell when you’re lying, Winchester. To be fair, that’s because you lie most of the time, you terrible dark practitioner, you.”

      I paused, soup spoon halfway to my lips. “And how can you tell if I’m lying, you simple fool of a witch?” I bit back.

      She crossed her arms and looked at me. She… well, she crossed them under her bust, let me just say that, and it drew my eyes down, though they of course did not remain there.

      I waited for her to divulge her secret. Then I snorted when she paused. “You—”

      She pointed to her left cheek, then up to her right eyebrow. “You twitch slightly before a lie. If it were me and I was in your precarious position, I would work very hard on controlling myself. Your brother,” her voice faltered – and it was the first time I’d ever heard it do such a thing, “does not seem like the kind of man to make mistakes. And should you fall down in front of him, he appears to be just the kind of predator who will rip you to shreds on the very spot.”

      I looked at her. With her arms still crossed, she glanced away.

      Why did there appear to be a knowing glint in her eye? One I was uniquely placed to identify, for I had stood behind the wake of my brother’s hatred for years.

      I once more realized I knew nothing about this woman. I could question her. It would get me nowhere. And she was unfortunately right. I now had to act quickly in order to head my brother off at the pass. Who knew what he was planning?

      I settled my book on my lap, finished my pudding off far too quickly, and didn’t even notice when Lisbeth silently got up and prepared me more. I simply took it from her and started eating as if we had formed this easy, non-verbal relationship over the years.

      I was done all too quickly. “Another,” I said automatically.

      She paused. And once more, in her most practiced movement, she crossed her arms. “You can’t stand my cooking, then, can you? Three bowls of pudding beg to differ.”

      My lips twitched. My pride told me to insult her. My stomach simply wanted another serving.

      I opened my mouth. There was a knock on the door. Not just any knock. One that came from the most tender hand of all.

      Control your expression, I told myself, but I was suddenly aware of the fact that my top lip twitched and my eyes spasmed slightly.

      At least she turned quickly, her eyes contracting in interest. “And who might this be? Somebody close to you, I wager.” She shot toward the door.

      I found my strength – quite likely because her succulent fare had given it to me – and I raced over and grabbed her hand.

      It took me too long to find my breath. My mind ran forward to Grace, arms open. Or at least that’s what I told myself. My fingers fixed around Lisbeth’s wrist far too easily as if they had created a program on their own that I could not remember. “You will stay here.”

      I left her.

      I strode toward the door.

      Inside, my stomach tangled into knots.

      I couldn’t sense Bram with Grace. Irrelevant. Even if he was with her, would I really give up the prospect of interacting with Grace again?

      I did not care that I ought to be weak.

      All my strength returned, for I had a special part of my heart left only for Grace. You could destroy the rest of me. You could take away my energy. But you could never pluck the promise of her from my soul.

      I opened the door without pause. I didn’t even control my expression, even though I knew it was of utmost importance to act coldly around her.

      Coldly, that was, until I saw her blotchy cheeks. She’d been crying.

      “Grace,” I hissed.

      “It’s terrible. Just so terrible.”

      “What’s terrible? Oh, Grace, what’s happened?” I forgot all of the anger I should have. Not anger for Grace. Rage at myself for ever having let her go. For ever having not been enough.

      I forgot it because in witnessing her tears, my hard personality just melted away.

      “My mother has been kidnapped. They’ve taken some of her potions with her. I’m terribly scared. You know… you know that forbidden tome I showed you? I think they believe they need her to activate it.”

      “And what tome would that be?” The very last person I wanted to hear made an appearance.

      Lisbeth strode up behind me. She still wore her startling peach dress. And her cheeks were quite ruddy as if she had been rather active today.

      Grace looked across at her. She stiffened. Something close to jealousy – something so terribly close to jealousy flared in her eyes.

      But then my gaze darted down to what Lisbeth was carrying. It was my notebook. In the rush to get to the door and Grace, I’d forgotten it.

      I could tell Lisbeth had already thumbed all the way through it.

      “Winchester,” Grace said, every word stiff, “who is this woman?”

      Lisbeth showed another side I’d never suspected she would have and gave a perfect curtsy. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Grace. I’m Winchester’s witch assistant. We are helping one another with a certain tricky task at the moment. But it sounds as if someone is in trouble. May I help?”

      Grace, like I, was quite taken aback. Grace blinked quickly, her pretty, long eyelashes sending darting shadows marching over her face. Torches were already lit along the street. It brought more attention to just how pallid her skin was. She must’ve been crying for so long.

      “Winchester?” Grace angled her swanlike neck toward Lisbeth, the question clear.

      I had one option. No. I wanted to believe I had an option. I didn’t. Deny Lisbeth worked for me, and I would simply create trouble. I’d already told people she was my assistant, and news would likely have made it to Bram. Which meant it wasn’t far off making it to Grace.

      I turned stiffly. In a smooth movement I hoped did not constitute snatching, I went to take away my notebook, but darn Lisbeth was far too quick, and she tucked it deep inside her dress. To claim it now, I would have to dive within the folds of the taffeta. And no, please, do not ask – you do not have to. That would never happen.

      I clenched my teeth together. I looked right at Lisbeth as a sanctimonious smile spread her lips. “Yes, my dear Grace, she is indeed my… assistant.”

      Lisbeth pretended to drop something, and she turned her back to Grace. She made deadly eye contact with me and whispered slave instead.

      I straightened.

      I hoped the indenturing spell would be sufficient to control Lisbeth. But who knew? It seemed the more time I spent with her, the more she understood how to push back against me.

      “I… I… see. Winchester, you simply must come. Even… if you must bring her,” Grace faltered then returned to staring at me earnestly, more tears shimmering against her eyelashes. “My mother—” she ended abruptly and swung her terrified, wide eyes down to her hands. She assessed them, perhaps mentally recounting how many things she owed her mother.

      I wanted to believe I knew every single thing about Grace. And I suppose I knew all that mattered. But was that my arrogant mind talking? She had always seemed like such an enigma. A pleasant one, indeed. With that pretty face of hers and her startling eyes, she was a mystery I longed to stare upon. But mysteries still hide secrets, don’t they?

      “Let’s go. One mustn’t linger when a crime has been committed. The evidence may be trampled.” Lisbeth, without a single word from me, went to sail through the door.

      I longed to reach out, grab her hand, and hold her in place, but she was too quick. As she shifted past me, so very light on her feet, it was like having a peregrine falcon negotiate around one, I saw her eyes. I would assume they’d be glittering with glee at the fact that she could finally get one up on me. Instead, they were focused forward. She looked focused, determined, and as if nothing would get in her way. A fearsome combination indeed, and one that made me shake in my boots.

      I reluctantly grabbed my hat and jacket. I put them on. Then I realized something. I wasn’t in the same clothes I’d worn to the palace. Lord knows where they were, but that was not the point. As I placed a hand flat on my jacket, my fingers trembling as I went to button it up, I slid my terrified gaze over to Lisbeth.

      Perhaps she knew what I was thinking. Or perhaps, as always, she was ready to torture me, but she smiled once. It was not an engaging move, even though it seemed to light up most of her face.

      I ground my teeth together, promised that one day I would be free of this woman, and hurried after Grace.

      She did not live far away. So why did the walk through the darkening streets of town feel interminable?

      I could answer my own question. It was because my senses were too alert. Perhaps they had sharpened after my injury. Perhaps Lisbeth had done something to me. Though I wanted to believe the indenturing spell would’ve ensured it wasn’t anything too nasty. She may have slipped me some witch potion to make me heal faster, though. Could that be having an effect on my senses? Or did I simply not understand the biological reason for my rushing nerves, trembling heart, and feisty breath? Perhaps I would understand soon. For perhaps they were nothing more than a prelude to what was to come.

      We reached Arlene’s house. Grace stood on the doorstep, wringing her hands as she searched for the key. She soon pulled out a large brass affair.

      Lisbeth peered over my shoulder. “That has strong witch enchantments on it. But it is weak. It does not appear to have been cleaned in a long time.”

      “You’ll speak only when—” I began in a deadly tone.

      Grace turned around after unlocking the door and pushing it open with a dainty, lace-gloved hand. “My mother didn’t think it was a good idea to clean either the locks or the keys in this house. She believed the master within the wood didn’t like it.”

      I went to snort. And that would be when Lisbeth simply moved past me. She settled a hand on the wood. To do that, her arm brushed mine. She either did not notice, or she did not care.… It was the latter, wasn’t it? I became ramrod straight as the bare flesh of her upper wrist slid close to my own, and she simply closed her eyes and focused on the task at hand. “Interesting. I’ve never met a full house spirit. Just what kind of witch was your mother? She must’ve been very strong.”

      Grace beamed slightly, but it couldn’t last. She was remembering a painful detail, and Lisbeth, the oaf, had walked her straight into that trap.

      “My mother was one of the strongest witches in the city. She comes from a very important lineage,” Grace said with a somewhat broken tone.

      “Where was she originally from? The mountains, the sea? The caves?”

      I really did snort now. It was easier, because this was Lisbeth and not Grace.

      And Lisbeth, once more, smoothly and efficiently ignored me. To efficiently ignore someone, you must be well practiced at it. Because you must not even look their way, let alone react in any way to what they’ve said.

      Was I a speck of dust to this witch? Was I of no significance whatsoever?

      And had that indifference spread over to Grace? Because, for the first time since she had come to me in a flood of tears, she locked her hands together, wrung them tightly, and smiled widely. I had longed for so many days to see that smile bestowed upon me. Now it was bestowed upon the oaf I’d enslaved.

      “She comes from the caves. There aren’t many witches who still speak like that. Where are you from?” Grace enquired.

      Lisbeth went to answer. And perhaps she had a scrap of pride about her past. Not, of course, that the street urchin deserved it. But then her lips stiffened. And my eyes opened wider in interest.

      Ah, another secret, then? Lisbeth seemed to be full of them. When this was over, I would barrel her up against the wall and demand through the spell that she tell me all about herself.

      That cruel plan brought a certain kind of smile to my lips, not that I would show it. I pressed them closed in a grim line and nodded at Grace. “Do you know where your mother was taken from?”

      Grace didn’t get the chance to answer.

      Lisbeth turned quickly. “I sense something from the kitchen. It’s disrupted earth magic. Now you’ve told me she comes from a cave, it makes sense.”

      “How rude,” I growled. “Arlene is no cave dweller.”

      “Be patient, Winchester. It is how old witches speak. And it’s how my mother spoke, too,” Grace began, but then her face descended with grief as she realized she’d spoken in the past tense.

      Lisbeth marched away.

      I wanted to grab her back. Who was I kidding? I wanted to take back time while I was still there and never meet this woman.

      A woman, I had to remind myself, who’d met me and not the other way around.

      I still didn’t know what she’d been up to in Wintersmith’s crypt. Nor why she had come upon me in my ritual room. My questions about Lisbeth kept mounting and mounting. And it was the only reason I couldn’t pay as much attention to Grace as I ought.

      We walked to the kitchen, and there, Lisbeth, pretending she was some kind of detective – despite how foolish it was – got to work. She slid her fingers over the kitchen bench, locked her tongue against her palate, and appeared to concentrate as hard as she possibly could. Would her brain be ejected out of the back of her skull? I certainly hoped it would. Watching her like this was ridiculous.

      But it gave me time with Grace. There was something I longed to ask. And it was there, dancing on the tip of my tongue, trying to push its way out, trying to clothe itself in syllables so it didn’t look so darn vulnerable. “Grace,” I said haltingly as close to the door as I could so Lisbeth couldn’t hear.

      It was my tone. It had to be. Grace, who hadn’t minded standing so close to me before, suddenly pushed to the side.

      She looked at me once. “My mother, Winchester,” she reminded me in a low tone, “my mother is missing.”

      “Are we quite sure she was kidnapped? What if she ran before she could be?” Lisbeth suddenly asked.

      Enough. I was done with letting Lisbeth play games with Grace’s heart. For, at the very suggestion of that, Grace’s eyes widened with delighted shock. “Do you think there’s a possibility—”

      “Enough of this. She is nothing more than an assistant.” I shoved a hand out. Though playing with Ley lines would be unlikely to assist me, I started interacting with them anyway. Not obviously, that said. I threw my hands up. I gathered together what looked like simple strands of air and started sifting through them.

      Grace, as always when I practiced magic, seemed so utterly absorbed. Lisbeth, on the other hand, rudely crossed her arms – something she was so very good at – and leaned back against the kitchen bench. She stared right at me.

      One of these days, I would pull her aside and remind her how a lady acted. Until then….

      There. There were dead energies in the room, after all.

      Dear God. Had Arlene been murdered?

      The energies… were not that thick. But the Ley lines certainly had been disrupted. What else could it suggest?

      There was almost something on the tip of my tongue. A foul creature I had read about. Once. A long time ago. Now I had to battle through the fog of memory to draw the recollection up once more.

      Right, that’s it. I had it. Half-ghosts. Dark magic, indeed. To create a half-ghost, one had to suspend life at the moment of death. Indefinitely. And the only way to do that was with some of the foulest magic around.

      I did not want to visibly react in case Grace took it as a bad sign.

      I quickly had to remind myself I also didn’t have any evidence. Something called a half-ghost must’ve been here. But did that mean it had kidnapped Arlene?

      “Have you found anything? Winchester, you’ve gone awfully quiet. What is it?”

      “I believe she was kidnapped—” I began.

      Lisbeth turned around quickly as if she had given me a test and I had just failed. “And I am quite certain that she has run away. No doubt forces came to kidnap her. But she managed to leave.”

      Grace clearly had no clue who to believe. Because Grace clearly had no idea how very treacherous Lisbeth was.

      I locked my gaze with her. If I’d possessed horns, I would’ve locked those with her, too. I let a guttural growl slide from my lips. I directed it at Lisbeth, but Grace was surprised. “Lisbeth—” I began.

      Lisbeth simply threw a hand my way, opened the palm wide in a dismissive attempt to stop me, and proceeded to get down on her knees. She locked her palm hard against the floor. In doing so, she angled the bust line of her dress down, and I… never mind. Never you mind, because as Lisbeth practiced just the slightest charge of magic, she revealed something.

      Magic leaves different evidence depending on what kind of magic was cast. It was why it was so easy – admittedly for someone like me – to detect dark magic. I could interact with the Ley lines. But beyond that, I could also guess which other forces had been cast by making a diligent assessment of the effect they’d had on their environment.

      Somehow either Lisbeth had already known there was magical residue on the floor, or she’d taken a lucky guess.

      Grace really did gasp now, and it was deep and reverberating. “That’s tunneling magic.”

      “Yes, it is. It’s evidence that somebody cast a space defiance spell here recently. Is your mother quite strong, Grace?”

      Grace nodded. “As I already said, she’s one of the best witches in the city.”

      “Then let us go after her. She must be in danger.”

      Grace opened her eyes wide and nodded in terror but acceptance, too.

      And I just stood there for a little too long with an empty mind. My head ought to have been filled with all of the things that Lisbeth was doing wrong. But instead, I watched her as her brow was marked with concentration, as the tiniest glimmer of sweat picked up on her temple and slid down to her lips. She practiced hard magic, but she didn’t shake, and she did not cry out.

      Soon enough, she had pumped enough magic into the floor to start to initiate the spell. But then her arm started to falter.

      “Oh, this is terrible,” Grace said. “What if the spell departs? She doesn’t have the power, Winchester. What are you doing standing there? Help your assistant.”

      Never in my life had Grace ever given me an order.

      And perhaps never in my life had I stood there so uselessly when yes, I could do something.

      I rushed over. I won’t admit to you how easy it was, how much my limbs knew how to do this. They pumped easily as if running to Lisbeth’s side when I was called was something I was made for.

      I threw myself down to my knee and rather unkindly shouldered Lisbeth out of the way, but not completely. She locked her defiant gaze on me but did not bite back. She nodded at the flickering, weak magic as if to say we could stow our war until afterward.

      Indeed. I had magic to practice.

      I honestly didn’t know what medicinal supplements Lisbeth had slipped me whilst I had been convalescing, but whatever they were, I felt stronger now than I had in some time. It only took one hand down on the floor for me to call my magic and sink it into the disappearing spell.

      Just before it could flee completely to disperse into the ground deep below the foundations, I reignited it. Fire chased from my fingers into the stones, and it lit up every single crack, illuminating them as if one was searching for the secret of life. This was not the secret of my life, but maybe the secret of Grace’s. As we finally recharged the spell and a tunnel opened beneath our feet, Grace rushed over.

      She grabbed my arm. She fixed her fingers in tightly. “If my mother is out there, we must find her, and we must save her before they get to her. Oh, please, Winchester, tell me you will help me.”

      I looked at Grace. When had I ever not helped her? I had always been by her side, but she had chosen another. And yet, in her time of greatest need, she had not called on my brother, had she? Maybe Bram was busy. Or, more likely, from the truly desperate glint in Grace’s eye, Bram could not do this for her.

      I found myself quite startled by Grace’s proximity. Lisbeth, as always, however, simply took the lead. She rucked up her skirts, didn’t even bother to practice illuminating magic, and proceeded to shove down the stairs. There could be booby traps. The spell may not have offered structural integrity. There was many a reason, in other words, to take a cautious approach.

      Lisbeth McQuarrie would kick cautious in the teeth, throw it to the side, and run when she wanted to. Which was precisely what she did now. She was soon out of sight, her clicking heels the last thing I could hear.

      I tore my gaze off Grace. It was faster than I’d ever managed it before. “Lisbeth,” I growled.

      “I’ll rush ahead. I’m the only witch here. I’m best placed to understand what I’m dealing with.”

      “You will not,” I said. I rushed off after her, and in that moment, I could not appreciate in doing so, I left Grace behind.

      She did follow, but that wasn’t the point. This was a delicate situation, and I ought to take the opportunity to be by her side. Instead, one hand on my hat, securing it to my head, I growled and raced after my indentured instead. “There could be traps.”

      “It would be an unlucky man who finally learned how to trap me,” she said snidely under her breath so it couldn’t carry to Grace.

      Indeed – indeed. Never a truer word was said.

      I did not slow down. These stairs were deep. They were cut of the earth, too, not by a skilled craftsman’s hands. It meant they quickly became compounded dirt. One could slip easily. There were also gnarled tree roots pushing at the edges of the tunnel. They could catch one’s arm and overbalance them. There were myriad ways to fall.

      So I should turn and take care of Grace behind me. Instead, I rushed forward until I finally reached Lisbeth’s side. “You will not hurry ahead. We do not know what’s out there.”

      “You must go back to Grace, Winchester,” Lisbeth said. She paused – the longest she had ever paused in my presence – and she looked into my eyes. “With your brother not here, who else will look after her?”

      I saw knowledge dance through her stare.

      The deep kind of knowing one gets when they’ve actually learned some fact and haven’t just guessed it.

      How… did Lisbeth know that Grace belonged to my brother? More to the point, how did she know I had feelings for her?

      Yes, Lisbeth could’ve guessed, but this didn’t feel like an assumption.

      “Winchester,” Grace said, voice soft, “it’s quite dark. I think I might—”

      I heard her trip before she could finish her sentence.

      I whirled around faster than I thought I’d ever moved. But strangely my body was trying to tell me I had moved yet faster recently.

      I thought… I caught a flash of someone moving toward me in peach taffeta. It was a curious spark of a recollection I did not have time to sort through. For I caught Grace with magic.

      She fell against my chest.

      For a blinking moment, my heart gave up. It reminded me how much I longed for her.

      I should’ve paid more attention to my indentured. For in the time it took me to straighten Grace and stow my longing for her, Lisbeth was already out of sight. For I was about to learn something very important about Lisbeth McQuarrie. You never turned your back on her. For Lisbeth was not the kind to ever stop.
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      I would let him waste his time with that Grace character.

      If she really was engaged to his brother, then it seemed like quite a trap indeed.

      But I was starting to learn something about Winchester. He appeared smart on paper. He certainly did not act smart when push came to shove.

      And… this would sound rather naughty, but technically I had shoved Grace. Just a little. With the slightest amount of magic. And I’d done it knowing that Winchester would be there to catch her.

      That left me free to forge ahead to fight the enemies. Because yes, there were enemies. Did you remember how I had just finished telling you that Winchester was rather stupid in real life?

      He’d been surprised that I’d found this tunnel. He had never, however, asked if anyone else had found the tunnel.

      I’d watched him when he’d interacted with Ley lines earlier. I knew that he had detected a dead creature. I’d quickly recognized that the exact way the Ley lines were bending had suggested a half-ghost. It made perfect sense considering what I’d been up against recently.

      But where had the half-ghost gone? Simple. Down here, through the underground tunnel.

      I did not honestly know if Arlene had managed to escape her foes. But I could tell you the enemy was still down here.

      And it would be up to me to forge ahead, find them first, and dispatch them.

      Fortunately, this tunnel branched into multiple paths. But just as fortunately, most of them didn’t lead anywhere. They were dead ends.

      I could tell that without running down them quite easily. All I had to do was let my magic branch out for me instead.

      I was not a cave dweller myself. But I was a firmly rooted earth witch, and at the end of the day, we were quite similar. So it was easy enough to read the magic of this tunnel.

      As, fortunately, it was easy enough for me to use my dead magic to recognize a half-ghost was nearby.

      The last time I’d fought, it had been terribly hard.

      I had gotten out by the skin of my teeth. I’d also possessed a soul crystal.

      I had gathered another before I left Wintersmith. Considering current circumstances in the city with the new king, it behooved me to be prepared at all times.

      I did not intend to use the soul crystal, that said. I was quite determined to learn how to fight without them.

      Now I knew that half-ghosts hunted in packs and one could bamboozle them by breaking their ability to communicate, I would try that. And if it didn’t work? I would try something else. You were about to learn that once I had a target, I went after it with everything I had until I found the most efficient way around it.

      And that, eventually, would include Winchester. I did not care what Wintersmith had promised. He might think there was no way around the indenturing spell. I would most definitely find one.

      As I surged ahead, I hoped Winchester would be a good boy and look after Grace. There was… now, I did not quite know how to say this, and it was taking some time to put it into words, but there was a slight chance that he would leave her and come after me instead.

      I knew he trusted the indenturing spell to stop me from telling his enemies who he was.

      But any excuse to get close to me, he seemed to take.

      I shivered slightly. It only encouraged me to race forward faster.

      And finally, I knew I got closer to my first half-ghost. I rolled my sleeves up as far as they would go. I hooked my skirts up. I was much fonder of fighting in trousers, but I didn’t have access to them.

      I’d already tied a length of ribbon around my wrist.

      I grasped it out now, fashioning trousers for myself as best as I could. It would be much easier to be athletic in them. And trust me, I would need my skills.

      I raced around the corner. I could feel the dark, dense energies of a half-ghost. It had detected movement, but it had no clue what it was about to fight.

      It looked at me once, opened its mouth wide, and went to cry out. I would not let it. If it made even the slightest noise, it would call Winchester to me.

      I climbed the wall. Not with my hands, mind you, but with my feet and magic. As it burst around my ankles, it gave me the speed required to launch up. I flipped behind the half-ghost. While I certainly had this agility, I hadn’t shown it in some time. The pressure of knowing that Winchester was right there behind me and could discover me at any moment was pushing me to new heights.

      I shoved into the half-ghost from behind. Its face was hardly made to register human expressions, but I could still see its shock. The surprised emotion widened its brow, opened its mouth, and saw it let out half a hiss before I finished up my attack by elbowing it in the stomach.

      It was thrown to the side.

      So far, I had been the only one to fight. It was the half-ghost’s turn now.

      It, like one of the ghosts I fought in the palace, possessed a weapon. I suddenly saw something flash from my side. There was the color of gold, a glimpse of sharp steel, and something swept toward me.

      I couldn’t afford to be attacked. If I was cut, it might damage the dress – and mark my words, the sharp-eyed Winchester would notice.

      But I would be cut. There was no way around this attack. It was too strong and too quick.

      I had to make a very fast mental calculation.

      I could either sacrifice my hand, or my ankle. Only one could be hidden by my dress.

      I kicked out, wincing all the way, knowing how much this would hurt. And hurt it did. For as the dagger sliced across my flesh, it brought exquisite pain in its wake. This was not some mere cut. Magic darted into my flesh. With alacrity, it tried to tear me down. It was clearly laced with some kind of poison.

      If I allowed it to move further through me, I would crumple.

      We earth witches always had special ways. Especially when we were connected to the earth as deeply as I was now. I might’ve hated the tunnels of the palace, but that’s because they had been manufactured without witch magic in mind. One of my sisters in force, however, had constructed this tunnel, and it gave me ready access to the magic within.

      I stamped my foot down. At the same time, I practiced quick magic to distract the half-ghost from attacking once more. Splaying my fingers out wide, the thumb almost detaching from my wrist, I pulsed force forward in a wave. It created a mist-like effect. While the half-ghost certainly had senses beyond an ordinary human’s, it still relied on sight. And I discombobulated it for a few seconds. It gave me the time to connect to the dirt. I called it up into my body with nothing more than a directed hiss of breath.

      The dirt wrapped itself around my ankle. It pushed into my blood. And before you could shudder back in fear, wondering if that was the worst thing I could do, it drew the poison back before it could climb my leg higher.

      It still weakened me up until the point where the poison was stripped back at my shin.

      I would be able to move around it, but sometime soon, I would have to return to Winchester’s abode and apply the correct potions. That was for the future. And this was still the deadly present.

      I had claimed that I would fight this half-ghost without using my soul crystal, but as it slashed toward me and I saw poison splatter out of the tip of the dagger, I wondered how sound a plan that was.

      We can back ourselves into a corner by foolishly giving ourselves challenges we are not yet prepared for.

      That sounded like the kind of thing Winchester would do. And I was quite different from him, correct?

      Perhaps not. For even as my hand had a chance to stray toward the soul crystal in my pocket, I ignored it.

      I thrust forward, angling my elbow up and out. I struck the half-ghost satisfyingly in its throat. It gurgled, but this was hardly a finishing move for a creature who didn’t ultimately need to breathe.

      When I’d come into this fight, I’d assumed it would be easy. For all I would have to do was find the communication strand connecting it to its brethren and snap it. But there wasn’t one. For it fought on its own.

      I had sifted through the Ley lines since the start of the fight, but none appeared to be useful. In other words – in other words—

      I heard footsteps. It was hurried, and I just knew I detected Winchester’s breath.

      Darn it. He’d found the correct path too soon.

      Seconds. I had seconds to fight, and I would use them to win.

      I thrust forward. I didn’t roar, even though my rage wanted to drag the greatest scream up from my gullet. I forced all of that excess energy into the tips of my fingers. I thought only of what I had done when I had exorcised this creature’s brethren. The exact moment, in fact. I let that memory rage through me, calling out loudly as if it were attempting to speak to heaven itself.

      And that great rush of energy plucked something new from my fingertips. It was as if it had the singular power to thrust back a special door in my mind.

      The half-ghost attempted to headbutt me, but long before its blunt skull could make contact, its face was forced back.

      I… began to exorcise it without even defeating it first.

      It was a startling moment of pure power. It felt as if I had stripped back a veil that had always covered me.

      I stammered. What a fool.

      “Lisbeth,” I heard Winchester cry out.

      He was close, just around the corner. I didn’t have time. Darn it—

      Just before Winchester could appear, the half-ghost disappeared.

      I hoped it didn’t leave evidence.

      But Winchester was too distracted, apparently. I heard Grace crumple over. “Oh, dear. I think… I think I might’ve sprained my ankle.”

      “Grace,” Winchester called out, though I might note he didn’t appear to have as much fear in his voice as he used when he called my name. “Dammit, Lisbeth, wherever you are—”

      I ignored the pain in my ankle, leaned down, patted the point where the ghost had disappeared, ensured there were no disruptive Ley lines, then turned.

      Walking – not hobbling, mind you, despite my injury – I strode around the corridor.

      “Winchester, what is it? Oh dear, has Grace hurt herself?”

      He stared at me with wild eyes. Wild eyes that betrayed a touch of relief. What kind, you could ask. The relief you got when you realized your indentured magical slave hadn’t run off after all? Or a relief… far deeper?

      It was impossible to answer that question, for he soon turned from me, gently clasped up Grace’s hand, and helped her to her feet. She wobbled hard and fell against him.

      His accommodating shoulder was just there. He used it to prop her up, and it brought her close to his engaging smile. “Do not worry, Grace. It appears to be a light injury. If you would… let me clasp it, I could practice magic that will at least help you walk until we can get you to something stronger.”

      I was so drawn in by the way he interacted with her.

      He seemed to have this singular ability to cut away the rest of the world until it was just Grace and him. What… what exactly would that feel like? To be enshrouded by someone’s gaze so much, it elevated you beyond all of your troubles.

      I stood there for far too long. Then I watched Grace nod, and, a gulp pushing out his Adam’s apple, Winchester dropped down to one knee.

      I don’t know what possessed me to do what I did next. There was no stopping it, however.

      I raced over. I crunched down to my own knee. “Let me, Winchester. A woman is always better placed to deal with another woman’s injuries.”

      Winchester shot me a look as I grasped up Grace’s ankle first.

      A look I couldn’t read. A look where his brow compressed but his left lip kinked up in the most uncertain move of all. I wondered if he even knew what it meant.

      “You seem to be quite a competent witch,” Grace stammered half a second later as she got over the confusion of us fighting to help her. “It would only be… appropriate,” she muttered again.

      Winchester got the message, rose, grabbed out his jacket in a neat move, and looked at me. To be fair, his eyes were locked on the back of my neck. I could feel that as if I had suddenly developed some extra sensory organ that could tell when someone’s eyes had locked on me, no matter what part of me they chose to stare at.

      I ignored the uncomfortable attention, even though it took me longer than it usually did. I quickly practiced a solid spell on the lass. Grace would be able to walk easily, and even if she did not get to proper magical and medical attention soon, her ankle would still heal without much complaint.

      I helped her to her feet. I winced, having forgotten my own injury. I soon ignored it. I should’ve paid attention to the fact that Winchester’s eyes had now traveled down my back.

      Before I had come upon him, I’d loosened the ribbon that’d converted my skirts into trousers. I’d fastened it around my wrist. Just a little was visible underneath my sleeve.

      As I turned, intending to take up the lead once more, Winchester grasped it between two fingers, his thumb and forefinger.

      But while one’s hand is best placed to do all of the grabbing in life, when you are very skilled, your eyes can do a far better job. And trust me, Winchester Stone was very skilled indeed.

      I froze.

      He looked down at the strand of fabric then up at my face. “Whatever the devil that is, tie it around your wrist. And, Lisbeth,” he drew close somehow without actually getting any closer to me, as if his power had the ability to reel me in, “do not run ahead again. I will not let you leave my sight, because, Lisbeth,” his eyes darted back to me once before darting away, “remember, you’re mine.”

      Why… I never. Of all of the things… of all of the things he could say, those three little words were the very worst. I was his?

      No. He was mine. My responsibility, my curse, and, if I wasn’t lucky, the very force that would end me.

      Though I could not appreciate this, something was crackling in the dark. Heavy, powerful, ominous, and waiting. We can never tell when Fate has finally caught up with us until it secures its hand around our throat and squeezes.
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        Winchester Stone

      

      

      Lisbeth McQuarrie would be the end of me. I could promise you that easily. My heart was now tied up with her in a way I could not have predicted. Every movement she made – and critically, every time she darted out of my sight – it was as if I had a mild cardiac arrest. I wanted to promise myself it was all because I couldn’t let her share my secrets. What if it was so much more?

      I had to admit, Lisbeth had done a good job with Grace’s ankle. She staggered a bit, but that seemed out of reluctance to believe she was better. Soon enough, she realized she could put weight on her leg just fine. Which meant she removed her hand from my arm. “She’s quite a skilled witch you’ve got there. Where exactly did you find her?”

      I settled my gaze on Lisbeth, who no longer hurried ahead.

      She had her hands in front of her. She walked slowly. A little disjointedly too.

      My gaze darted down her body, but before it could settle anywhere, Grace leaned in. “Winchester, I asked where you found her?”

      I opened my mouth to say Hell. I might not have actually been dancing with the Devil when Lisbeth arrived in my life, but it was an appropriate analogy anyway. I straightened. “We happened to run into one another. She has—”

      “Quite incredible skills,” Grace said, very overcome by this. As her own gaze unashamedly darted down Lisbeth, I wasn’t quite sure what Grace was looking at. Whatever it was, it impressed her greatly.

      That thought repeated in my mind. And as it disappeared, it left a hole for another.

      Grace had prevented me from asking her the most important question I could earlier. Now, however, as we were this close—

      It was almost as if she could read my mind.

      She broke away from me. She showed the strength of Lisbeth’s repair as she strode ahead. “What kind of witch are you, Lisbeth? Where do you ultimately come from?”

      I watched in interest. Would Lisbeth actually tell the truth, though?

      I wondered if I could make her? The churlish thought jumped into my head.

      I secured my fingers around my own wrist, communing with the base of the indenturing spell. If I pumped magic into it, could I force Lisbeth to tell me anything?

      Maybe. But did I want Grace to know those secrets? Definitely not.

      Before I could come through on my threat, I dropped my hand.

      I watched Lisbeth. She tilted her head up. How dare she try to look haughty around Grace, someone who was and always would be far superior to her. “I’m an earth witch,” Lisbeth said proudly.

      “I can see that. You seem quite at home in these tunnels. I don’t imagine you’d ever foolishly trip over and hurt yourself.”

      Lisbeth’s lips twisted up into a slight smile. It was just as she staggered ever so slightly. It was almost impossible to note the move. You would have to be staring at her just as diligently as I did.

      I watched her balance, assessed her stance, and soon realized there was something wrong with her left ankle.

      Before I could do or say anything, Lisbeth threw a hand out. It was a competent, quick move – the warning of someone quite skilled at assessing their environment. I stiffened.

      “There’s something ahead,” Lisbeth said. “Witch magic.” It took her a moment to conclude that.

      And it took me another moment to conclude she was right. Indeed. There was raw, earthy witch magic. I could tell that, because it smelt quite wrong to my trained wizard senses. It was like a master artist coming across a cave painting.

      It was still, however, precisely what we wanted to detect.

      Grace, ignoring the fact she had recently injured herself, rushed off. “Mother? Mother?” she called.

      “Grace,” I snapped as I rushed off after her.

      Lisbeth turned and made momentary eye contact with me.

      My stomach twitched. She was planning something. Again. No doubt she would disappear. Unfortunately, I would have to let her, for Grace was my priority. That did not stop me from leaning close to Lisbeth as I darted past. “Whatever you do, don’t get into any more trouble. Do not reveal my secret. And, Lisbeth?”

      She looked up at me.

      I paused. “Be careful.”

      With that, I darted away, knowing full well that when I was around the corner, Lisbeth would take the opportunity to disappear once more.

      If I had the chance – if life ever settled down sufficiently to try – I would have to look at the dark books I owned and find some way to not just indenture Lisbeth, but to tether her to me. Then again, I imagined even if I secured her to my side, tying her like we were in a blizzard, she would still find some way to dart away for good. For that was who Lisbeth McQuarrie was. She was like a minnow. No. What a tame image. She was like a bird flitting through the sky. Every time you tried to catch her, your fingers would simply slide off her tail.

      She made uncomfortable eye contact with me for the last part. It seemed she’d been ready for an insult. A threat, perchance. Maybe even a wager. Not the simple request that she look after herself.

      And I can’t honestly tell you why it slipped from my lips.

      If there was one thing I could hope for, it was to be free of her. And the only way for that to occur would be for Lisbeth to take her final breath.

      But the mere thought could not go far. It reached my mind, struck a block, and fell back down.

      For, perhaps instinctively, I knew one thing. If Lisbeth McQuarrie were to fall, I, Winchester Stone, would fall soon afterward.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      I stood there for a little too long – and by that, I meant for half a second longer than I ought. Stood there, because my heart did treacherous things in my chest. It fluttered as if it were flying about in a storm.

      Not a storm of clouds and weather. A storm of rather riotous sensations and deep confusion.

      Why would Winchester, the brute, care if I hurt myself? Surely he would want me to be permanently severed from his side by the most permanent act of all?

      The confusion… the confusion simply wasn’t worth it, and I needed to take this opportunity. For I believed I had finally found Arlene.

      I could lead everyone to her.

      Something told me not to.

      My natural suspicion? Perhaps more.

      I’d already told you at length that we witches had intuition we could not always control.

      I rushed back down the tunnel. I’d sensed something a length ago. I ran to the correct section. I will admit that my heart was in my mouth, battering away, beating so hard, I thought that it would rip a hole right through my torso.

      I kept turning back to where Winchester had taken Grace.

      Lord knows where they would go, but I was confident they would not come across any more enemies. I had dispatched the only half-ghost in these tunnels.

      But who knew what would happen when I found Arlene?

      I located the correct section of the wall and didn’t hesitate as I slammed my palm against it. Energy crackled from me into the stone. It was freely given, and it was freely received.

      I felt it sink down through the cracks in the rock, reigniting the old spell that had created them in the first place. With a deep shudder that jumped into my teeth and rattled through my skull, the wall was peeled back like curtains.

      I did not throw myself in, for I was not that stupid. Grace had proudly proclaimed that there was no witch like her mother in the kingdom. I had chosen to ignore that as bluster. What a mistake. For the magic that broke around me as I took a hesitant step into a dark room felt as if it had come from Nature herself.

      I kept my hands out, open wide in a placating motion. I did not know if that would help me. This woman didn’t know me.

      The door closed behind me. Or at least the wall.

      I had not chosen to make that happen.

      I heard the hiss of a long, drawn-out breath. It rattled, and that was not a good sign.

      My fear quickly turned to something else. I rushed forward. This room was perilously dark. That didn’t mean I couldn’t identify a chair right in front of me. My sharpened senses could feel the air moving around it. And the primary movement of air came from the rattling, wheezing hiss of somebody on the edge of death.

      I dropped down to my knee in front of the chair, and finally I saw a little light. It rimmed an old woman’s pupils.

      It was brilliant magic. Or at least once had been. Now it was ebbing and dying like an old ocean drying up on fast forward.

      A hand reached out and clutched the side of my face. “Witch,” the voice said. “Dead witch,” it added.

      I tried to buck back. I hadn’t practiced any magic. So this woman must’ve been watching me.

      “Don’t move, child. I can sense you because I know your kind.”

      “Know… know my kind? You’re Arlene, aren’t you? Are you a dead witch too? I know there’s another in the kingdom.”

      “It’s fallen on your shoulders, has it? Are they broad enough? How much can you carry? How much can your heart afford to lose?” The old woman was on the edge of death. Her magic and will helped her hold on, but both were rapidly depleting.

      She suddenly clutched my shoulders as if checking my measurements. As if, with her mere fingers, she could actually find out how much my petite form could carry.

      “How much will you be willing to lose in the end?” she asked again through a rattling gasp.

      “Lose?” I finally questioned, voice, which was usually as strong as an ox around Winchester, crumbling into dust before this woman’s prying touch.

      I wasn’t speaking about her hands as they groped my cheeks and shoulders, as they tried to figure out what I could lose and what I could not. I meant her witch senses. I could feel them penetrating my defenses as they attempted to find out exactly what I was worth.

      “The curse rises. Can you feel it? For it can feel you. And it will try to crush you long before you have a chance to sink it.”

      She grabbed the side of my face. Do not ask how she had the strength to do this, but she turned my head down, and there was no way, even with magic and a soul stone, I could fight her.

      I was forced to stare at the rough dirt beneath me. It stained my taffeta dress slightly, but that was not the point. There was wriggling energy within, rising from some dark space underneath the kingdom.

      I’d heard about the curse. I believed, once or twice, I’d even heard the actual curse manifesting slowly from beneath. This was the first time I had viscerally felt it. And make no mistake, these sensations could not be denied. And nor could they be buried. For they were the exact opposite of what it was to bury in the first place.

      As a dead witch, I was uniquely placed to detect the rising energies of death. And they lapped at my heels now. I could see worms rising and falling through the dirt as they desperately attempted to get away from the curse. But they could not. Some of them… oh, it was horrid, but some of them even caught fire and wriggled into dust.

      I gasped. I couldn’t pull back. She wouldn’t let me. “The curse rises again. And this time, I fear there may be no stopping it. Only you can try. But you will be the first witch to sink it. And you will be the first to ever have a chance of truly defeating it. All others have simply shoved it back down, re-burying it like a body that refuses to rot. You,” she hissed, anchoring her hand on my shoulder and using it as purchase to drag her wizened lips close to my ear, “must remove it from the ground for good. You must break it down so it can be recycled. You must buy this kingdom a permanent chance and not simply a few more years.”

      I trembled like I never had before. Emotions, pure and strong, unbidden as if they came from a past life, rose within me.

      They were anathema to my personality. To the glib way I faced my trials. They were what one should really feel if they had a task like this thrust upon their shoulders.

      One can be big in front of the mirror. For who do you face when you face yourself? One may be big in front of their family or a small group of people. Now expand that. Expand that to everything. Can you be glib when you face your countrymen? Can you be glib when you face the end? Or will you fall on your knees in desperation?

      I fell to my knees now.

      The dying witch continued to grip my face.

      The light… the light of her eyes started to go out. She didn’t have long now. I could see the Ley lines converging on her. They could not sweep her down into the ground yet. She wouldn’t let them.

      Her gaze darted across my face. “To defeat the curse, you must learn everything. Every secret. From the heart of the palace, to the Magical Academy, to back again. Do not let the dark sit in the shadows. This kingdom has buried many skeletons. Let them rise.”

      “Are you… talking about necromancy?” I spluttered.

      She shook her head once. “It’s the opposite. Humans must not raise the dead. But they must raise the dead secrets they have chosen to ignore.” She started to cough. And from the racking way it blasted through her chest, it seemed like she would never get better.

      For she couldn’t. She was about to die. And she was… Grace’s mother.

      I cast my gaze back toward the wall. Shouldn’t I drag Grace in here? Wasn’t it terrible to rob a child of the last moment with a loving parent?

      The old witch knew exactly what I was thinking. She simply used the last of her dwindling energy to sit forward on her seat and grasp my cheeks harder. Her wrinkled thumb pressed hard into my temple.

      She spoke no longer. Irrelevant. She could still communicate with me. But in a far clearer fashion.

      Suddenly I saw a flash, a flash of a book sitting on a velvet plinth. It was so clear, it was like somebody had carved it there inside my mind and then carved it out of my own memories. They’d hacked up every other image of velvet I’d ever seen, of books, too. Then they’d weaved them together using my very emotions to create this… to create this, “Forbidden grimoire,” I stuttered, the words breaking from my lips.

      “Yes. It comes back to the book. You must find it. And you must master the practices within.”

      “But it’s dark magic.”

      “No. It’s life magic. And you will learn that by the time this tale is done.” She suddenly slumped forward.

      I gasped, grabbed her arms, and tried to push her back into her seat, but she still wasted the energy to force a hand to lock against my face. She stared into my eyes. “I’m transferring the energy over to you to activate the book. But you must be careful. You must learn how to practice. Or your enemies, if they find out you have this skill, will practice through you. Remember, strength is only your own when you wield it.”

      “Your daughter must see you before you die. You—”

      “My daughter isn’t—”

      She got that far but no further. I saw the Ley lines around her. I had never seen them in a display quite this impressive.

      It was as if they had gathered at the sight of a great historical moment, as if they were mere spectators. They converged over the old woman as she took one final breath. It wheezed. It shook back and forth in her throat. Then she slumped against me, dead.

      With wide, tear-filled eyes, I watched the Ley lines dart toward her.

      I had never… I had never seen a sight more somber yet more impressive. For as the Ley lines surged through her, they surged into me.

      I didn’t realize what was happening until the Ley lines dragged something from the old dead woman’s body and forced it into my chest.

      I would’ve screamed, but something grasped hold of my throat. The same power that now surged from her into me. Again my eyes were forced closed, and once more, I saw that forbidden tome. It danced there in front of my face as if all I had to do to make it manifest was grasp it. But the real book was far out of my reach.

      Yet I now had the means to open it.

      My head was thrust back. I knew light rimmed my eyes. The same illumination that had danced in the old lady before she had passed.

      She slumped off me as my hands fell from her shoulders, and soon, I slumped to the side.

      My eyes closed. My mind… began to empty out. All my dreams, all my glib fights.

      Whereas once I had been able to face this world with feisty defiance, I felt this deep, deep goading need.

      This… need to finally fight for something more than myself.

      I locked a hand on my chest, and the first tear of many slid down my cheek.

      The first tear of many….

      As I closed my eyes, as I momentarily blacked out, the magic too strong to face, I remembered what the old woman had said. Before this was through, I would have to find out what I could sacrifice and what I could not. And the only way to find that out would be by losing.

      My only hope was that I would not lose everything by the time this tale was done.
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      I did not want to admit this, but I was quite worried.

      Lisbeth had disappeared. Not before I’d given her a warning, mind you. A rather… heartfelt one.

      I kept turning over my shoulder, hoping that she would come back from whatever journey she had been on.

      She did not. Instead, I ran hand-in-hand with Grace.

      But I could no longer distinctly feel her mother’s witch energies as strongly. In fact, they were diminishing. Quickly.

      If I were a witch, I would inaccurately conclude from that limited information that Arlene had either disappeared or… disappeared from this earthly plane for good.

      Maybe Grace could sense something anyway, despite the fact she had no magic to speak of. Tears rushed from her eyes. “Where is mother? Oh, Winchester, I can’t help but feel something terrible is about to happen. If only I was stronger. If only I could have stepped in sooner and stopped him.”

      She suddenly clasped her face. Her eyes filled with tears.

      I reached forward, stiff.

      Stiff and cold. “Who? Grace? Who do you mean by him?”

      She froze, startled by what she’d revealed.

      She quickly shook her head. Then her bottom lip shuddered out. “You know what is at stake. Help me find my mother. Please.”

      “I… I have no idea where your mother is. But her energies are… dispersing,” I admitted, voice shooting up with fear. “But Grace, what do you mean by him?”

      I reached out to her, but she batted my hand back like a frightened cat.

      She stared at me. My words somehow focused her attention. For a woman who had no magic, she suddenly turned in the direction of where I felt those dispersing energies. She ran.

      “No. No. Not like this,” she muttered.

      “Grace?”

      We ran around a corner.

      And there, lying on her side, in the middle of the tunnel, as if she had been attacked, was Lisbeth.

      Grace went to run right past her.

      My heart leapt into my throat. I went to call Lisbeth’s name but simply couldn’t. I rushed down to one knee. I grasped up Lisbeth’s face. I turned her around.

      My indenturing spell would’ve told me if she was dead. Surely?

      I had played a game in my head, wondering how easy it would be to get rid of her. Now—

      Slowly, her eyes opened. Thank the Lord. She was alive.

      She looked up into my eyes. And Lisbeth McQuarrie – the unruliest witch I had ever met – cried a single tear. It was a truly mournful affair, and I could track it as it shimmered against her short eyelashes, tumbled down her cheek, and fell against my thumb.

      I did not think I had ever been more still than I was in that moment. It was as if time itself had reached in, grasped hold of its seconds within me, and held them to the spot. All so I could heed this moment. All so I could not turn away from it. And all so my eyes could lock on Lisbeth’s for as long as they needed.

      You must be careful about what you stare at. The eyes are the seat of the soul. And Lisbeth’s drew me in.

      Grace took several terrified steps away, then turned back. “Where is she?” she shrieked. “Where’s my mother? Where is my mother?” Grace pleaded. She went to grab Lisbeth’s shoulders.

      But I would not let her. I… would not let her. I grasped Grace’s hand before it could stray close. Was it a rough move? No. Was it a direct move? … Yes.

      She was so wrapped up in her emotions, she didn’t even notice. “Where’s my mother? Where—”

      “Through there. I think…” Lisbeth began, but a wave of nausea must’ve struck her, because she grasped her mouth and crumpled forward.

      Her skirts were rucked up. I saw her leg. It was black from poison.

      What the devil had she done to herself?

      I let Grace race ahead. It was just down the tunnel. She took a left, then gasped. Her footsteps soon disappeared. She went into a room. I heard all of this. Instead of running after her, all I did was settle my hand on Lisbeth’s shoulder and stare directly into her face.

      She pressed the back of her hand against her mouth and met my gaze – for all of about half a second. Then she closed her eyes.

      “What did you do?” I asked, voice coming out as a stuttering growl. I had shown many emotions over the past several days, but nothing like this. You could take the rest of my life combined, but I had never displayed an ire quite as intense. For I couldn’t describe nor control the feelings that surged through me. They picked up in my chest as if a great godly hand had grasped them. Then said hand had expanded them on the level of the universe and tried to cram them back into my gullet. It simply couldn’t hold them all. So more spilled out of my lips as I demanded, “What happened?”

      She looked away. I saw another tear shimmering down her face. It cut an erratic path over her cheek. They were stiff, and she didn’t seem to have the ability to release her tension.

      Finally I was torn away from her when I heard Grace gasp and fall over.

      Reluctantly, I left Lisbeth behind as I shot down the hallway, saw an open door, and moved within. Instantly, I knew someone was dead, even though I could not see them. There was a high-backed leather chair on the opposite side of the room. It was too large to note if anybody was slumped within. But did a dead practitioner like me really need to walk around and face a corpse to know it was there? The first and perhaps last thing that struck me were the Ley lines silently moving through the air. They were like a quiet dirge.

      I had seen complex lines before, but never ones as complex as this. It seemed the very earth was sad and grieving for what it had lost. Even though technically, it was about to gain, for the earth is the ultimate destination of all who die.

      I silently walked over.

      Grace fell down to her knees and wept. She clutched her mother’s hand.

      I stared across at her.

      “Who did this? Your assistant—” Grace began.

      I settled a hand on Grace’s arm before she could jump to such a ridiculous conclusion. And while I was willing to pin many a crime on Lisbeth’s small shoulders, this was not one I would dare thrust upon her. “Your mother died of natural causes. It seems she has used too much magic.”

      “You can’t know that for sure.”

      Slowly and very respectfully, I grasped up the old woman’s left wrist. I twisted it around and revealed her veins to her daughter. They were still fat from stagnant force.

      A practitioner, especially when they are older and desperate, can accidentally waste away the rest of their years by practicing too much magic. You would think a witch as wise as Arlene would know not to. But it must’ve been a testament to just how serious this situation was. All I could do was think of the plinth where the forbidden book had once rested. Had her enemies – my brother, I quickly decided, knowing it was pointless to play games with myself – really wanted this witch to unlock the book? Now she was dead… they would have no chance, correct?

      Cold thoughts, but someone had to think them.

      Grace continued to cry.

      I longed to leave her, longed to get back to Lisbeth, but I soon heard her moving down the corridor.

      She appeared, one hand at first, clutched around the doorway. Her fingers tightly squeezed in, but they were so very pallid and sickly, it looked as if the last of her blood had been pumped into them.

      She moved around the doorway and leaned against the wall.

      She looked at me. Once. Then Lisbeth, arguably the strongest character I had ever met, quickly darted her gaze off, locked it on the wall, and tried hard not to cry.

      It is one thing playing a vicious game of insults with somebody who can bite back. It’s quite another when you see a tender side of their character.

      If you had asked me, I would’ve confidently told you Lisbeth McQuarrie was as cold as the moon. Now….

      “You can’t let her cry like that. Not here. That… witch,” Lisbeth shook as she said that, “was running from something. There’s no guarantee it isn’t still in the tunnels.”

      My gaze sharpened. I had once been in the army. And I had received many a medal. I’d been quite proud of my strategic learnings, too. And I’d often used them. So tell me why I had not thought of that? Tell me why I had automatically assumed that our enemies had not breached this tunnel?

      It seemed statistically likely they hadn’t. But when it came to statistics, especially when they pertained to my brother, they were often useless. For Bram was always working in the dark, gathering resources unseen.

      I stiffened. Warning taken and understood, I grasped up Grace’s arm tenderly. “We must go.”

      “But my mother—”

      “You’re not going to want to hear this, Winchester,” Lisbeth said. She looked like she wanted to push away from the wall, but she clearly didn’t have the balance. She remained there, every single rocking breath driving her shoulders harder into the roughly hewn dirt. This room most definitely had been created by a cave witch, even though I did not like that term. While it had the chair and a few other comforts, that was it. If I allowed Lisbeth to remain against the wall, shaking that hard, soon enough, she’d bring the ceiling down atop her head. And Lisbeth McQuarrie couldn’t do that. For she needed medical attention.

      Before Lisbeth could finish, I looked down at Grace, already fancying I knew what Lisbeth wanted to say. “It is best… if we leave your mother here.”

      “What?” Grace shrieked.

      I winced.

      I was determined to do this, but I did not need to do it alone. Lisbeth found the strength to move off the wall. “Your mother was a cave witch. She created this room for herself for her death—” Lisbeth tried.

      Grace simply shook her head wildly, clutched my arm, fell down to a knee again, and stared up at me, desperation pulsing in her eyes. “She can’t be dead. There must be something you can do, Winchester. Please. There’s got to be something you can do.”

      I looked across at the old woman. She was dead. She did not even have a ghost. Perhaps if she had left some of her spirit behind, I could question her about her attackers, but that was now impossible.

      I slowly pushed down to one knee. I pressed a smile over my lips and locked my attention on Grace – as best as I could as Lisbeth continued to sway out of the corner of my eye.

      “We do not know who was after your mother. But we do know they did not manage to get her. Look, this is a mighty deception, and it is mighty cold, but—”

      “It’s what her mother would’ve wanted,” Lisbeth said quietly. She turned away. She squeezed her eyes closed. She could not stop a single tear from escaping. It trembled along her eyelashes, darted down her cheek, and fell against the rough dirt beneath her.

      I noted all of that when I should’ve been paying attention to Grace. When I should have clutched her harder and shown just how much comfort I could give her.

      Grace sobbed again. But she stopped fighting soon enough. At the mention of her mother’s enemies, maybe she appreciated what was truly at stake. If they required her mother to activate the forbidden tome, then… this was necessary.

      Slowly, I pushed an arm underneath Grace’s shaking elbow and pulled her up. She did not fight. But she did kiss two fingers, reach them out, and lock them against her mother’s brow. “It was too early for you to be taken from me.”

      I regarded Lisbeth. The question played in my eyes. Could she stand on her own?

      I reached toward her.

      She found a way to straighten her back, to take a confident step toward the door. How she found that way, I could not tell. My gaze strayed down to her ankle again. Her skirts had lifted up slightly, and I could see the blackened, poisoned skin. When I had her alone, I would find out exactly what Lisbeth had done. But I would have to be quick about it if I wanted her to be conscious at the time.

      I had to rely on not just my powers, but on Lisbeth’s too. Before we reached the kitchen, she scanned ahead in case there were any more witch traps. We exited up onto the kitchen floor, then Lisbeth turned to close the spell. I reached out, grasped her wrist, and simply looked at her.

      She did so hate it when I manhandled her.

      Right now, she cast her gaze to the left again. I could tell she was busy fighting some monster in her mind, and it had to be significant indeed for it to render the lively Lisbeth quiet like this.

      I had not and never would enjoy our arguments, but I felt their lack – like one might feel the lack of a limb.

      With several quiet, muttered enchantments, I closed off the magical hole in the floor. Then I went about removing all evidence of it. Let the old woman lie in peace. She’d likely created that underground tunnel as her crypt.

      The earth would look after its witch sister now.

      With my arm still under Grace’s, I pulled her through the house.

      “I must… I must talk to you, Winchester,” Grace said when we reached the front door.

      “I am here for you, Grace. Whatever you need, I will strive to provide for you.”

      I meant my words. But, when we really mean something, we pay our full attention to the person we are transmitting our message to. So why, as Lisbeth pressed her shoulders against the wall and closed her eyes, did my mind drift over to her far more than it locked on Grace?

      Grace gripped my arm. “I must go now. I’m sure they’ll start looking for me soon. I will come. Please, do as you said. Help me.”

      With that, she broke away. I limply clutched toward her, but not as much as I moved toward Lisbeth as she pushed off the wall but staggered.

      Grace grasped the door, flung it open, then looked at me once wistfully. In another blink, she was out of sight. I should’ve asked her who was after her. I should’ve done many things. Instead, I simply watched her leave. Then I looked at Lisbeth. “You will tell me—” I began.

      Lisbeth McQuarrie lost consciousness. Just like that. Though I can’t say it was that sudden. Now with a hand on hers, I could see just how fragile she was. I could feel how complex her magic was, too. It was like somebody had poked it with chaos.

      She slumped against me. I did not jerk back or move away. I freely offered my shoulder as I cried, “Lisbeth? Lisbeth?”

      I should have saved my breath. She was out cold.

      I still patted her cheek until my hand stopped, until it slid to a stop.

      She was warm. Her heartbeat appeared to be steady, and she would no doubt survive this. Once I got her to proper medical attention.

      I lifted Lisbeth’s unconscious form up, and though I didn’t want to admit this, she was easy to carry. She was nowhere near as thin as Grace, but for whatever reason, my mind told me Lisbeth McQuarrie was still easier to carry.

      And carry her, I did, all the way home.

      For she was my indentured. I was about to learn, however, that you must be very careful what you tether your horse to. There had never been a cart quite as wild as Lisbeth McQuarrie, and the longer I stayed by her side, the more I would be drawn into her wild troubles.
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      I woke. Oh my, I had such a tremendous headache.

      I blinked. I saw a ceiling above me. That was good enough. It meant I was out of the tunnels. I rolled over, intending to sleep again, but I heard the legs of a chair grating. Someone shifted their weight and rose. And that someone was a stiff-faced, hard-gazed Winchester Stone.

      You know, it took me a moment to remember who he was. For a few startling seconds, he was just a handsome wizard dressed in a lounge coat. Then he slipped his hand into his pocket and withdrew several things.

      One was my mist cloak. He also plucked out a vial of blood, the notebook I’d stolen from him, and… a soul crystal.

      He placed all of them on the bedside table beside me. Then he sat back down. Slowly, as if he had all of the time in the world, he crossed his arms.

      I went to launch out of bed, sure that the game was up. And that’s when I realized I could not launch. For I was still far too weak.

      He did not stop me, even as my ridiculous attempt to escape brought too much blood to my brain. It pounded in my skull, made me woozy, and saw me tip perilously to the side. Winchester Stone simply crossed his arms tighter and stared at me, such a grim frown gripping his lips, it could have digested them. “When you’re done trying to fall unconscious again, Lisbeth, you will explain.”

      “Explain?” I couldn’t control my voice as it shot up in despair.

      Not the kind of gripping despair I’d received after that old witch had given me her magic. A far itchier, far deeper despair that tickled my stomach, shot toward my heart, and did unknown things with the organ.

      “Everything,” he added, arms crossed.

      I was not a witch who liked to be cornered. Had you realized that yet? I could give you a thousand examples of what I did when I was cornered, but there was really only one theme that mattered. I ran. And I was so very good at running. But how could I run from my master and my destiny?

      If I did not protect Winchester, I’d have no chance of defeating the curse. And there was no way I could run from that mission anymore. Even thinking of the idea upset the witch’s gift of magic. I felt its storm rise in my chest once more. I clutched a hand to my torso, fingers sliding over the fabric of my nightgown.

      Winchester, who’d looked so very peeved, dropped his arms. “Whatever it is, don’t fight it. Something’s happened to your magic. It’s terribly upset. Fight it, and you will simply introduce more chaos into the mix. You must step back and let it order itself.” He spat that all quickly as if he cared, as if he knew he needed to deliver his message as quickly as possible, or I might faint.

      But Winchester Stone didn’t actually care if I fainted. Winchester Stone simply wanted me to finally tell the truth.

      I closed my eyes. I opened them and slid them across to him, and he mouthed three words, “All of it.”

      I winced my eyes closed again. All of it? Winchester wanted to know my every single secret? Impossible. He’d need a lifetime to hear them all. And I was starting to worry about one very terrifying fact indeed. What if I didn’t even know all of my secrets myself?

      I’d thought I’d understood what it was to be a dead practitioner, but that witch….

      I shivered again.

      He pointed over to all of the objects he’d removed from my pocket. He started with the mist cloak. “Now where, Lisbeth, did you steal that? It is several hundred years old. It was most definitely created by the Magical Academy, and it is more than you could ever afford.”

      “I didn’t steal it,” I snapped, automatically coming to my own defense.

      Perhaps it was a good sign, because Winchester released some of his tension. Sorry, a good sign? In releasing his tension, it simply meant he knew he now had me cornered.

      “If you didn’t steal it, how did you come by it?”

      Was this him believing me? Oh, no. This was him leading me further into a trap. A trap I could hardly escape now, could I?

      He reached his hand up. He made a show of dragging up his sleeve. He touched the corresponding mark on his wrist that matched the indenturing marks on my own.

      I stiffened, a rush of dread dragging its way across my body. He couldn’t make me tell the truth by interacting with those marks… could he? I was in terrible trouble if that was the case. I was reminded of Wintersmith’s warning. I must protect and shepherd Winchester. From afar. Without him ever learning my secret.

      I jammed my thumb into my mouth. I winced. I supposed I could at least tell some of the truth. If I made it too outlandish, Winchester would know.

      I’d always assumed I was a better actor. But that look in his eyes… he was determined not to miss a thing.

      “I found it in the cemetery. Eastside Cemetery,” I muttered.

      He opened his mouth in preparation to tell me I was lying. But something about this jogged him. “Wintersmith’s crypt, correct?”

      I was so shocked that he picked the right place, I didn’t control my expression. It unfortunately said it all. He nodded. “That crypt is about as old as that cloak – it makes sense. Where did you find it in the crypt? You did not open the sarcophagus—”

      “Never,” I cried over the top of him before he could finish that sacrilegious statement. And perhaps my sheer passion was enough to convince him.

      He nodded. “Very well, but you went through the crypt, didn’t you? Now, why would you do something so despicable, Lisbeth?”

      I wanted to snap at him that he had done something equally despicable. For he had been in Wintersmith’s crypt for the soul stones. But perhaps he was starting to put the facts together without me. “That’s where you got the soul stone, isn’t it? Why, I was a little fool, wasn’t I? I forgot to check your pockets.”

      I narrowed my eyes and looked at him. Had he intended to give away that he’d been the wizard to attack me in the crypt? I wanted to say it was an accident, but he didn’t seem to be in an accidental mood. I had never seen a man act more deliberately than Winchester, and I could promise you this. It was equally as terrifying a sight as it was… enthralling. There must be a reason I couldn’t tear my eyes off him.

      “Very well. That does not explain the blood, Lisbeth.”

      I looked across at the blood. It took me a moment. I even had to scratch my head as I regathered the memory. I clicked my fingers. “Of course. The desk.”

      I squeaked as I let that slip.

      Again, it was obvious I was being honest, and Winchester simply grunted and laughed. I’m sure he hadn’t expected it would be this easy to question me. “What desk? Where? Do you have any idea what this is?”

      Honestly, I’d forgotten about it. Now I peered across at it.

      “Whose desk, where?” he demanded that with such frustrated force, I… almost felt obliged to answer. Almost.

      He rose to his feet as if he could predict what I was thinking. He went to lock a hand on the indenturing mark.

      “I think it was Bram’s desk in the palace. I went… exploring.”

      “Exploring? You went exploring in the palace? You went to my brother’s desk?” I had never seen him more ferocious yet more surprised at the same time. For he looked down at the blood, and something appeared to click behind his deep, soulful eyes.

      I bit my lip hard. “Yes. I wasn’t discovered.”

      “But you stole this—”

      My eyes glittered as I stared at him defiantly once more. “Can one ever really steal something from a man like Bram? Everything he owns he has taken from others.”

      “I suppose that is a fair assessment,” he actually agreed with me.

      Then he handled the vial of blood more carefully. He went to settle it back down on the table but thought better of it. He plucked a handkerchief from his pocket, wrapped the vial up very carefully, muttered a secret spell under his breath, then pushed it back into his breast pocket. Then Winchester Stone looked at me. Looked at me with this piercing quality to his gaze.

      I’d spoken of his gaze just a few seconds before, but I was suddenly treated to a new part of it. For I don’t think I had ever felt anyone pay as much attention to me as he did now. Winchester Stone had the ability to cut away the world until it was just you and him. But there was another important ingredient in our world. The indenturing spell.

      He flicked his fingers at me. “You will rise now, Lisbeth. I’m quite confident I’ve removed all of the poison from your system. As for your magic, I can’t tell what disrupted you, but whatever it was, I would suggest you put it from your mind.”

      “Poison?” My nose scrunched.

      “Your ankle.”

      I suddenly grabbed at my covers. I removed them, not caring that he was in the room, and stared at my ankle. It was wrapped up. The shin was visible, however, and I remembered the lines of pernicious infection that had reached it. My flesh was now quite clear.

      As was the fact I was no longer in peach taffeta.

      I blushed. Quite an automatic thing, there was no way to control it.

      As it rose up my cheeks, he turned away. “The wardrobe changed you, not me. But while we’re on the topic, how did you change my clothes—”

      I rushed out of bed.

      The best way to distract somebody from a question you didn’t want to answer was by giving them something far better to pay attention to. “What about Grace? Do you think she’s safe?”

      This focused him on the most important topic of all.

      His jaw stiffened. “Nothing will directly happen to Grace.” He glanced down at his feet.

      “Because you believe your brother won’t let it happen, correct? Your brother strikes me as the kind of soul who will always outstrip even your worst estimations of him. She came to you because she trusts you. We can’t betray that trust. We should pay her a visit.”

      Winchester reached out and grabbed my shoulder – but far more tenderly than he ever had before. “I would never show up uninvited at my brother’s house. Especially not with you.”

      My cheeks reddened slightly. I’d been drawn in by his direct, kind touch. Now I stiffened underneath it. “Why—”

      “Because my brother has always been attracted to powerful things he does not understand. Now, come. There is something we must do.”

      “What?”

      “I have something in my basement—”

      Dear. Oh dear.

      I’d completely forgotten about the fact that I had relieved Winchester of every single one of his spirit stones.

      Oh very deary dear. If he were to take me there now, his good mood – if that’s what you could call this – would break. He would likely break me soon after.

      “I think we should go see Grace,” I began.

      “And I think you should leave this to me. Unless you have something to tell me, Lisbeth?” He paused just next to the stairs, and before he took them, he arched an eyebrow at me.

      My breath became trapped. Something… I wanted to tell him. I couldn’t admit to this, but in that moment, I wanted… to tell him everything. Perhaps I would rewind the clock until I was back in bed and he was just beside me. Perhaps I would divulge the whole truth and not just what I could share.

      I swallowed.

      “Very well. You can tell me in time,” he muttered. “Come.”

      He got a step down the stairs. I reached out and grabbed his shoulder. He slowly slid his gaze toward me.

      “And what is it, Lisbeth? Do you have anything to tell me?”

      “I… simply don’t think we should waste any time. We should go out—”

      “And do what?”

      “There’s a new king. Arlene died, and—”

      “And?”

      “Winchester, you should just—”

      “I am in charge. I should just do what I want. Come, Lisbeth.” He reached around, grabbed my hand, not my shoulder, and led me down the stairs.

      I trembled the whole way. What would he do when we reached the basement? What would the ghost guard do? I was quite confident that I had knocked it out and prevented it from seeing me, but what if it recognized I could see ghosts?

      Oh, I was in such tremendous trouble.

      There was a knock on the door.

      Oh my, I had never been more thankful for something.

      “Whoever it is,” Winchester said in a determined tone, “they can wait. I have something far more important to sort out.”

      “You should answer the door. What if it’s Grace?”

      “It’s not Grace.”

      “What if it’s your brother?”

      “It’s not my brother.”

      “How could you possibly know?”

      “Because I track my brother wherever he goes. I have early warning systems throughout the entire city.”

      “What if it’s the palace?”

      “Even if it’s the king himself, Lisbeth, you’re coming with me.”

      I was not somebody taken by trembling. I was somebody who, instead, used all of that nervous energy to get done what she needed to do. But with nowhere to go, cooped up by Winchester’s soft grip, I had to admit I was trapped.

      I couldn’t begin to describe what was happening within me as we reached the stairs that would take us from the first floor down to the basement. All I could do was tremble with more treacherous fear. But that, ah, that would be when Winchester was proven wrong.

      He’d said even if the king had arrived himself, he would not answer.

      From outside, we heard the strident tones of a herald horn.

      Winchester immediately stiffened. His brow contracted in surprised fear. “What?”

      “The king has arrived,” someone said in the kind of booming voice used to announcing things.

      I blinked and looked up at Winchester. I’d wanted any kind of distraction… but this? I shivered at the thought of having to see the prince – now the king – with his dead gaze.

      Winchester pressed his lips together. He ground his teeth back and forth over them. “Very well. There’s nothing for it. Lisbeth, you will go to the sitting room. No, head back upstairs. It will be the furthest away from him.”

      “But… don’t you trust me?”

      It was a confusing question. What I was trying to ask was surely he didn’t trust me.

      He arched one eyebrow. He could tell I was flustered. He leaned in, even as the herald demanded that the door be opened. “Lisbeth, how can I trust you when I don’t know what you are?” With that, with a lingering look that could pierce my very soul, he strode off. He pointed upward.

      I waited until he was out of sight, and I threw myself down the stairs. Exactly what was my plan? To go, gather a thousand more spirit stones, and throw them in the basement before he could find out what I’d done?

      I wasn’t thinking straight. That was clear. And I had a thousand reasons why. Too many sensations were competing in my body. Often, we do what we want, and our sensations are there to direct us or warn us when something goes wrong. Not now. My silly nervous system kept reminding me of what Winchester’s touch had felt like. It replayed it over and over again as if his touch had been the most significant encounter I’d ever had. Then, laid over the top of that was my growing fear. Fear with a certain backdrop.

      Winchester had no idea what had happened to my magical system. He’d claimed I invited chaos in. What I’d invited in, instead, was responsibility, and I simply did not know how to deal with it. For Arlene’s magic was still there, begging me to act, egging me on, whispering from inside the walls of my very heart that there wasn’t time to waste.

      I thrust forward toward the basement.

      Winchester’s house was so very large, I couldn’t see it from the base of the stairs. But as I rushed around the corner… oh, as I rushed around a corner, I heard footsteps. Furtive and quick.

      I froze.

      This was… a trap? I very much doubted that Winchester had set it up, though perhaps he could have. If he’d honestly been suspicious and already knew that I’d taken his stones, one way to confirm that would be to set me up in the way he already had. But I just knew this wasn’t him.

      This was the palace.

      I caught the scent of dark magic. It filled my nostrils, making it feel as if someone had crammed fresh dirt up them. I couldn’t get away from it. I kept choking on it, internally, at least.

      For that was the scent of unwanted death, of someone who killed, not for just reasons, but just because they could.

      I pressed my back against the wall. If I inched out of cover, I knew someone might see me. First things first, I needed to find out who was there and what they were after.

      I heard direct footfall. While I certainly felt dead energies, they were more complex. As my heart raced with recognition, I realized at least one of the creatures out there had to be a half-ghost. But that left a real man, too.

      I heard a guttural growl. It was human. I knew that. For it did not sound sufficiently like something that was attached to the ethereal realm.

      I can’t tell you how hard my heart beat, for it was venturing into new territory, as was I. I had been in many an adrenal situation in the past, but nothing close to this. For if I was drawn to fight this time, I would have to fight flesh and blood.

      It’s one thing dispatching ghosts or things taken right up to the edge of death artificially… it’s quite another when they are people like me.

      I couldn’t press my shoulders against the wall any harder. Nor could I still my trembling heart.

      It had a message to share – a rather pertinent one. I was still ill. The witch’s magic still rose through my veins and screamed that I must save this kingdom.

      And yet my enemies still came closer.

      “The basement is not far. When you reach the ghost guard, dispatch it.”

      Horrendous.

      Not only was the voice dark and promised something darker, but as the words ended, I heard a click and I felt a wave of dark magic.

      If I had darted my head out of cover, I wondered if I would’ve seen one of those glowing Ley lines used for messages.

      I had such a distinct impression of it, I simply could not deny it.

      I had no clue what to do. I was still frozen by the fact that at least one of these enemies was real flesh and blood. Could I actually fight him? Could I actually kill?

      My nose scrunched up, and my eyes contracted as I squeezed them shut.

      From what I had heard, if a dead practitioner killed, they would have to deal with the ghost straightaway afterward, or they would be dragged down to hell.

      I trembled more. But then I heard a hiss, low and dark, confident and violent.

      It had to be the half-ghost.

      The creature must’ve reached Winchester’s guard. Oh no. Oh—

      I went to race out of cover. But I never got there. For a hand descended on my shoulder.

      And then one, quick and competent, locked around my mouth.

      Terror gripped me, but it could not last. It was only a burst. For long before a certain Winchester Stone leaned forward and whispered in my ear, I recognized his touch. My body was perfectly primed to.

      “Lisbeth, you will remain quiet, and you will do only as I say. I am practicing tricky magic. I have a clone of myself in the sitting room with the king. Whatever happens, neither of us will make a sound.”

      He let his hand drop from my mouth. I turned wildly, but thankfully silently, to stare at him. It was indeed my Winchester. And yes, you read that possessive correctly.

      A grim look marked his features. “They are after my stones. Bram must’ve sent them. Damn the man,” he muttered. He was quiet, but he wasn’t awfully quiet. Surely the half-ghost would pick him up. And if the brute with him was worth his paycheck, he was probably good of hearing, too. But I quickly noticed that Winchester had some kind of cone of air around him. A silence spell, perhaps? I was not sufficiently versed with wizard magic.

      I assumed, considering how many spirit stones Winchester was set to lose, that he would pull out all stops. He did not. He lingered, hand on my arm, fingers anchoring me to the spot.

      I could conclude one of two things from that grip. He did not want me leading the enemy to his position… or he did not want me moving for my own safety. Why did I question that? It should be obvious. But it was not.

      Now was not the time, but now, you will find, is the only time you ever have. And my senses aligned to extract as much from this moment as they could. I stared across at Winchester, that question playing in my eyes. He glanced at me once. He pressed his finger against his lip. He mouthed, “Wait.”

      I winced as I heard his ghost guard being dispatched. There was nothing… nothing that could be done for the poor fellow. But his soul was not stolen. He was simply violently exorcised. At least, hopefully, that meant he would go on to a much better life than this.

      Winchester stiffened as the brutes quickly got through his magical seal.

      This was everything he’d worked for. I knew, just knew the old Winchester would be overcome by this fact. So why did the new Winchester simply keep hold of my arm, grip cinching in tighter?

      We witches are ultimately students of fear. You will find most magicians are. For fear always sits there at the edge, your enemy yet your friend. Your reminder of your limitations, yet your invitation to always push the boundaries and go further.

      The man from the palace wasn’t gone for long. How could he be? There would be no spirit stones to steal. He soon came back up the stairs. He hissed darkly. “Impossible. Simply impossible. He must already have moved them. The brute. We have no evidence now. We’ve failed.”

      Winchester locked his hand on my mouth once more, the movement hesitant but still strong. And he pulled me back. With that hand still cupping my lips, he pulled me right into the furthest reaches of his house, in fact. He did not stop until he rose up a set of stairs and he reached a door at the very back. He turned me around, and he pressed me against the wall.

      It reminded me of how I had protected him in the palace, of how I had pressed my back into his comatose body to keep him safe from the half-ghost.

      But there, our similarities ended. For as Winchester stared at me, the anger – the anger that had begun our relationship and would one day destroy it – returned. For Winchester knew one thing. I’d already stolen his spirit stones. And he would get them back no matter what he had to do to me.
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      Only one thing was under my control right now. And ironically, it was the most uncontrollable thing of all.

      My brother had sent his forces here for my spirit stones. Which meant he was ready to make a move on me. Worse, it meant he already knew they’d been there. Been there, mind you. They weren’t there anymore. Because a certain Lisbeth McQuarrie had already stolen them.

      I shouldn’t be taking pleasure in this moment. I should be terrified. Everything I had ever feared was coming to pass, and yet somehow, I still managed a smile. There was a way through this now Lisbeth was here. When my brother failed to find my spirit stones, he’d have no evidence on me.

      The dangerous game of cat and mouse would continue.

      And Lisbeth?

      I had never seen her as still as she was now. Even when I had fitfully washed over her as she’d slept after her ordeal, I hadn’t seen her like this.

      “Lisbeth,” I said, moving in close and pressing my lips right next to her ear, “you will give me back my spirit stones. But for now, you’ll leave.”

      I pushed her toward the door.

      She looked terrified, then confused. Then, like a lost puppy, rather than run when she was told to, she took a step toward me.

      And I….

      Lisbeth was my indentured. Sorry, my slave, as she kept reminding me.

      I was aware of her presence as she loomed in. Though loomed was not the correct word. Walk wasn’t either. Any verb describing movement couldn’t actually fit what she did. For it wasn’t her proximity that mattered. It was the fact this was a free decision. “Winchester… you’re—”

      “I’m not getting rid of you, Lisbeth. Remember, you will give me back everything you’ve taken. But for now, get out of here. I don’t want those men coming across you. And I’m sure my brother isn’t far away.”

      “Just because they haven’t found the spirit stones doesn’t mean they’re not going to try to pin something on you. You should run.”

      She grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the open door. And for half a second, I let her. For half a very stupid second, I let my mind move out with her, too. It made me treacherously question what it would be like to run with one Lisbeth McQuarrie.

      Exactly where could we go, and what could we do?

      You know, I’d played this thought game with Grace, too. But there’d never been a question in my mind. We would’ve settled down somewhere and had the most perfect of lives. But when it came to imagining anything with Lisbeth, the only certainty I could find was uncertainty. Lisbeth was a giant question mark and always would be. She injected chaos into an otherwise tame and boring life. And maybe… that was exactly what I needed.

      I let her drag me a single step – then I forced her to break her grip with a charge of indenturing magic. Nothing too much. Just a little bite to remind her I was in charge.

      But was I?

      She quickly ignored it and grabbed my hand again. “Run. You don’t have time.”

      I sighed. I would have to do this another way, I supposed. I grasped her hand this time. “Lisbeth, I have been dealing with this my entire life. Though I certainly have not been dealing with you,” I said, and for whatever reason, my eyes trailed down her form then back to her wide eyes, “I’m learning your… intricacies.” I could’ve said secrets, but something told me I still hadn’t even brushed the surface of those. “I will find you.” I lifted my wrist and pointed at my indenturing spell. “And you,” I growled, “will not get into any trouble.”

      With that, I pushed her out of the back door. I closed it and locked it. I kept my hand on it for a few seconds, knowing she would most definitely try the lock to force her way back in. And she did. So I pressed my lips up against the lock and hissed, “Lisbeth McQuarrie, get out of here now before I force the indenturing spell to make you run.”

      She swore. Very unladylike. But a very real move, nonetheless. And it brought an even realer move to my lips. For I, Winchester Stone, smiled. Smiled in arguably one of the worst predicaments of my life. Smiled as everything I had tried to prevent happened anyway. And that smile enabled me to turn around swiftly.

      I patted my hands down my jacket, knowing I had to do this carefully. Then I silently negotiated through my house. I had a secret back passage I could reach from here. It would take me up to my sitting room. All I needed to do was find an excuse to get the king to leave it for a second, then I would replace the clone version of me. Did my heart pound? Yes, of course. But for the wrong reasons. My mind was back there, stuck on the pleading way Lisbeth had stared at me.

      She wanted me to run with her.

      Me the master, her the indentured. For now.

      I reached my sitting room. I was on the other side of the wall from it.

      My house was my greatest protector. And over the years, I had perfected every single magical spell in it. Though now I appreciated I should have hidden my basement better, that was irrelevant. I still had enough working magic to make a distraction for the king.

      As soon as he left the room, I walked in, removed my clone spell, and sat down in the exact same position. The door soon opened, and the king marched in with his main aide. I said marched. How could a man as dead as the king on the inside ever march? You march towards something you want. Or perhaps you march towards something you wish to fight. Both of those are active emotions that require something – anything – to be beating on the inside of you. The only thing inside the king was a dark void. One that was only getting bigger.

      He slid his gaze toward me. I was aware of everything he had said to my clone. A tricky spell that had required me to split my attention, but I was a tricky wizard indeed.

      I had to split my attention yet further, though. For my treacherous mind kept wondering what Lisbeth was doing. She wouldn’t try to break into the house, would she? Why, of course she would. But I wouldn’t let her. Soon enough, she’d get the message and she’d run.

      I would find her.

      I settled back in the seat, clamped my hands over my middle, and smiled. The king had been halfway through asking me to perform a special mission for him. He required an old hidden magical building to be found.

      This city had been magical ever since the beginning. And when one’s foundations are built on the ordered chaos of power, mysteries abound.

      While the Magical Academy had been instituted to bring order to the once unruly world of power, before then, it had been a free-for-all.

      Wizards and witches had come and gone, building their own sanctuaries and ritual rooms throughout the city. While a lot had been discovered over the years, others hadn’t.

      “You come to me highly recommended. There is no other wizard…” he paused as he sat back down in the recliner, “quite like you.”

      I nodded. “I thank you for this opportunity, my liege, and I will not let you down.”

      I wondered exactly what that palace guard and the half-ghost were now doing in my basement. Perhaps they were going through the rest of my house, searching for where I kept the crystals. They would find nothing of importance. And that included my indentured.

      I fought not to let my fingers stray up toward my wrist.

      They wanted to stroke my indenturing mark.

      That could come later.

      I rose to my feet. “I understand the importance of this mission. I will get to it immediately.”

      The king did not rise. He looked curiously from side to side. “I had hoped to meet her before that happened.”

      Don’t stiffen, I told myself. It was far too hard. So I went with the movement. But instead, I used the energy to help me bow. “Her, my liege? Do you mean my assistant?”

      “The great Winchester, I’m told, has never had an assistant in the past.”

      “Life moves on. That is its nature.” I could’ve made a cutting remark about kings coming and kings going, but I was not such a fool.

      “Indeed. Where is she?”

      “Away performing a task for me.”

      “How unfortunate.”

      “I will ensure she will meet you one day,” I said around a smile, internally denying that promise with everything I had. I would keep Lisbeth from the king. So far from the king, in fact, even the greatest spell could never drag her back. For a woman I should trap immediately, that was a far too protective thought.

      Lisbeth had stolen my stones. She had clearly lied to me.

      But that was Lisbeth McQuarrie, wasn’t it? It was her personality. Or at least it had been up until whatever had occurred to her underneath Arlene’s house. A mystery I still had not gotten to the bottom of.

      Something had disrupted Lisbeth’s magic, and while, for an arrogant wizard like me, it would be easy to conclude she had disrupted it herself, there was no easy when it came to Lisbeth. And the more I let my arrogance get the better of me, the more it led me astray.

      My best bet was that she had encountered Arlene and Arlene had done something to her.

      What? Time would tell. Or perhaps, one day, though it sounded fanciful, if she trusted me enough, Lisbeth would tell me herself.

      “Ensure you bring her to meet me.”

      “I will, my liege. I will work on finding that hidden ritual room first. Is there anything else you need?”

      He darted his gaze to the side. A simple move. Until he slid the fingers of his right hand over his signet ring. A very ostentatious piece of jewelry, it had belonged to his father. But the exact way he touched it suggested it had been upgraded with some form of magical force. Perhaps it enabled him to talk to his guard. The same guard still traipsing through my house but finding nothing.

      I doubted the king would leave until his people had finished their search.

      I was thankful for the fact that before I had gone to find Lisbeth, I had rushed upstairs and taken the spirit stone and mist cloak. Nobody would detect them on me.

      Not even Bram. For who arrived not too soon afterward, walking in my open front door? Why, it was my brother. One look at me, and it was clear he’d thought this would be his coup d’état. He’d assumed he would finally have me under his thumb. The only thing he had were further questions.

      He soon turned to the king. “There is another matter that has come up. We must leave.”

      “So soon?” the king questioned, his brow descending with a click, the only form of emotion he’d shown since getting here.

      I smiled across at Bram. So his men were done then? They’d found nothing at all in my house. How disappointing for him.

      Bram made eye contact with me.

      I usually never stared back at my brother. It was like staring at a tiger. It was an invitation for it to eviscerate you.

      But nothing could stop me this time.

      I should wind back the clock, wind back the clock and prevent myself from ever meeting Lisbeth. Look what she had done to me? She had transformed the old, furtive Winchester into this. But I was not done transforming.

      I grabbed my waistcoat, pulled it down, and thrust my hand out to my brother.

      He looked at it. “And what is this?”

      “Thank you for this opportunity, Brother. I will most definitely find that ritual room,” I said. I didn’t add anything. My gaze added the next bit. I’d find the ritual room, all right, and whatever was inside, whatever its real worth was to the king, I’d use it for myself.

      The game of cat and mouse would continue, but for the first time in my life, I was confident that my brother would never catch me.

      Bram was forced to shake my hand. His grip said it all. I would fail.

      The king soon left. I walked straight back to my sitting room. I waited there, reading a book for all of two hours. Was it excruciating? If you had an indentured like Lisbeth running around town, quite possibly fleeing you and finding some way to break your spell, would it be torture? Why, of course it would be. But somewhere inside, something told me to trust her. I had no other option. For the guards, before they had left, had cast surveillance spells on my property. I was being watched.

      I had not yet been given the full details of the ritual room. And a man was to come to give them to me. I was to wait. So I waited, sometimes reading the same paragraph over and over again as my mind detached, flying through the city, wondering where Lisbeth could be.

      When I finally heard a knock on my door, I promptly stood, pulled out my waistcoat, and walked to it. “You have the location,” I began.

      I did not stare at a palace guard. I did not face Bram or the king. I faced Lisbeth McQuarrie. For my escapee had returned. Voluntarily. Though I’d rather liked the idea of having to go out on the hunt for her.

      I stared at Lisbeth. She stared back.

      I can’t tell you how long we spent there, me with my hand on the door, her with one foot on the doorstep. Wind chased across the street. When I had last seen her, she had been in her bed robe. Now she wore a dress, quite thankfully. Or at least a jacket. I think I saw a hint of her robe underneath. And did that distract me? Would it distract you? Would your eyes be locked on the one thing you could never control but the one thing you wanted, nonetheless?
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        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      I returned. Because I had no choice, correct?

      I had never escaped that far, to be fair. Far enough to be away from this ordeal, but close enough to spring back into action should Winchester need me.

      I had hidden in one of his neighbor’s gardens, right under the thankfully thick and obscuring branches of a pine tree. And there I had sat, honing my skills, training my senses, locking them on Winchester’s house for the first sign of trouble.

      When I hadn’t been able to take it anymore… I had returned.

      And now I was stuck, halfway up the stairs to Winchester’s house. He wouldn’t move.

      Nor would his eyes. They were locked on me, and their attention was… ever-present.

      Wind blew down the street. It tugged at my jacket. The same jacket I had stolen off somebody’s line. I very much hoped they did not walk along and spy it.

      I ought to rush inside. Winchester wouldn’t let me.

      For several more seconds, he simply stared at me. And what could I do but stare back?

      It took the sound of quick horse hooves and the clattering wheels of a nearby cart for him to act. He reached down, grabbed my hand tenderly, and quietly pulled me inside.

      He closed the door. His eyes were still on me. It didn’t feel as if they would ever leave me. As they roved over my face, his lips opened quietly.

      Before he could ask his question, I got there first. “Yes, I took your spirit stones. It was before you indentured me—”

      I expected him to jump down my throat. Instead? He nodded at my bed robe and pressed in close, his silence spell reinitiating. “Go upstairs and change. Use magic to obscure your tracks so you can’t be spotted. Someone is watching the house. When you are done, come back to me, for we have a mission.”

      I stood there and blinked. Wouldn’t you? Wouldn’t you be swamped by not just confusion, but by… well, uncontrollable emotions? This was the first time Winchester had stared at me for so long without fire dancing through his gaze.

      When I didn’t move, he turned me around. He looked as if he would lead me up the stairs himself. I wriggled out of his grip. I frowned at him. “Winchester?”

      “One day, you will tell me where my stones are. For now, it isn’t as if I can go and claim them. Are they safe?” he asked.

      I squeaked. “Quite safe.”

      “Change your clothes, Lisbeth. We have a mission.”

      “A mission,” I said quietly. I reached the second stair, paused, turned around, and stared at him. He remained where he was, arms crossed but not in an angry move.

      He gestured to me. I climbed another step, stopped, and repeated the move.

      “Lisbeth?” he warned in a trying tone, yet one that was nowhere near as hard as his usual brutal voice.

      Biting my tongue, though carefully, I climbed the stairs. I hurried to the wardrobe. I couldn’t think of an outfit. No, I could. The peach dress. And the only reason I could think of it was that an image of the way Winchester looked at me when I wore it came to mind.

      I soon changed.

      I placed the coat back in the wardrobe, hoping it would digest the incriminating evidence. Then I slowly walked back down the stairs. Was I taking the time to plan what I would do next? How? I couldn’t think. I was simply… taking the time to breathe. For breathe I would need to.

      Winchester waited by the door, arms still crossed. His eyes lit up – but only for a second as he saw me.

      Did that mean he wasn’t drawn in by my outfit? No. It meant he was, but he quickly darted his gaze away, cleared his throat, straightened, and pointed to the door. “I have just received a message from the palace. They have given me the location.”

      “Location? You mean of the secret ritual room they are charging you to find?” I pressed close and enjoyed the protection of his silence spell as I hissed, “You know it’s a trap, don’t you?”

      He inclined his head to the side. The most furtive, tentative of smiles climbed his lips half a second later. Why, it did not just climb them. It claimed them. “So you were close by all the time, were you, Lisbeth? Close enough by that you were spying on me?”

      I straightened. I even inadvisably plucked my hand off the railing and waved it wildly. I almost tripped down the last step.

      “Careful,” he chided. “I’m quite confident I repaired your ankle. But, Lisbeth,” his gaze darted up and locked on my eyes, “I’m even more confident you will get into further trouble. For that’s what you do, isn’t it?”

      I bit my lip. I just wanted him to stop staring at me like that. Or did I? It was at once as uncomfortable as it was… engaging. Truly, truly engaging. The kind that takes your once plain, simple mind and elevates it.

      Most people do not believe they are trapped unless they are prisoners. Perhaps they have some horrid circumstance they are facing, but unless they are literally chained to it, they will still feel, on some level, that they are free. But a witch knows one thing. We are all trapped in some way. For our minds are our ultimate prisoners. Find ways around your fears, around your self-imposed limitations, and you will rise into a world freer than any other.

      Winchester was my literal prison guard. He’d indentured me. But… why was it that as his focus locked on mine with even greater force, it felt like, at the same time, he was the very thing that could set me free?

      I knew I should stop staring at him with such attentiveness. But that would involve him first turning from me and removing his own penetrating gaze.

      “This is a trap… you know that, don’t you, Winchester?” I muttered. “I heard the king’s parting words to you on your doorstep. I saw his eyes.” I shuddered. “He simply wants to find incriminating evidence against you.”

      “Of course it is a trap. My brother will now stop at nothing to have me. But he can’t get me.”

      “And why are you so confident of that?”

      “Because someone already—”

      I stiffened, my stomach sucking in, almost wrapping around my back. He wasn’t… about to say that somebody already had him… and that person wasn’t me, was it?

      I waited for him to finish his sentence. He didn’t. He simply smiled, gestured toward him with the flick of his finger, which was somehow dignified and not disrespectful, and pointed forward.

      My eyes strayed toward the horizon line, even though he hadn’t pointed that way.

      His gaze strayed toward it, too. Then he offered a simple smile. Brief, a little mysterious, and apparently all I would get. For once more, with barely a rest in between, we were being thrust into another mission. Or a trap. Whatever you wanted to call it. The most important fact was that, yet again, I would be by Winchester Stone’s side. And he would be by mine. And how long, you could ask, could we keep this up before something broke? It might be the indenturing spell. It might very well be my heart.
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      I could think of a thousand reasons not to do this. Perhaps you could think of a thousand more. If we put together the brains of all of the best boffins on this planet, I’m sure you could give me the most compelling argument as to why it was stupid to go on this mission. I could give you one in my defense. I simply didn’t have any other option. Deny the king, and it would be grounds to be put in jail. Incidentally exactly where my brother wanted me.

      While he could of course prematurely pull the trigger and throw me in there anyway, he required evidence of some description. The Magical Academy would not be happy to lose me, one of their best wizards.

      Plus… I had the impression that whatever I would find in this secret ritual room might be useful. And, indeed, even if I came across a trap, who knew? Perhaps I had the firepower to blast through it anyway.

      I surreptitiously slid my gaze to the side and let my stare slide along said firepower.

      Lisbeth had bounced back almost entirely. When I had attended to her ankle, it had seemed dire. I’d even stood above her, shaking for almost a minute, wondering if I should take her to the Magical Academy for assistance, even though that would blow our cover.

      I had persevered. And so, it seems, had her body. She was back to being Lisbeth. Sorry. Not all the way back. She’d lost a measure of her pluck. Some of the sheen of her arrogance had been wiped off. I ought to ask whoever had wiped it off how they’d done such a marvelous job. I could take tips. And if I could learn that particular skill myself, it would put me in good stead to finally control this witch as opposed to being controlled by her.

      But while I could think that academically, my body was busy thinking something else. This deep troubling knot had formed in my stomach, and it only got tighter every time I stared at her. Whilst of course she was a good sport, following along beside me, every now and then, she would stare at her hands as if something had slipped inside. Perhaps a shadow. One, no matter how hard she tried, she could not remove.

      I would question her about what had occurred with Arlene. When we had the chance. And hopefully, after her tongue was sufficiently lubricated. Lisbeth McQuarrie was a very good liar.

      But clearly, the game had changed for her recently. And perhaps, it had changed for me. “We come upon the entrance soon,” I volunteered.

      “Entrance? You already know where it is? Well, this simply must be a trap, then,” she chided me.

      I lifted my hand to force her to pause. “The entrance to the tunnels, my dear. The catacombs. I imagine you know all about them. I imagine,” my eyes glittered, “that your previous life took you all over this fair city.”

      She bit her lip.

      I enjoyed the movement. All too much, in fact. There was such a rush of interest within me that fixed my attention on her lips, on her crinkling chin, on her angular neck, that an entire troop of my brother’s men could’ve come upon me, and I would’ve ignored them. But distractions aren’t there to last. Not when you’re in a situation as dire as mine.

      “Let’s have at it, then. You think these catacombs will lead to the correct ritual room? I’m sure it will be dangerous. Let’s do this while we still have energy.”

      And that line there refocused me on why I did not want to do this. She bustled forward, but in the easiest move of my life as if my fingers had been programmed for this, I grasped her wrist tenderly. “Perhaps—” I began, incapable of ignoring the line about her losing energy. Incapable of ignoring much, frankly. Once upon a time, I’d had such a one-track mind. Once upon a time, I’d done precisely what I needed to stay out of my brother’s grip. Lisbeth McQuarrie had come along and ruined that singular focus. And in its wake was this confusing mess. When I wasn’t focusing too much on my beating heart, my attention was stolen by her every movement or breath.

      She looked at me. She arched an eyebrow. How was it that she could always know what I was thinking?

      “If you send me away,” she said quickly, “I’ll simply find another entrance and come at it from that direction. You have two options, Winchester Stone. You either have me by your side, or you have me behind as I follow you secretly. Which would you prefer it to be?”

      My cheeks wobbled in and out in a strange movement. I wasn’t entirely sure what they were trying to do. Stop me from speaking my mind? Maybe. And what was on my mind? Why… your guess is as good as mine.

      Where did I want Lisbeth McQuarrie? If you’d asked me that only recently, I would’ve told you I wanted her in jail. Preferably far away from me so I could never hear her irritating, strident tones again. Now… there was really only one clear answer, wasn’t there?

      I provided that answer with an action, not words. With my grip still tenderly clasped around her wrist, I pulled her forward. And indeed, the entrance to the catacombs was nearby. Or should I say one of the entrances to the catacombs?

      Just like many of the secret ritual rooms of this city, the catacombs had been built upon one another for centuries. And many of them had been crafted by magical hands. It made for a mazelike mess of roughly hewn dirt corridors, though some, if crafted by wizards, were startlingly complex and clean. And I was digressing.

      Even though I now had her in hand, my stomach beat hard against my torso wall. For I still needed to lead her into a trap.

      She marveled at the entrance to the catacombs.

      Perhaps she had never gone inside, after all?

      “I’ve never come to a door like this. I usually enter at the edge of the city. Fewer prying eyes,” she said knowingly.

      She fidgeted out of my grip. I honestly tried to keep a hold of her. But that seemed irrelevant. Because Lisbeth McQuarrie knew exactly when to turn and pivot and slip on past.

      At least I could be comforted by the fact she was indentured to me, and regardless of how far she ever got, she would return. Or perhaps, I would return to her. For I was the one who darted in close as, competently, she opened the magical lock with a muttered word and slipped inside.

      “We must be careful from this juncture onward. Remember what this is,” I counseled her.

      She twisted her head and looked up at me from underneath a hard line of eyebrows. It suggested whatever would be waiting for Lisbeth, it ought to get out of her way and not the other way around. And that, why, despite the situation, that brought a flicker of a smile to my mouth. It pressed in hard. It reminded me of how I’d found the strength to go against my brother only three hours ago.

      “Don’t be like that, Winchester. There’s danger everywhere. It lurks in every single corner of this city,” she smartly dropped her voice so her tone could not carry. “And the longer we wait, the thicker it becomes. So come, my good fellow. There’s much to do.”

      … My good fellow? While that was… interesting, it was nowhere near as interesting as when she leaned over, grasped my own wrist tenderly, and pulled me on after her.

      I smiled. A slow movement, it felt like I was melting ice. It slipped along my lips, imprinted itself on my face, and would remain for as long as it could.

      Lisbeth carefully closed the door behind her. She surreptitiously slid her gaze around as if looking for spies in the metal, then rushed past me. She had her skirts in one hand. She muttered, “What treacherous clothing. Why does the male race seem intent on making everything harder for women?”

      “The dress you are wearing is quite—” I began, about to tell her it was stunning. And it made her look, oh, never mind.

      She glanced at me. “It’s almost impossible to run and flip and punch and kick in clothes like this. But you wouldn’t know that, would you?”

      I crossed my arms. “Kick? And what, pray tell, would a woman like you be kicking?”

      She chuckled. Warm and engaging, if I’d heard it only several hours ago, it would have simply activated my ire. Now it activated something else. This storm of prickling energy that raced across my stomach, shot up into my teeth, and made my lips feel… let’s just put it this way – strange.

      “You will remain there. I’ll be back in a jiffy.” She darted out of sight around one of the many tight corners ahead of us.

      “Lisbeth,” I roared, having quite forgotten her unique ability to disappear in the blink of an eye. But I shouldn’t have cared. I ran around a corner only to realize she was long gone, but soon enough she strode back into view. And she had… ludicrously fashioned herself a pair of trousers with a very long strand of ribbon.

      The fabric was bunched up around her hips, and I couldn’t say I would’ve liked to wear such trousers myself, but it was still, “Inappropriate—” I began.

      “We’re battling the palace, devilish dark fiends, and who knows what else. Come along, Winchester. We don’t have the time. Someone must save this kingdom.”

      I suppose they did have to. But I was back to thinking it would’ve been preferable to save it with anyone but Lisbeth McQuarrie.

      The catacombs, as always, were dank and dark. Nothing about them was inviting. It was the exact opposite. The feeling in the air was dense and terrifying. Though of course wizards didn’t think this way, the energy of this area was too stagnant. That happened when you were underground, away from people moving about their daily lives, getting born, dying, and generally living rambunctiously and quickly. As I strode through the musty air, it felt like no one had been down here in centuries.

      Until, of course, Lisbeth, with her fine senses, stopped, threw up her fist, and asked me to pause.

      “What is it?” I hissed. “We are nowhere near the ritual room.”

      “But something is near us,” she said in a quiet whisper.

      I straightened. When I couldn’t hear anything – when the tunnel seemed to be just as it had always appeared – I went to growl. Lisbeth, of course, wouldn’t let me.

      “Focus ahead. Come with me. Keep your ears peeled, and for God’s sake, keep up.” With that, Lisbeth threw herself into a run.

      How she managed to sprint that quickly despite the mounds of fabric encumbering her, I didn’t know. But she was soon out of sight. And I had to throw myself forward with force in order to keep her within eye-shot.

      She darted so quickly. She had very fine control over her body, you see. She kept low, too, as if always expecting some form of attack.

      Immediately, I assessed this situation with the observational skills the army had provided me. Lisbeth would make a fantastic warrior. And a very tiresome enemy.

      She came around a corner.

      And there, I started to detect dead energies. More than that – a ghost.

      I acted quickly. I pushed into Lisbeth’s side, grabbed her hand, and yanked her back. As I did, my eyes came alongside hers. It was but for a brief second. Far too quick to make anything of this movement. Blame it on my wary nerves, but I thought Lisbeth McQuarrie stared in the direction of the ghost.

      The way her eyes flickered, the way her pupils grew, it was almost as if she could see it. But the impression was quickly over. “You must be careful, Lisbeth. Remember, we are underground. And there are many things we must be wary of. Ahead of you,” I said, lowering my voice and tightening my grip on her to offer her the support she would likely need, “is a ghost.”

      She gazed at me in the same way she always looked at me. She was utterly nonplussed. Then it was as if she reminded herself that ghosts were rather fearsome indeed. She blinked ferociously once, and up this close, I had to reassess her eyelashes. They might not be as long and as tinted as Grace’s, but they were really quite pretty—

      “A ghost. Then why don’t you ask it what it needs? Perhaps it will assist us if you do that.”

      “Ask it what it needs?” My voice teetered. I was on the edge of laughing. I said the edge. I was soon pushed off as I chuckled, “Who asks ghosts what they need? You simply demand it of them.” I went to flick my hand to the side. I had not relied on my golden bangle with its precious wards for some time. I began to activate it now, knowing I would need its protection as I wrestled this ghost with magic and forced it to assist us.

      But that would be when Lisbeth grasped my hand earnestly and stared into my eyes. “What are you doing, Winchester Stone? I thought you didn’t practice dark magic?”

      “Unhand me, Lisbeth. This is necessary. The ghost will only assist us if we trap it.”

      I didn’t think I had ever seen her eyes quite like I saw them now. Her stare glinted like steel by your throat. She did not release my hand, even though I tried to tug back on it several times.

      “I shan’t see you practice dark magic. Not now I’m responsible for you. Simply ask the ghost. Or indeed, follow it.”

      I was too busy to turn even as the ghost darted away, quite likely not liking the part of the conversation where I discussed manhandling it. I was busy. Stuck, in fact. Because Lisbeth McQuarrie had said one rather startling thing.

      “Responsible for me?” I finally forced those words out, though they clunked, being rather unresponsive things. It felt like someone trying to mold something out of clay. Every time they tried to push their fingers into that clammy substance, it pushed away. For it would not be controlled.

      And that was the point.

      My gaze darted over Lisbeth’s face. She simply tilted her head to the side in defiance once more. “Yes. I’m your indentured. I’m responsible for you. And, though this is just a guess, I’m assuming the ghost’s run off. Shouldn’t we follow it? Perhaps it has somewhere to lead us? Perhaps, if you didn’t try to control them so much, you would find out that the ghosts of this town want to help you. If the choice is between your brother with his dark arts in you, I’m sure they have the intelligence not to pick Bram.”

      Indeed, the ghost had run. It would already be gone. I at least pried myself back from Lisbeth. Then I turned. I rushed forward. And… startlingly, the ghost was still in the tunnel beyond.

      It stayed out of my reach, however. It looked at me. Though I wondered if its gaze strayed toward Lisbeth, too, as it gestured us on.

      You read that correctly. It… gestured us on as if it would help us willingly.

      I was suddenly reminded of the constable that I had dealt with before I had found Wintersmith’s stones. The warning, in fact, he’d rumbled at me before he disappeared. Soon, I would be shown the error of my ways.

      I hadn’t, however, expected a woman like Lisbeth would be there to reveal them.

      When I did not move fast enough, she grasped my hand and pulled me forward. “Quickly, Winchester. I imagine that if we get to this place long before we’re meant to, we may have a chance against the trap. You haven’t forgotten it, have you?”

      Of course not. But there was suddenly so much in my mind to compete with it. I stared down at Lisbeth’s hand then up to her face. Just how many secrets did this woman possess? And why, why hadn’t I prised them out of her already? The answer? Because a part of me liked the chase.

      But Lisbeth McQuarrie was better at chasing. She followed that ghost, hot on its heels but never getting too close. Once my hand darted up to scratch my nose. She batted it back down, incorrectly thinking I was going to practice magic on the ghost again.

      I should grunt at Lisbeth that she was being innocent. What if this ghost was simply playing with us? What—

      There was no more time for what-ifs. Because the truth became apparent as we ran around yet another section of tunnel I had never been to. It was older. The dirt had tried to claim it on many an occasion, clearly, because there were miniature cave-ins that we had to dart around. We still encountered a fine set of ivory-white steps leading down to a finer jet-black door. It appeared carved from obsidian. It shone almost as if someone cleaned it every day. Or, more likely, as if the magic within was so great that no mark could ever last for long.

      “Is that it? Has the ghost led us to the correct ritual room?” Lisbeth asked rather loudly.

      … Was she attempting to speak to the ghost?

      The ghost in question had not walked close to the door. The young woman remained further back, close to a wall in case she needed to dart through it quickly.

      She nodded once. She looked right at Lisbeth, but only for a few seconds.

      Lisbeth smiled. She might’ve smiled for multiple reasons. But why did it feel as if she saw the ghost’s response?

      She still waited for my reply, that said. When I didn’t give it, she tugged on my arm. “Has the ghost led us to the correct door, Winchester?”

      I grunted gruffly. “It seems so.”

      “Then we really must walk in. We are running out of time. Lord knows what our enemies have planned for us in there.” She tugged on the ribbon she’d hastily used to manufacture trousers, obviously checking its integrity. Then she shot me a look that said whatever was beyond that door, she could manage it, thank you very much.

      She pulled away from me. She reached the door.

      I stood there, slightly empty for a few moments, almost as if I was trying to figure out where my heart and brain had gone. The heart part was easy. For it was still in my chest, and it was now beating harder than it ever had before. That was not to say it did so because of stress. It was just… deeper and more memorable as if all these years I’d been ignoring it, but finally, finally it would have its day.

      Then Lisbeth opened the door, and I hurried to her side, knowing the feisty woman would likely create more trouble than she could manage in a secret, abandoned ritual room.

      I didn’t know too much about this place. Just its likeness. Which indeed, this door matched. I also knew it had once belonged to none other than Wintersmith Borne. The very man whose crypt this had all begun in. But the very man, more importantly, who had begun the Magical Academy. He’d worked hard with King Li to do that.

      The two of them, apparently, had been fast friends. If some of the secret tomes I’d read were anything to go by, they had also faced off against some strange enemy. Not a neighboring country, mind you, but one that had threatened to swallow the kingdom, nonetheless.

      I should admit to you that I felt queasy with nerves as Lisbeth opened the door and darted in without any pause. What might we find inside? All traps aside, this would still be an important place.

      I was not fast enough. I did not rush in by the time Lisbeth gasped. And that was a shocking thing to hear indeed, because it did not seem as if there was anything on God’s green earth that could make that woman feel surprised.

      “Lisbeth?” I growled as I charged into the room after her.

      Fortunately no enemies had their hands around her throat. But she was shaking slightly with surprise. I could tell why. What a grand sight met our eyes. This was no mere ritual room. It looked like a cathedral. The ceiling was so very high above and so delightfully carved, it certainly didn’t feel as if we were in the catacombs. Perhaps we had been transported to the oldest cities on this planet, back to a time when architecture had been the one way humans thought they could speak to the divine.

      The ceiling was domed, and in each concave, someone had carved the most delightfully intricate of magical runes. There was a mural, too, and though it was quite high above, I still had the visual acuity to detect what it depicted. Some grand… struggle. At first, I thought it was the creation of the Magical Academy. It couldn’t be. For it clearly followed some battle.

      I wasn’t the only one to be overcome by it. Lisbeth locked her fists on her hips, tilted her head back, and scrunched her lips in. She looked… a little afraid, the skin around her eyes crinkling, her chin tucking in as if she were trying to make a smaller target of herself. But this was just a mural depicting a battle from long ago.

      I soon walked over to her. “Lisbeth?”

      She darted away as if she didn’t want to be distracted. Then she muttered, “Surely it can’t be that hard?”

      “Of what do you speak? That,” I pointed to it, “is mere decoration.” I spoke with such authority. Hardly justified, considering I did not know what the mural depicted.

      She snorted at me once. “Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      I went to point out – with every breath I had – that I was right. Now, why would I want to do that? Was it the old me talking? The me who had rushed into loggerheads with Lisbeth at any opportunity he could? Or did I want to prove she was wrong to wipe the glimmer of fear from her eyes?

      Those were two very different motivations coming from two very different places, and I really ought to be clear about them before I began. But there was something else I ought to do first.

      I took a step toward Lisbeth. We had left the door open. The door did not want to remain open. In a blast of unseen wind, it slammed closed. The resultant shake disrupted a few small pieces of painted plaster from the ceiling, and they rained down against Lisbeth’s upturned face.

      My senses pulled me in two directions at once. They wanted to hurl me at the door to open it once more, but they wanted to reach Lisbeth first. So they did. I grasped her arm and backed off into her. It was just as a dark moan rose from the floor.

      It could be human. I very much doubted that. For the pitch it used suggested a voice all too used to the dark. A voice, in fact, that had been infecting this lonesome ritual room for centuries, all alone, beyond the reach of the sun, beyond the touch of company, and far, far away from any force that could stop it.

      A stone loosened just a few centimeters beyond the toe of my leather shoe.

      I jerked back. It was just in time. For as the stone tumbled aside, a hand rose. Gray, with a thumb bone protruding out of the broken flesh, it was a dead body. A dead body about to rise.
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      Wintersmith had a ritual room? Why, of course he did. He hadn’t told me about it earlier, though. Because Wintersmith seemed determined to make my life as complicated as he possibly could.

      He required me to save the city – to save the entire world, in fact. But he hardly ran around helping me. That said, it was Sarah-Anne who’d led us here.

      She had wisely disappeared, however. While I could control Winchester, I would now be rather distracted.

      A zombie rose through the earth.

      To be fair, I hadn’t seen its face yet. This was technically an assumption, but you would find it was quite a justified one.

      For, as the hand pulled itself out of the stones and they tumbled and cracked around it like an orchestra of the earth, I heard a moan. Mournful, broken, coming from a throat that had given up so long ago. But a throat dark magic had insisted must function once more.

      “A dead-man-walking?” Winchester spat.

      He backed off into me again. There was something so memorable about the way his shoulders moved into my body. Though to be fair, what was memorable was the opposite. I was taken back to how I had protected him in the basements of the palace. It seemed as if I would be protecting him yet again before this day was through.

      I grabbed his wrist and yanked him to the side just as a zombie hand was thrust up right between his legs. He initially fought my move, but as he saw the stones fracturing and dancing everywhere, he spluttered, “What the devil? They’re coming from every direction.”

      “Yes, they are. And we shouldn’t just stand here and let them have their way, should we?” I released his hand. I glanced to the side.

      Wintersmith had many a fine object in his ritual room, though I doubted he still used it. His crypt was where he focused his power and attention. There were still plenty of weapons, however. And that’s all I cared about.

      I grasped up a staff from my side. It was wizard ware, and I probably didn’t have the requisite knowledge to use it for its original purpose. But I certainly could use it as a blunt object.

      I swung it around quite viciously and cracked it against the skull of the closest zombie. I forced it back. I wondered if its brains rattled in its head. I could certainly see its eyes jostling around uncomfortably. Then it paused and roared. It practically unhinged its jaw to do that. I saw rows of blood-splattered, yellowed, half-broken teeth.

      There was a crack from beside me, and another zombie appeared. I imagined there would be no end to them.

      “We must get out of here, Lisbeth—”

      “Without investigating this place? Whatever is here, we must take it before the palace can. We’ll get through the zombies. Don’t you worry.”

      “How do you even know what they’re called? That’s dark magic.”

      I had a thousand things I could’ve said to that. Here was Winchester accusing me of knowing dark magic? Well, to be fair, I did. For I could speak to the dead just as he could. And, with his lessons, even though he hadn’t imparted them knowingly, I could read the room.

      Dense Ley lines had picked up the moment the zombies had appeared. Better than that, I saw some of those red strands between them, suggesting the zombies were communicating with one another. Or at least, that was my original impression.

      I quickly realized the zombies could hardly communicate with one another when they were dead. There was simply no matter left in their brains with which to make a connection. So that red line… it must have some other function. Perhaps it was what our enemies were using to control the zombies from afar?

      I thought all of this quickly – blindingly so – while beating another zombie over the head.

      “Lisbeth, we must flee,” Winchester tried. Then he turned.

      The ritual room was a rather complicated affair – you wouldn’t be surprised to find out. For Wintersmith was a rather complicated man. It wasn’t just one large open expanse. There was a set of stairs off to our side that led to a room above. A railing allowed one to look down into the ritual room and presumably to keep a watchful eye on their potions and magic. Above, I caught sight of a plinth. And atop that plinth, a book.

      It didn’t mean much to me, but it certainly meant something to Winchester. All he did was spy it with his superior height – then his jaw slackened. His lips split open. He looked… he looked like a man possessed. Which was saying something considering all of the dead men possessed around him. It gave one such fabulous contrast.

      “Another forbidden tome? This is what they’re after. Lisbeth—” he began.

      I didn’t require a warning. I saw zombies part away from the fight and start to clamber toward the stairs. Their intention was clear – they wanted the book.

      If this was a trap, one could assume that the palace had known about this room first and they’d simply sent us here to dispatch us. No. They must’ve followed us. They were indeed after that book, and while I didn’t know too much about it, I could academically appreciate it was valuable to them.

      I had been very careful to check myself and Winchester for any tracking spells.

      How had the palace known where we were going?

      I couldn’t answer that question now. Not as Winchester threw himself toward the stairs with abandon. For a man who had been dedicated to fleeing only moments prior, now it seemed as if he would take on every foul brute here to get to that tome first.

      He threw himself toward the stairs, but more zombies pulled themselves up out of the floor. One actually grasped his ankle. Long before he had time to scream – and long before the zombie had time to do anything nasty to him – I raced in from behind, leaping over the back of a piece of furniture, landing with a swoosh of taffeta, and slamming my staff into the thing’s skull.

      It was thrust back.

      I waited for Winchester to stare at me with thanks – or perhaps surprise at my athleticism. He quickly turned and threw himself up the stairs, negotiating around another zombie that tried to clutch for his chest.

      “Winchester, be careful,” I snapped. Ironic considering that was what he usually shouted at me. But the tables had turned, and I couldn’t say I liked this.

      My heart hammered hard as I saw another zombie swipe toward his face. Oh, to hell with this. The staff was fun and all – fire would be better.

      I threw my hand forward, concentrated, forced my thumb up and to the side to direct the spell, then cast fire magic. It was weak. I’d already told you about my limitations – when I wasn’t channeling spirit stones, that was. But if there was one thing the last few days of breakneck adventure had taught me, it was how to get the most out of my magic.

      The fireball slammed into the zombie’s head, not just throwing it off course with its momentum, but burning through the spell that manifested it.

      Now Winchester really did pause to blink at me in surprise. This would be where he would ask how I was so powerful, correct? Unfortunately, no. He turned. “You deal with them,” he demanded.

      He shot toward the book.

      Deal with them? All of them? The room kept filling with more and more, and while I was, indeed, a competent and very determined witch, one cannot fight an army all on their own.

      “Whatever it is, Winchester, we’ll get it later.”

      “It’s what my brother’s after. He’s always been after it. And he can’t have it,” I spat.

      Winchester threw himself at the plinth. It was just as a much larger zombie rose right behind him. I had no idea what the poor fellow had been in life, but he must’ve been a spectacular warrior.

      Standing at around 2.5 meters tall, he looked as if he had the force to pick up a horse all on his own.

      And it was up to me to push him away from Winchester before he could pick Winchester up instead and break him in half.

      “Winchester,” I roared until I could’ve stripped my throat of every single particle of flesh and left it dry and dead.

      I could try to use a fireball. It likely wouldn’t work. I would require my hands instead.

      I didn’t think of how likely I was to die. I thought only of the fact I had to protect Winchester. Nor, critically, did I think of why.

      It wasn’t the indenturing spell pushing me to do this. It wasn’t the witch magic Arlene had given me. It wasn’t even Wintersmith. It was… I could not put my finger on it and did not want to. It was something I chose to do with all my heart as I roared, leapt up the steps, tumbled deliberately down to my knees, and swiped at the large warrior’s left leg. I forced a magic-encased foot to jam against the back of his knee.

      But he didn’t even jolt forward. He was far too large, and his beefy muscles gave him all the balance he required.

      He reached around and locked a hand on Winchester’s shoulder just as Winchester plucked up the book. It sang in his grip as if he had always been born for this moment. His eyes burned with the kind of glory you only saw once in someone’s existence. It was as if he had found the path back to his very beginning, to his true purpose. He might’ve found that. But he’d also found fatal trouble.

      The warrior roared and picked Winchester up. There wasn’t a thing that Winchester could do. He twisted the book around and clutched it against his light brown waistcoat, but he couldn’t fight.

      So I would have to fight for him.

      I grunted, and once more I tried to kick the big brute in the back of the knees. But once more it was just as rewarding as attempting to push a mountain over with nothing more than an ant. If I truly wanted to take down this zombie, I would have to call on powers far greater.

      “We can’t let them have the book. If they get the book, everything will be over,” Winchester said. For a man I thought was more selfish than anyone I had ever met, Winchester suddenly spoke as if he didn’t care about his life anymore. He was insignificant. A mere speck of space dust. For this book, in the wrong hands, apparently, could condemn all.

      I already had a grand mission to protect this city. I already knew what it felt like to be thrust right to the front of a lonely army. I did not, however, have the strength—

      Why finish that thought? Let me show you an example of it instead. I tried to climb up the back of the big brute’s body, but he thrust his shoulder out and up. It slammed into my stomach. It sent me spiraling back. I struck the wall. I was at an angle, and my head was buried down through the plaster.

      My ears rang. My face pulsed with pain as I swear my cheekbone broke. I felt blood cover my hair. And my head… oh, my head felt like it was unscrewed. Such a ringing picked up in my skull, I thought I would… it was… over.

      Or at least it ought to be.

      “Don’t you dare, don’t you dare give up, Lisbeth McQuarrie,” Winchester roared.

      I thought the large warrior had him in hand. But there was something I should have appreciated by now. Winchester Stone would wriggle out of your grip if you let him.

      Every time I tried to figure out exactly what he was and who he stood for, he certainly wriggled free. But now, he fortunately attacked at the same time.

      He angled his elbow up and back. Either through timing alone or perfect skill, he forced the tip underneath the fleshy side of the man’s throat. What a fabulous, direct blow. It should have toppled the fell brute. Should have. If he were alive. But he was not. And wasn’t that the trouble?

      The warrior replied by squeezing his arms tighter around Winchester’s wriggling form.

      Winchester fought at first, but soon, he lost his strength. I watched his eyes boggle wide. The brute… oh, how ghastly, but the brute wouldn’t squeeze Winchester in half, would he?

      I could see the desire playing in the foul, dead man’s gaze. Though it wasn’t his gaze that was foul. It was whatever creature was controlling him.

      … Controlling him? Of course. Though I hadn’t had a chance to capitalize on it yet, the communication strand remained – the red line of light I saw filtering through the Ley lines. It was my only chance now. Only… chance.

      I had injured myself when I’d been thrown into the wall. My ears still rang. It was such a calamitous orchestral piece, I was certain it was the last thing I would ever hear. It was as if every single memory had suddenly picked up an instrument, and they were ready to offer a dirge as I slipped into death. That would not happen until I had my wizard back where I needed him.

      Wintersmith would surely be proud if he could hear me right now. My wizard? Winchester was a cad, a fool, and a gamble.

      But indeed, I would still claim that statement. For he was still mine.

      With blood sliding down my temple, dripping into my eyes, and coloring the world with a crimson hue, I spied the Ley lines. There, the red communication strand. It was just out of my reach. It was too high to jump to. And the other zombies seemed to know what I was thinking, for they thrust up the stairs, roaring riotously, their combined shouts enough to tear down heaven.

      Behind me, meanwhile, I heard the worst sound of all. It was Winchester Stone spluttering, right there, right there on the edge of death.

      I had a moment to turn to him, a moment to make eye contact. Rarely will time get out of your way. It is there to harangue you, to constantly force you forward like a pack of wolves at your back. It is never your friend. But right now, for me, it was. For it offered me just a moment’s reprieve – a single second to stare into Winchester’s eyes and to appreciate his predicament.

      And he stared back.

      He had no force. I could tell that. So why did he clutch his left wrist? Why expend the last of his breath to hold his hand, to reveal his indenture mark?

      It struck me. Winchester’s final act would be to release me.

      I should let him. It would solve so many problems. But it would create another.

      All through this, my heart had been beating faster and faster, not just with the adrenaline of a breakneck fight, but with a promise I’d never heard, a promise that did not come with words but with a concept far beyond them.

      Eternity does not exist. It is a mind game humans play.

      Everything comes, everything goes. And one day, even this great universe will fall.

      But I still found a version of eternity as I stared at Winchester. As I realized I could not let this end. Not here. And not now. There were too many things I wished to experience with him. Too many secrets to be revealed and too many missions to complete.

      I found that power beating deep in my heart – the same power I had called to on only one other occasion now. I let it out. Let it out in this great blast of fury.

      When a witch is truly in tune with her emotions, she can take them to a place no one else can reach. And I leapt up with mine.

      I let magic charge around me, forcing into my feet, throwing me higher. If I had been out in the sky, perhaps I would have even flown. It was enough, however, to grasp hold of that strand. I wrapped my fingers around it, and I cracked it. It was just as Winchester gave a rattling breath – likely his last.

      The zombies screamed and hurled themselves at me, even climbing one another to reach my height. But it was too late. The strand was snapped.

      I fell back down against them. They groped at me, but their fingers were weak. Their movements were now far more instinctual and less controlled. And with every second, the remaining control only dwindled more.

      My ears rang. My blood, why, it felt as if it had turned to fire. But it had yet more to burn. For as I thrust up, I saw that Winchester had fallen unconscious or worse.

      The warrior clutched at his left temple. He roared. Then he looked at me. There was no intelligence there – nothing but the instinctual stare of a spell gone wild. It might’ve been controlled previously. Now it was raw, edgy, and violent.

      He dropped Winchester. He clearly no longer had any clue that Winchester and the book were his targets. He locked his vicious attention on me instead and shot forward.

      I was still lying atop the zombies. They grasped at my arms. I tried to buck back, but they would not let me. For one looped a very strong grip around my middle, forcing their bicep against my chest and pushing in until I couldn’t even breathe.

      I tried to scream. Now, what was the point? That would waste my breath a second before the warrior could waste it for me. With a rounded, forceful hand, he punched me.

      It felt as if he had ruptured my liver. It felt as if he pounded every other organ to dust.

      I watched through one sleepy, bleary eye as he punched me again. Blood splattered my lips.

      I had found new power in my heart. I had climbed to another level of force. But in the end, it would mean nothing. For in the end, I was still fighting dark magic. Something had called the zombies from the ground, and even though that thing could no longer control them, base dark magic still could.

      It was as if the zombies wanted to make me and everything pay for the fact their eternal sleep had been broken.

      The other zombies behind me cried and groped at my face. They scratched my cheeks. Some even went to gouge my eyes out. But who cared about them when the big brute would be the force to ultimately break me?

      Time did it again, but this time it was no longer on my side. This time, it wanted to accentuate the moment, to force me to appreciate how much I had lost and that the ultimate loss – death – was moments from striking me.

      The brute roared.

      Then he forced his fist forward.

      I didn’t close my eyes. I didn’t see the point. Let my failure come. Let my death come a moment later.

      But it did not.

      There was a roar from behind the warrior accompanied by a flash of magic and the movement of a man who could never be held down. My bleary gaze couldn’t track him, but a moment later, Winchester appeared nonetheless. He found the singular strength to throw the brute back before he could punch me one last fatal time. Then Winchester reached me in a moment I would never forget.

      I didn’t honestly care what time chose to do. I was over that. I created my own moment, carving it out from the background, letting it sink into my mind as it forced my body to close around it like a box to the greatest treasure you owned.

      As Winchester’s face pressed close, as his hand locked around mine, as my hair flared up and tickled around his cheeks, my heart beat once to remind me I was still alive, then it beat one last time to tell me what to do next.

      I threw myself at Winchester, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      I had never made a more instinctual move, never gone through with something so very raw and necessary.

      We can spend our whole lives thinking we’re in control. But we’re only truly in control when those lives align with what we truly want. And isn’t life, in some ways, the journey of finding out what it is we really need? Why we were born, and critically, who we will live for?

      “Winchester—”

      “Hold on. And while you’re there, Lisbeth, lend me your magic.”

      In the middle of this mayhem, he placed a hand on my face. Flat and true, his grip felt like an invitation to dance with him beyond this mess, to glimpse eternity and to forever hold it in our eyes.

      Forgive me for my lyrical mind, but the moment could not be ignored because my surging feelings wouldn’t let it be.

      I stopped, however, and finally appreciated what he’d said. “Lend you my magic—”

      “Through the indenturing spell, I can borrow your force. Now,” he said with no need to finish that statement and no time to try.

      Now indeed.

      With his hand flat on my face, he called to my force. I let it rise freely.

      It reacted to his touch, his need, his everything. And it dragged out of me more magic than I had ever used.

      It rushed out of my body, spun around my face, and sank into his palm.

      And Winchester Stone reached his hand out just as that warrior rocketed to his feet again and threw himself mercilessly at us.

      Every other zombie in the room did the same. From the broken, deadly looks in their eyes, they would rip us apart. But they’d never get the chance.

      We both roared just at the same moment, just as our magic sank into the warrior and tore him apart.

      Now he wasn’t being controlled by a greater external force, he was merely a zombie. Though that indeed was a fearsome creature, it was a creature with a certain weakness. As I had already shown you, fire could deal very well with the corpses of those who had risen. It was often the method used to deal with dead bodies in the first place.

      Our spell, our magic spiraling around one another, slammed into the warrior, pulled him off his feet, and ripped apart his molecules.

      There wasn’t the sound of singeing flesh, and nor did some horrendous smell fill the room. There simply wasn’t the time.

      The other zombies reached us, but, one hand on my hip, the other still on my face, Winchester spun with me.

      At the same time, I let my magic out freely, let it do what it needed as it soared into Winchester’s hand.

      It was… almost like we were dancing, though it of course was the most macabre scene.

      You tell that to my heart, though, for it leapt and rose, reaching new heights as Winchester fixed his hand on my hip harder.

      Our magic combined together to spiral around our shoulders.

      It shot out into the zombies, forcing them back.

      The first few burnt up, then the rest.

      Then finally, finally it was over.

      And Winchester stopped.

      Though I suppose the right word was froze.

      He stared at me just as the last dust hailed around us and fell silently to the floor by our feet.

      He watched me with eyes that darted left and right, up and down. Eyes perfectly designed to find your every secret, for they were possessed by a man who didn’t stop. Certainly not when it came to me.

      I suddenly realized I hadn’t breathed for some time. I forced one into my lungs, but when it came to inhaling yet again, I simply couldn’t manage it.

      I became stuck staring at him.

      “Lisbeth McQuarrie,” he said in a voice I could not track. It was a voice the likes of which I had never heard. A voice possessed of an entire planet full of emotions.

      I’d often felt that Winchester was an iceberg. A man who kept his true self locked behind a thick, solid door.

      Now… now I saw who was really within.

      “Lisbeth McQuarrie,” he said again, voice somehow dipping lower, throat sounding parched. But the look in his eyes suggested you could destroy his very throat – he would still find some way to say this anyway. “Lisbeth McQuarrie,” he began one last time.

      I finally found my own breath, though just a fragment of it. Enough for my lips to part, enough to whisper, “Yes?”

      “Is there something you need to tell me, Lisbeth?”

      He still had his hand on my hip, the other on my face.

      Something… I needed to tell him?

      For the most startlingly silly moment, I wanted to reveal everything. Not just who I was… but maybe… how I was starting to feel.

      “Lisbeth,” he said again, voice deeper, “have you been keeping a secret from me?”

      On the word secret, I finally remembered he was touching me. I’d referred to it multiple times, but I suppose I hadn’t appreciated it like I did now.

      With his hand flat on my cheek, with his other hand on my hip, he couldn’t get closer. And nor could I. You see, I could stare quite freely into his eyes, the seat of his soul. And I could let his own gaze draw me deeper.

      “I suppose… I have been keeping a secret from you,” I admitted.

      He paused. Paused right there, never letting me go, not with his hands and certainly not with his eyes. “And what’s that, Lisbeth?” His voice became deeper again.

      I went to close my eyes.

      He grunted. “I think you should keep your eyes open for the next bit.”

      My stomach squirmed with more nerves. Then I… why, I did it. The one thing I had always wanted to do but the one thing I had kept myself back from doing my whole life. “Winchester, I’m a—”

      “Dead practitioner,” he spoke right over the top of me. “Just like me.”

      Silence filtered in after the admission. Or accusation, rather.

      He’d gotten there first. He’d robbed me of my moment.

      And now he stared at me, and I stared back.

      The magic from our combined attack had done some terrible damage to this room. Winchester had the book by his foot. And, presumably, somewhere, the palace was waiting for news from the zombies.

      We were still very much in a perilous situation, so why, oh why, did Winchester waste every following second to keep me in his arms and gaze, to even press a little closer forward? “When were you going to tell me this, Lisbeth?”

      I could not get away. Neither from him nor the truth. “Never. No,” I corrected myself quickly, my breath finally returning to me. In fact, you could say I was almost panting.

      “No?” he questioned slowly.

      “I would’ve told you… when I trusted you,” I revealed, not just to him, but to myself. For trust me, this was a revelation. And it was true. When I’d finally come to believe in this man, I would have told him the truth.

      “Interesting,” he said. “It begs the question, doesn’t it, Lisbeth?” He did not need to say what question it begged. He simply needed to stare at me.

      It was my turn to speak, and he would not deprive me of it this time. “I suppose, Winchester Stone, I….”

      “Yes?”

      “I suppose, Winchester Stone,” I began weakly but let my voice transform with strength I’d never had before, “you can say I trust you now.”

      His eyebrow twitched then lifted half a millimeter, “You could say?”

      I smiled. It was in a way I never had before. For I had never been this attuned to my lips. Every single tingle, every single twitch – I was there for each and every one of them. And I followed them to their logical conclusion.

      Perhaps Winchester was trying to follow them to their logical conclusion, too, because he tore his gaze off my eyes and stared unashamedly at my mouth. “Lisbeth, are you trying to say you trust me now or not?”

      “Winchester Stone, I trust you. Even though you indentured me, even though you can be quite the fabulous brute, I trust you. Even though you’re a dead practitioner, just like me, I trust you. And even though you have a brother who’s trying to destroy this kingdom, I trust you.”

      It was my moment of revelation. I had been waiting to reveal my true self to someone – anyone – all my life. It ought to have been accompanied by an explosion. It, of course, was not. The room was quite silent. There were no more enemies. And we were quite, quite alone. But it did not need to be accompanied by an explosion to make it significant. There was one force – and one man – who could underline this moment in a way I would never forget.

      And that man drew close. Just a centimeter at first, then another.

      I did not think I would ever be riveted by the sight of a sloth moving, but this caught my heart, my imagination, and quite possibly, my future.

      “Lisbeth—” he began.

      But I would never get the chance to find out what Winchester Stone wanted next.

      For there was a crack from underneath our feet, and a perilously dangerous moan echoed out. Above, I watched a charge of magic race across the ceiling. The very same ceiling that depicted how Wintersmith had defeated the curse hundreds of years ago. In the most ominous sign I had seen yet, it cracked right through, the plaster and paint tumbling down above us.

      What has happened in the past means nothing when you finally arrive in the future.

      For every new fight will bring one thing. A new chance to fail.
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      They say once you have a witch in hand, you shouldn’t let her go. It’s the point of indenturing, isn’t it? Winchester is about to find out he’s always been wrong. Greed and arrogance might have tethered Lisbeth to his side, but a far purer emotion will keep them together. Right up until the end. And trust him, it’s coming.

      He’ll soon find out an earth-shattering secret about his brother. It won’t be the last. Every truth he’s ever known – and stood upon – will soon crumble. And when they’re all gone, there’ll only be one person he’ll ever stand beside again.

      But the future will call for more. To save the kingdom, Lisbeth and Winchester must find the root of their power and fight the curse with everything they have.
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        Winchester Stone

      

      

      Lisbeth… Lisbeth… Lisbeth… I couldn’t spit the sentence out, even in the privacy of my own head. For why use words when actions are far more appropriate? All I had to do was reach my fingers out and clasp Lisbeth’s tender hand once more to confirm yes, she was a dead practitioner, just like me. She’d been sitting right underneath my nose. Or rather, running, kicking, jumping, and otherwise saving the day.

      But while we’d had time previously, it was soon taken from us. That perilous moan shook up through the floor once more, this time louder and grating, sounding like someone trying to digest their teeth first by turning them to dust in their own mouth.

      Lisbeth had already been through the ringer, but that didn’t matter. Somehow the ribbon transforming her skirt into trousers still worked fine, and it enabled her to take a quick step up to me. “You have the book. We must get out of here.”

      Yes. We had to flee. But go where? My tired, fraught mind pointed out. Lisbeth was the witch Bram was after. This was the book Bram was after. And Bram had always been after me.

      For a few seconds, my mind ground to a halt, the gears of my thoughts no longer working. For the exact thoughts they tried to transport up through my cerebellum were simply too heavy and far, far too destructive.

      But circumstances conspired not to let me pause another second. A large section of the ceiling above crumbled down. Lisbeth, showing her usual speed, agility, and importantly, loyalty, shouldered me out of the way. When that wasn’t enough, and the ceiling continued to rip itself to shreds, she grasped me by the arm and dragged me down into the main section of the ritual room.

      And there, I imagined she would aim for the door.

      We must have been followed. That was the only thing to conclude. And my mind couldn’t even begin to guess what that meant. Had we been followed by a mere spell that had tracked our progress? Or had our conversation been captured, too? I had been practicing some form of a silence spell since my abode, but did that count? Especially when I had no clue what I was up against.

      I could think all of these thoughts freely only because I had someone else to save me.

      Lisbeth launched herself toward the door, somehow darting through the falling ceiling with skills alone. She didn’t even have to use a shred of magic.

      She inclined her head half to the side, using her left ear to hear what was happening on the ceiling as she stared at the ground. And with that, she dodged everything that fell, even most of the smaller chunks of paint-encased plaster. Paint that had once shown such a startling mural, I hadn’t even begun to get to the bottom of it.

      But what was at the bottom was very important, because another zombie hand suddenly thrust through the ground. It angled toward Lisbeth’s ankle. She kicked it out of the way, her dress and hair flying around her. She looked like some kind of swirling children’s toy. Though that, of course, ignored her two central abilities: her grace and her bare-knuckled determination.

      She showed the latter as a zombie sliced out of the ground just before her. Without pausing, without even grunting for breath, she locked one of her brown buckled shoes against it, grunted, and forced it back. This time she did use magic. She cast it on her hand first, then let it charge over her body. It chased around her waist, shot into her leg, pushed up her foot, and charged into the zombie’s face.

      It was just as the fell brute opened its mouth and screamed. I was not in the direct line of sight of its mouth, but I imagined, with a scream like that, it detached its tonsils from its throat. For who cared what kind of damage one did to a dead man’s body? Especially not Bram Stone.

      I was finally jolted out of my reverie as Lisbeth dragged me another step toward the door. I saw something out of the corner of my eye – the slightest of darting ethereal movements. Then the same ghost who’d led us here appeared, sallow-cheeked, even for the dead. “Miss,” she cried. “This way. Now. Before it comes. It has crimson soul stones, and you won’t have a chance. Now,” the lass called.

      I didn’t have the time to appreciate the fact that Lisbeth appeared to know this ghost. She spun quickly, dragged me over, and soon discovered the hidden door. In her usual Lisbeth style, rather than use her hand, she kicked it with another charge of magic, and my oh my, it was an impressive sight. But more than that, effective. And just in time.

      Something shuddered from underneath her feet. It was no mere zombie. I could tell that, for the resultant energies that spread before it like the first few splatters of rain of a drenching storm drenched me in turn. They shook my dead practitioner energy, grasped hold of it in a violent grip I’d never felt, and told me to flee, flee, flee.

      Lisbeth must be feeling something similar, because she turned over her head just as she opened the secret passageway. “Whatever is after us?”

      “A question for another time when it’s not trying to kill us,” I counseled, locking my hand on her shoulder and shoving her forward.

      She teetered slightly, overbalancing for all of about a few centimeters before she righted herself. How she had developed the equilibrium and gymnastic capabilities, I did not know, but everything was starting to slide into place. If Lisbeth McQuarrie was really like me, then she must’ve been on the run for most of her life. But unlike me, she hadn’t had money and privilege to hide behind. And, it seemed, unlike me, she’d made friends with the very ghosts she was meant to control.

      For as she set foot inside the passageway, that ghost shot up, one wary eye on me but the situation clearly dictating she be brave, nonetheless. “Close the passageway door. There’s a shield. It needs wizard magic.”

      I did not reach out and try to capture the ghost. I simply didn’t have the time. And as a sinking feeling clunked through my gut and slammed onto the floor beneath me, it told me I may never find the time again. Unless I acted. This very second. So I spun.

      Before Lisbeth could turn and fumble through the requisite wizard magic to find the correct spell, I lifted the door back from where it had sunk into the floor. A tricky spell indeed. Especially for a man like me – so fresh from so many devastating fights.

      But there is one thing that is germane to all humans, across all time and across all places. Just when you think you’re out of energy, if something you need is threatened, you will find more. And I will leave you to unpack that particular statement. I was busy with the door.

      I grunted, lifting it as high as I could then hurling it toward the ceiling. I wasn’t actually picking up a real door. I was interacting with the magic that had spread through the dirt. A lot like human nerves, if I were a witch, perhaps I would mistakenly think the dirt had partially come alive. But as a wizard, I appreciated it meant I had finer control over every single particle. Good, because they soon led me to the one thing I needed: the central spell amongst their midst.

      Wizard magic, indeed – it was incredibly strong. I could feel it tickling between my fingers, jumping up my body, and jamming its way between every tooth. It was used to dirt, particulate and many numbered. It sought to find the same multitude in my own body, and the only thing close were my cells. I would not let it have them. I took it in hand.

      It smelt and acted old. And though I’d never had much to do with the man, I got the sense of Wintersmith. If I had had the time, I would’ve appreciated the overarching sense of age. Wintersmith had been a very intriguing wizard indeed. Perhaps no one else could have started the Magical Academy. The Academy itself had long since departed from its original roots, but even if half of the legends of Wintersmith were true, then he was a wizard like no other.

      I got a sense of that firsthand as I finally reignited the spell protecting the door. Just in time. A fraction of a second too late, and something would have powered through and shot toward us.

      I was no longer visually aware of what was beyond the door, but I could certainly feel it.

      I was tired of describing the differences between witch and wizard magic to you, but this was a timely lesson. For whatever was beyond the door felt like it was beyond all of my knowledge, too. All the fine, important facts I had learned over the years became irrelevant in the face of its power. And, importantly, its darkness.

      Even Lisbeth shook as I turned, went to grasp up her hand, and intended to drag her away quickly. But I was forgetting who my indentured was. She was the one who grasped my hand first, and she pulled me away with far more speed and certainty than I could have ever used on her.

      “Sarah-Anne,” she snapped competently at the ghost, “where’s Wintersmith? The game has changed. Shouldn’t we go back to the crypt to find him?”

      My slow, terribly tired mind took some time to catch up. She was speaking of Wintersmith as if he was still alive. I might have just regaled you with tales of the old man’s power, but they were very much legends.

      Unless they weren’t. Unless Wintersmith was a ghost. And, by the sounds of it, in charge of my indentured here.

      When Sarah-Anne didn’t answer, Lisbeth cleared her throat hard. “The game has changed. Whatever Wintersmith originally intended is no longer possible. We must reconvene and plan something new. We must do so now. For I fear the very king of this twisted country will now be after us. And he will not be kind.”

      “Right you are, Miss,” the lass whispered. “Very well. I’ll take you back to Wintersmith. He won’t be happy.” She winced.

      Lisbeth, being Lisbeth, simply snorted derisively. Was it attractive? Let me ask you this – did it need to be attractive?

      If I had been careful of my thoughts then, I would’ve realized I was a changed man. I would’ve once answered that of course, a woman’s place was to be there for men in any way she could, whether it be of service or simply visual distraction. Now a twinge chased through my stomach as I realized what a simplistic and useless metric that was. Especially for a man like me, who needed all the assistance he could get, or—

      Or, indeed. We had already traveled down a section of the tunnel, and we had reached another. That did not, however, mean we were far enough away from the ritual room to be safe or out of earshot. A critical fact, for there was suddenly a scream. It bounced off the walls. It reached high, and it screeched with the kind of voice that would make even demons shake in their boots.

      I twisted my head around wildly, the ligaments trying to snap in their eagerness to catch sight of that fiend.

      “Lisbeth—” I began.

      “Listen to me, Winchester. I will not let you die in these tunnels. I have taken a mission to protect you, and I shan’t be giving in. Whatever happens next, we run. Do you understand?”

      Honestly? No. She had taken a mission to protect me? She meant the indenturing… didn’t she? No, she did not, for I did not see any magic flare around her wrists as she twisted and ran even faster than she had before.

      I saw her determination, all right, and I suddenly realized it was the only thing that had truly held her to my side. For if Lisbeth McQuarrie had wanted, she would’ve found a way around the dark magic of the indenturing spell and left me long ago. Something else had pinned her to me, and it seemed as if I was likely to meet that thing soon. As long as we got out of these tunnels.

      I didn’t catch a glimpse of the creature behind us, but I certainly heard its cry and certainly felt its destructive capacity. The tunnel continued to shake. I could see the damage racing across the ceiling in time with every step that fiend took. At first it was slow. But I felt the pound, pound, pound as it started to run.

      The only sound that was louder – or at least, more memorable – was Lisbeth’s steady breath. Did she gasp or rattle or cry? Did you really need to ask such a question? Return and read the rest of her tales, and they would give you the answer.

      “Faster, Miss. I think others will come upon us soon,” Sarah-Anne warned.

      “Where do these paths lead? Does one lead straight to Eastside Cemetery? I fear going up onto the city street. I believe we have everything the king and Bram want. They won’t leave us alone from now on.”

      … They won’t leave us alone from now on?

      Those words slowly melted into me. I was like some warm dessert. And they were as cold as ice. Slowly but surely, they sapped away every single speck of warmth. Then they left me there, running with Lisbeth, appreciating everything had changed. I had not lost everything, but the time for subterfuge was over.

      My brother would know who I was. And no matter what tricks I tried to play, he would come after me.

      I shivered. I assumed it was just a slight move, but it couldn’t be, because Lisbeth, despite the hairy situation, turned and looked at me simply. She tilted her head down slightly and stared at me from across the bridge of her nose. She was already holding my hand, but why did I get the impression that steady stare was yet another flat, stable floor for me to stand upon? As everything else shook out from underneath my feet, as the world I had once known crumbled, Lisbeth’s gaze was an invitation to stand straight and true by her side.

      She was holding my hand, but my fingers still tightened around hers. An unconscious move, but a deep one nonetheless.

      “Just around this corner, Miss. Then we will branch off into a different section of the tunnel that leads to Eastside.”

      “Wait,” I cried, realizing something far too late. “We still don’t know how Bram is tracking us.”

      “I think it was those Ley lines,” Lisbeth suddenly said. She clicked her fingers. “I don’t know how they work, but come to think of it, I think I saw some of those red ones in the tunnels.”

      “What are you talking about, Lisbeth?” I was out of breath as I demanded that, but Lisbeth obviously had a lot of experience with running and speaking. I imagine she’d been running the larger part of her life, so it only came naturally to her.

      “When I saved you from those half-ghosts in the palace, the only reason I defeated them was that I understood that the red Ley line was being used to assist them in communicating with one another. Though I suppose what you could conclude there was it was being used to control them. I think it’s what our enemies are using to move the dark creatures around the palace and keep them under their thumb.”

      I shook my head for so many reasons. She had imparted so much knowledge, I needed an accountant to keep track of it. One thing, however, struck and stayed. “You saved me in the palace? I… didn’t fall down the stairs at home?”

      Lisbeth McQuarrie just smiled at me. “A story for another time, Winchester. What you care about now is I don’t think they can hear us. But they can probably track us. Now, how do I do this while running?” She swiped her hand to the side.

      It took me a moment, but then I realized she was attempting to interact with the Ley lines always surging through the floor around us. They rose up through the walls and ceiling too. It looked like the very lines of life – like the energy that lightened the universe, bringing light, love, and life to all.

      It took me a while to realize what she was doing, because my entire life, I’d had to pretend Ley lines didn’t exist in front of other people. Now it was almost mesmerizing to see somebody else interacting with them.

      Mesmerizing, that was, until I heard a ferocious shake power down the corridor.

      It was accompanied by a hiss, and then, quite fantastically, a growl. Horrifying, it promised that if it were to ever wrap its teeth around our throats, it would not let go until we had been bled dry.

      I reached past Lisbeth’s shoulder. To do that, considering we were still running hand-in-hand, it meant that I had to press my arm against hers. It anchored me, and it did many other things to me I chose not to describe at this moment. But at least it gave me the force I required to grasp hold of a whole bunch of Ley lines and draw them close.

      “Fantastic,” she muttered as she blinked quickly. She used the kind of curious tone you might if you had gone to the museum for the first time. As if this was some startling curio and not the very thing that could save our lives.

      “Pay attention, Lisbeth,” I growled. “What is it—” Before I could question what it was she was after, my own eyes saw it for themselves.

      Often Ley lines are white. They can take on other colors but in a haphazard fashion. Yet I could see crimson red lines – far tinier and harder to spot than the rest.

      I reached up and snatched hold of one, grasping it in a tight hand. It was just before Lisbeth could. “I think those strands—” she began.

      She tried to explain, but my mind darted off elsewhere. My lips froze. My teeth did too. And that march of stillness climbed down my neck, threatening to claim my whole body. It told me that the force I held now was not just dark, but it was dark in the extreme.

      Some foul creatures can’t help what they are. They were not born into opportunity. They were born into the darkest realms possible. Their genes dictate they hunt for flesh with very little choice in the matter. Others? Ah, others have all of the choice, and that makes them darker indeed. You might be a human, and you might not have a forked tail. You might not speak in tongues but instead speak in the greatest language of the land. How irrelevant. If you use all of those skills to ruin the lives of others, to drag them down into the darkness and trap them, then you are worse, by far.

      And I could feel such dark control in this red strand. I shouldn’t have to tell you it had the flavor of my darned brother.

      “Whatever you’re going to do,” Lisbeth spat quickly, “I suggest you do it, because things are about to get tricky—” she predicted.

      Indeed they were. I heard that monster crash through a wall behind us. The floor shook, and it distracted me at the wrong moment.

      “Miss,” that ghost screamed.

      “I know,” Lisbeth cried as she backed away into me, the move familiar. To my body, not necessarily my mind.

      I quickly understood it was familiar because she must’ve done this when she had protected me in the palace.

      I thought I almost caught a glimpse of it. I had previously caught a glimpse of peach taffeta and now understood what it meant. But what’s the point in understanding if you don’t have time to appreciate the facts? And I very soon wouldn’t even have time to appreciate my own breath.

      The creature now cried out from in front of us. For it had crashed through the tunnel and come upon us from ahead.

      Lisbeth didn’t even scream, let alone acknowledge our changing fortunes. She spun to the side. “I wish I had a soul crystal,” she muttered. Then she kicked at the wall. What a waste of energy. Did she honestly think she could tunnel through?

      “Just a little further down, Miss. There’s a tunnel on the other side, but be—”

      “Quick,” I screamed over the top of them as we finally caught sight of the monster hunting us. I had spent some time telling you that certain dark creatures had little hand in their own existence. They had been born into their baser desires. They hadn’t chosen their path. Evolution had. But maybe I needed to throw out that quaint conclusion now as my darting gaze locked on the creature.

      It was massive. You already knew that. This tunnel understood that fact, too, for it had put up with the percussive forces of its every damaging footstep. But that was not its most important feature. It was dense. An adequate term, for it was made, not of matter, but of energies quickly racing around one another and combining in the center. They were ferociously dark. The energies, though mostly of the same kind, occasionally moved, jolting out only to be sucked back in. And as they forced their way out, they looked like groping hands in the dark.

      While the creature did technically have a head, insofar as it had a gaping maw, I could tell that it was there to swallow its prey, not to interact with the world like ordinary living creatures.

      It was a feature to make its enemies more terrified. For it quickly became apparent it could swallow with the rest of its body, too.

      It shot forward, but a stone chose that exact moment to loosen from the ceiling and rain down. All the creature had to do was push one of its long, spindly limbs up, and the rock fell into its outstretched hand with a squish and a splatter. It was instantly digested. For the dark energy swirled around it and broke it down without pause.

      I didn’t think there would be anything on God’s green earth that could make Lisbeth scream. She let out a quiet yelp now but soon returned to the task of kicking through the wall. I turned, ready to grab her by the middle and haul her around. For we had no time. The end was surely here. But Lisbeth McQuarrie had spent the last however long teaching me one fact. The end never came for her. For she always found a way to run.

      “There,” she spat just before one of her violent kicks managed to break through the wall.

      It crumbled down and revealed a stunted tunnel beyond. It was small enough that I would have to crouch, but I did not care. She re-gripped my hand and dragged me in.

      Sarah-Anne went to linger. She looked terrified.

      I still didn’t know her relationship with Lisbeth – because I didn’t know anything about Lisbeth, apparently. Yet I reached around, grabbed Sarah-Anne’s shoulder, and yanked her through just before the monster shot toward us, many mouths appearing in its energetic body and opening wide to consume us all in one go.

      “It’s over. It’s over,” Sarah-Anne stammered uncontrollably. “That’s a manifestation of the curse. It’s escaped. They’re calling on increasingly dark creatures, and we will have no chance. It’s over—”

      “Pull yourself together, Sarah-Anne,” Lisbeth said in a voice that was equal parts strong yet kind. It spoke of a person who could soothe your soul – while saving your skin.

      And yes… I suppose I had just thought that.

      The only person who’d ever been able to soothe my complicated soul was Grace. Yet all thoughts of her were far from my mind and far, far from my grip.

      Lisbeth had been doing most of the fighting and running until now. I couldn’t leave this all up to her. Especially when the creature smashed into our smaller tunnel, causing so much damage, there was a cave-in to our side.

      I thrust a hand out, forcing magic from the tips of my fingers. It spun into the stones and broke them apart before they could disrupt us. But I would need to do more.

      Lisbeth was too busy concentrating on fleeing. I, on the other hand, had the time – a fraction of it, at least – to stare at the Ley lines. I’d already broken one of those red strands, but there were more.

      It was hard to say whether we came upon them or they came upon us, but I imagined it was a bit of both. If you had asked the old me, I would’ve told you that Ley lines were dead. Or rather, considering they did signify important life-giving energy, what they were was unintelligent.

      You certainly wouldn’t be holding a conversation with them. Nor could they assist you knowingly.

      Why, when I sifted through one now, did it feel as if the other Ley lines directed me to the tiniest of filamentous red strands between them?

      It was as if they knew there was something wrong in their midst and they were reaching out to me to cleanse it.

      As a dead practitioner, I had taken. On every occasion I could. But had I ever given back?

      We wizards didn’t have to. We understood the singular nature of will. To truly practice magic, you must apply that will to this world. You must change it in every way you can.

      But I had never accepted the other part of that bargain. For it would also change me.

      I snapped the strand. And for the first time since the chase had begun, that creature let out a cry as if I’d rendered a blow.

      Lisbeth turned around, startled. “What did you do? Whatever it is,” she concluded quickly without even sucking in the breath to finish another sentence, “keep doing it.”

      Keep doing it I did. As we ran, as I willingly let Lisbeth lead, I did the hard work of sifting through the Ley lines. While some of those red strands were very visible, the rest – and the majority – were not. It was almost as if the invisible strands were there to lure you in. Traps, if you will. If somebody snapped them, then it would become apparent that a dead practitioner was nearby and could interact with your spells. But the majority of the traffic was taken by the smallest strands. And you had to concentrate just as much as I did to break through them. And break through another I did a second later.

      The creature behind us now roared. Bloodcurdling, it was unquestionably angry, but it had an undercurrent of something far more dangerous. Existential fear. Why did I get the impression that I could hear my brother, wherever he was in the kingdom, screaming the same lament?

      Probably a hope and nothing more, but I let it power me as I grasped up another tiny strand and cracked it. “You shall have to teach me how to do that. When we get to Wintersmith. If, of course, he allows me to live,” she muttered.

      I took nothing of that comment. I was starting to learn enough about Lisbeth to know when she didn’t mean her words. It still was, however, an indication of the quality of her relationship with Wintersmith’s ghost.

      I could be cruel to you and tell you that Lisbeth would have the same kind of relationship with everyone and anyone she encountered. Her battering ram of a personality simply did not get on well with others. But I knew something else – how we wizards thought. If I was Wintersmith and I had access to somebody like Lisbeth, with her raw power and unstoppable force, I would control her too. And no, I couldn’t see the irony of that statement, considering she was my indentured.

      I did have control of her. Or at least ought.

      She yanked me along again, and it was just before I could snap another strand. “Lisbeth,” I growled.

      She turned, her hair attractively furling around her face. “I just assumed you didn’t want to be knocked out by falling stones. My mistake. I can thrust you back into them if you’d like?”

      Cruel words, but… bear with me, the way she said them, the way her lips moved, the way her hair bounced, the way her entire body worked with her lips to convey that statement… it would’ve held me in place if I weren’t running for my life.

      “Whatever you’re doing, Master,” Sarah-Anne stammered, “keep doing it. I don’t want to go back and check on that creature, but it seems to be weakening. We need to get it to slow. We can’t lead it to the cemetery. Please,” she encouraged.

      Without complaint, I continued.

      I couldn’t tell you how many of these red strands swarmed through the Ley lines, but I could assume I needed to destroy every single one to have a chance. And I could confidently promise you that the creature would not let me grasp such a chance.

      “It’s gone quiet,” Lisbeth began.

      Indeed. But not for long.

      It roared again. It was going to get ahead of us.

      I sliced my gaze to the side, preemptively looking for a section of the wall to blast through. But that’s when Sarah-Anne let out a wheeze of a scream. “There’s nothing but solid dirt around us. We are—”

      We were not done for.

      My entire existence up until this point, I had looked after myself. I had done that by carefully controlling my every experience. By never running into trouble, and critically, by never helping others. For it is often through the vulnerability of assisting people that you encounter tricky situations you can’t control.

      My old personality would’ve laughed at me and pointed out I’d always been right. If only I had stuck to my old principles, I wouldn’t be in this perilous situation.

      But now?

      Now indeed. There was another roar, and once more, the fell creature got ahead of us.

      This time Lisbeth didn’t run with me hand-in-hand. She didn’t grunt that we could get through this. She trembled, and it was one of the most frightening moments of my life. When a stalwart can’t take it anymore, it’s a very good indication that it’s over. But it would never be over for me. Not now I had finally found my reason to fight.

      I roared. I reached to the side. Even though you could claim this was nothing more than a frantic waste of energy – and the last few seconds of my precious existence – I snatched up the last tiny red filament of Ley line I could see. And I snapped it.

      It was just as Lisbeth turned, just as my indentured threw her arms around my back, using her body to protect me. But there was nothing to protect me from. For as the strand cracked, there was a great cry.

      The creature was thrust back. I had previously told you it looked as if there were hands inside it. There were many mouths, too. I had simply assumed that the energy making it up could transform into multiple shapes. I had not thought that they were multiple shapes being held together by a single spell. As I broke the last red lay line, that spell broke in turn.

      The creature let out another great cry you’d be able to hear from the moon. Then it stumbled down to one knee. No, three knees. Four knees – oh, to hell with it. You didn’t need to know how many different body parts I saw. The only pertinent thing was the fact it started to break. As energy sloughed off it like a snake losing its skin, it jolted the remains of its head up, opened what had once been its largest dark maw, and cried out. The promise was clear. It would come back. And next time, it would kill.

      Just before it could break apart completely, it shot toward Lisbeth.

      It was my turn to spin with her. She might’ve tried to sacrifice herself for me, but I would not let her do that when it mattered most.

      I roared, expecting the creature to land a deadly, parting blow, but it didn’t.

      I’d forgotten who I was dealing with. Lisbeth didn’t take kindly to people upsetting her plans. Before the creature could strike me, she pivoted, placed her foot between my legs, and actually threw me to the ground. Then she jolted forward, magic flaming around her fist, and dispatched the creature with one last blow.

      She landed, her hair sliding over her face, a single droplet of sweat slipping over her brow, splashing onto her lips, and splattering off them as she smiled. She patted down her skirts and rose. The ribbon separating them into trousers finally broke – after putting up one hell of a fight – and her skirts fell about her legs attractively.

      With her mussed-up hair, she looked… it would be a dangerous distraction to describe it.

      She reached a hand down to me. “Winchester, you’re not here to save me. It’s the other way around. I’ve been given the job to protect you, because you… must be protected,” she muttered. She’d started off strong – in usual Lisbeth fashion – but toward the end there, the words had become trapped on her trembling lips. And why had they trembled? When had they trembled? When Lisbeth McQuarrie had tried to answer exactly what it was that I was to her.

      I let her grasp my hand and pull me to my feet. I let the momentum take me forward a step or two until it was easy enough to settle a hand on her shoulder. And this close, why, it was easy enough to see her response. Her eyebrows flattened, her lips puckered up then froze, and her attention, oh, all of her attention locked on me silently.

      If I had wanted to take something of this moment, other than how much my proximity stilled her, I had forgotten a very key fact. “Miss and Master, we must get out of here. Wintersmith awaits. The city, oh, the city has never been in a more perilous situation. Don’t you two remember that?” the ghost demanded.

      “We’re here to save everyone. So it’s time to leave.” With that, I reached down, plucked up Lisbeth’s hand, and finally took the lead. Insofar as one can take the lead when it turns out they’ve always been on the back foot, when it turns out they’ve never known a thing about their indentured and likely still didn’t. I could walk ahead of Lisbeth McQuarrie, but that would only ever be when she chose to stay behind me. And I would soon find out that was not and never had been her place.
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      We… well, we’d survived, hadn’t we? That was the most important fact to impart… wasn’t it? So why, every time I tried to remind myself of that fact, did my mind dovetail and do strange things? It plucked up irrelevant details from the fight, cramming them in front of my face as if I hadn’t paid attention to what truly mattered. Like the way Winchester had smiled at me. Like the way his hand had so tenderly clasped mine. Like the way he looked at me – like the way he kept looking at me.

      My stomach was fidgeting far too much by the time we made it back to the cemetery, by the time I spied Wintersmith with his arms crossed in front of his crypt. His look said it all. I had failed in my most important duty. I’d let Winchester know what I was.

      And… honestly, it would take a long time for that fact to sink in.

      My whole life, I had waited for someone to find out who I was. Someone alive, at least. I’d imagined it, sometimes on lonely, cold nights, when the wind had blown through the cracks in the floor, when its incessant moaning had reminded me of the dark destiny I’d come upon in this life.

      I’d squeezed my eyes shut and regaled myself with the details of what it would be like to reveal my powers.

      And honestly, it had been nothing like this. Nothing so raw, nothing so… real.

      Our imaginations can prepare us for changes in our environment, but they can never guess every single detail, nor can they ever truly train our hearts for what will come next.

      “Come, you unruly witch,” Wintersmith snapped.

      Winchester was no longer holding my hand. I supposed there was no point. We were out of trouble. For now.

      Though I imagined I’d be in a different kind of trouble when he found out the reason we were safe was that I had stolen his soul crystals and brought them here.

      He seemed far too surprised by the fact that Wintersmith was a real ghost. Winchester continued to stare at him, mouth agape.

      He leaned close to me. “What exactly is your relationship with him? He didn’t indenture you, did he?”

      There was no time for fun. And likely, there would never be a chance to enjoy anything in my life ever again. I was cursed and ruined, and yet, I could still smile at that.

      I arched an eyebrow, playing with Winchester. Why was he so scared about the fact that another wizard could’ve indentured me first? Would it undermine his own indenturing spell? Or was Winchester simply a possessive man?

      I went to string him along, but Wintersmith grunted from his sarcophagus at the bottom of the stairs, “She’s not indentured to me. I wouldn’t be stupid enough to shackle myself onto her.”

      My lips flattened. “Do you have any idea what I achieved today? Do you have any clue how hard it was, you despicable wizard?”

      Winchester blinked like he’d been slapped. He forced himself close to my ear, “Lisbeth. Do you have any idea who that is? He’s the greatest wizard who’s ever lived. You should—”

      “She should show me some respect, shouldn’t she?” Wintersmith cut in, laughing and likely slapping his leg.

      Respect? The only thing I wanted to show him was my ire. He purposely made this mission hard for me at every single juncture.

      Breaking away from Winchester, even as he grasped toward me, likely recognizing the dangerous look in my eyes, I strode down the steps, hands on my hips. I faced Wintersmith. “You have some explaining to do. Not only did you never tell me that Winchester was a dead practitioner, not only did you make me find out on my own, but you didn’t tell me about your ritual room. If you had, that horrible situation would not have unfolded as it had.”

      “Lisbeth, you must be careful. There was never a wizard like him—” before Winchester could finish, Wintersmith lifted a hand.

      He glowered at me from over the top of his silver beard. I’d never noticed this, but it resembled the moonlight over snow. An appropriate image? Somewhat. It wasn’t as cold as the real man. Nor as bleak.

      “You may have prevented Winchester from being captured. But now our enemies hunt him without reprieve. And that is nothing to mention what they wish to do with you.”

      With my hand still on my hips, I truculently rolled my eyes. “I don’t much care what they intend to do with me. They won’t capture me. Now, what’s the next stage of this harebrained plan? I saw that mural in your ritual room. It has something to do with those forbidden tomes. Winchester has one.” I gestured over at him.

      He’d tucked the book into his pocket. Now his fingers froze. I could tell why. He was still a suspicious man at heart, wasn’t he? Could he really trust me and my strange troop of ghosts?

      The answer? Why, the answer was a startling and quick one. Shoving a hand into his pocket, he drew out the book reverentially. He handed it over to Wintersmith.

      Wintersmith jerked back and flapped his hands. “I don’t want to touch it. I did that enough in my real life. Always gave me the willies. You can hold it, because you, ultimately,” Wintersmith’s eyes glittered darkly, “will be responsible for it.”

      “What do you mean?” Winchester found his voice.

      So it wasn’t just me Wintersmith treated like this, then? Good. Rather than directly answer the question, Wintersmith crossed his arms and started to float in the air. He looked like a very angry sage. His prodigious beard flapped over his shoulder. He closed his eyes for a few short seconds, contemplating something that made him even angrier, then snapped them open. “Our only chance is to go on the offensive now. You can say goodbye to your old life, Wizard,” Wintersmith grunted at Winchester. “You won’t be seeing it again. I imagine by now your brother has already turned your house over. There will be no going back.”

      I looked at Winchester, though not directly. I had to swivel my attention out of the corner of my eye, and if that sounded physiologically impossible, it was indeed a hard, very careful movement.

      Everything he had done was to keep his old life. Now in one simple moment it crumbled out from underneath him. And in many ways, it was my fault. Though I wouldn’t admit that to Wintersmith, it was easy in front of Winchester.

      But Winchester did not crumple. He glanced down at the floor. Emotion marked his brow and forced his lips lower. But then he looked at me, not Wintersmith. “My old life was a ruse. It could never last forever. I suppose,” he comfortably slipped his hands into his pockets as if he were discussing the weather, “it was always going to happen. And… I’m almost glad it did. Finding out the truth, it turns out, can be good for the soul.”

      He continued to look at me, and his words… they could hardly be lost on me.

      Finding out the truth was good for the soul?

      He was speaking about us. The only two dead practitioners in all of the kingdom. No, wait. I turned to Wintersmith quickly, my dress flaring around my knees and drawing Winchester’s attention.

      I could not let it distract me, even though it was, by nature, very distracting indeed. “What about the other dead practitioner? You said it wasn’t just us.”

      “What the devil? Are you trying to tell me there’s another?” Winchester demanded, all sense of serenity gone.

      “Yes, there’s another. No, they have not disappeared. And yes, they appear to be at the center of this mess. They must be under Bram’s thumb,” Wintersmith concluded. “Think about it,” he snapped arrogantly at the both of us. “You go up against deadly dark fiends that have been dragged from the earth. Zombies,” he shouted, “and God knows what else. What kind of practitioner do you think could bring them to life? What force do you believe one would require to animate them? Ordinary magic? Or magic just like yours?”

      I blinked. How preciously stupid I’d been. Of course the forces we’d faced had been called by a practitioner just like us. While I could get over my lack of deductive skills quickly, it seemed Winchester could not.

      He looked genuinely and powerfully disappointed in himself. His bottom lip wobbled. He finally brought it under control as he stiffened it. “So what happens now? We can’t stay here. That said, there seems to be some protective barrier—”

      Wintersmith lifted a hand dismissively. “It’s your thousand spirit stones. Lisbeth here stole them for me. We need them. But she was ultimately the one to do the act.” He smiled and crossed his arms.

      Excuse me? He demanded I steal the stones. He sent me there. And now he was trying to get me in even more trouble. For that is what Wintersmith was good for, apparently.

      I rolled up one of my sleeves. To hell with it. It was time to show my justified anger.

      Winchester would not let me. One of his hands silently descended on my shoulder. And he… looked at me. I did not know how many times Winchester had looked at me, and I wasn’t entirely sure one could even count it. For we can stare at things out of the corner of our eyes without it being noticeable. Only Winchester himself would understand how often he glanced my way. But all of that aside, what mattered most was the moment he made for us.

      His silence did two things. It proved he wasn’t angry. But it also proved there might be space in the future for something else.

      “I now understand the situation is far more complex than I ever appreciated. And I am now fully aware of the fact,” Winchester closed his eyes then opened them slowly, “that I can no longer stand by the sidelines. My brother must be taken down. What do you recommend, Wintersmith? How would you go about this?”

      It must’ve been rather significant for Winchester to defer to someone like that. Even if it was Wintersmith. But I could tell you what was far more significant – at least to me. Winchester kept his hand on my shoulder. Was he trapping me in place? Was he confirming through touch I was still his indentured? Or was this something far more complex and yet something far simpler? Sometimes we touch what we want to touch. And that meant… why, I couldn’t think that through.

      “Now that,” Wintersmith pointed toward Winchester, “is the difference between a wizard and a witch. You know something must be done, and you’re eager to do it.”

      I ground my teeth together. “I have barely slept or eaten in days. All I have done is run around, saving ghosts and this city, and yet you still insult me?”

      “A wizard would’ve done this by now,” Wintersmith promised.

      “If that were the case, my good old man,” Winchester said, “we wouldn’t be in this situation. For presumably, many a wizard knows what is going on with this city, but none has risen to stop it.”

      I paused. It took a few seconds to understand what he’d said. Then it took even longer to put those words together and appreciate what they meant. For Winchester… had risen to my defense. This wasn’t the same as taking a bodily blow for me. This wasn’t like whisking me out of danger. This was defending me in front of one of his kind. And he meant it.

      Winchester crossed his arms. He stared down his nose at Wintersmith.

      And Wintersmith clapped his hands together and hooted riotously as if this was the best thing he’d ever seen. “I suppose you’re right, you young wizard. And I suppose I ought to have been put in my place. Still, action demands that we move quickly. You must go to the Magical Academy. You must undermine it. I trust you know exactly how to do that. Destroy as many of the buildings as you can. Remove their stores. And critically, attack their library. Ensure they have as few resources as they can for the next stage of their plan.”

      Winchester may have asked, but it was clear he didn’t wish to be told this. “Sacrilege. The Magical Academy—”

      Wintersmith got a challenging look in his eyes. Never a good sign. Especially for his wizard body, because let me tell you, there was nothing stopping him from channeling his anger into his pupils and making them literally burn. “Finish your sentence, boy. Tell me, as best as you can, what the Magical Academy has become. Do not lie. Do not gloss it over. Give me the truth as you understand it.”

      Winchester paused. I could see the war going on in his mind. He wanted to defend his institution.

      He was a very proper wizard, and it was clear he loved his kind. But. But indeed. There are only so many egregious mistakes we can turn a blind eye to. Especially when those mistakes start dragging down the very kingdom we live within.

      Wintersmith wasn’t the only one staring at Winchester in interest, waiting to find out how he would respond. Other ghosts had floated down the stairs. Sarah-Anne still stood to my side. And then there was me myself. And I imagined I was the one that mattered. For Winchester spent the most time staring at me.

      He went to answer. From the automatic way his lips moved, I could tell he would defend his brethren.

      I sighed. And Winchester closed his eyes. “I want to believe in the good side of magic. I want to believe in all of the knowledge that we have acquired and all of the good it should have done.”

      “Should?” Wintersmith challenged.

      Winchester finally opened one eye. “Should have done. I have turned a blind eye to most things in my life. I’ve cared more about hiding my secret from my brother. But I suppose I also cared about hiding it from my colleagues. For I understood they were not collegial. And they never would be if they discovered my secret. I lived a sham of a life. I wanted to believe in the glory of the Magical Academy, because it gave me something to aspire to. But it was a trap. It was one I wandered into.”

      “And what do you intend to do with this trap?”

      “Burn it to the ground, apparently,” Winchester answered. And then, slowly, one by one, he slid his eyes over to me.

      Winchester hadn’t given me much. Technically, he’d given me the dress. And an indenturing agreement I had never asked for. But why did this feel like it was a present, all for me? Not for the city. Not for the future of this country, but for little old me?

      “Well, what are you two waiting for? Head there right now. Heaven knows what they are up to. Leave that book here, though,” Wintersmith demanded. He grasped up the book unwillingly. Then he thrust it into his sarcophagus. The book was made of ordinary matter, and he was not. Ghosts usually couldn’t drag real things through material barriers with them. But there was no usually when it came to Wintersmith.

      Winchester blinked back his surprise. Then he settled his gaze on me. “She’s quite injured. She’s been through too many fights—”

      “Oh, don’t worry about her. She’ll never stop fighting, that one. You need her, too. Sorry to break that to you, but she is at the center of all of this mess.”

      I looked away. Really? It wasn’t of course the comment that I was at the center of this mess. That was apparent. Why did Wintersmith continue to insult me?

      I should’ve paused and waited to ask a different question. Why would Winchester continue to defend me?

      “The Magical Academy can be a terribly dangerous place. I don’t want—” Winchester began.

      I wasn’t about to waste time with Winchester like this. Not when we had such important things to do. I strode over and grasped his hand up. It seemed like a good idea at the time. It felt like something that would anchor his attention, dragging him off his worries and locking his focus where it ought to be. Forward, on the future. But there was a problem there. Because the only thing before him was me.

      And his attention, his full, startling attention, settled on me like a hand around my heart. It did not want to squeeze. It wanted to cradle.

      I had many strong statements I wished to say, but they died on my lips.

      Wintersmith rolled his eyes. Sarah-Anne actually giggled into her hands.

      It was Winchester who stiffened. “Lisbeth—”

      “We don’t have time to waste. Lord knows what your brother is doing, but he’s likely tearing this town apart to get to you. We’ll start with the Magical Academy. Then we’ll move on to him.”

      “But it will be dangerous.” His voice was unnervingly deep.

      Or rather, I was allowing myself to be unsettled by the simplest of details: the look in his eyes, the proximity of his breath. I would have to pull myself together if I wanted to get through the Magical Academy.

      But to do that, I’d have to accept one thing. We were now in this together.

      When words failed me, I tried something else. I thrust a hand out. Winchester arched his eyebrow. “Lisbeth?” he asked in a deep voice.

      “Take it,” I muttered. “And come on. The next stage of this journey awaits.”
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      The next stage of this journey awaited. Don’t ask me why, but Lisbeth’s words kept rocketing around in my head, shaking things up, taking me to different levels of myself I had never known existed.

      We often explore the world outside, thinking it holds all of the secrets. Let me tell you this. The rocky terrain within your own mind and heart is far larger and far more mysterious. And all it took was that promise to shake me up, to turn me inside, and to focus my mind on what could come next if only I let it.

      We made it to the Magical Academy. It seemed Wintersmith and his ghosts had quite a hold over the secret tunnels of this town. We had to be awfully careful, though. I scanned my environment continuously, searching through the Ley lines for even a glimpse of red. I found none in the vicinity of the Magical Academy but could tell they were within.

      As was guaranteed trouble.

      I went to clutch Lisbeth again, but she was several steps ahead, and I quickly realized I didn’t have a reason.

      But you tell that to my fingers, to my beating heart, to my demanding gaze as it settled on her shoulders. It told me everything was better when we were closer. And why wouldn’t it be? For we were two of a kind. No, three.

      As that fact settled down like a dark cloak over my shoulders, I twisted my head up from our vantage in an old abandoned clock tower and stared across at the sprawling metropolis that was the Magical Academy. You should not forgive me for using the word metropolis, for it was not hyperbole. The Magical Academy was on a large campus – one even larger than the palace. Though the palace made up for that by having its deep basements.

      There were so many buildings in the Magical Academy that I didn’t actually know how many there were off the top of my head. You usually stuck to the parts you knew. And when you had to go further afield, you had to use one of the guides – old wizards, beyond their prime, who’d retired to explore the halls of the Academy.

      And we needed to burn every building of that grand institution to the ground, I quickly reminded myself. My gaze swept across the ostentatious buildings. They were built at a time when architecture was there to do two things. To show everybody the power of the person who had built it and to reach heaven with its grand beauty.

      The latter was impossible. The former? Why, in many ways, I suppose that’s what the Magical Academy had always stood for. A buffer between the palace and the populace. A reminder of how much power we had and they did not.

      “Come now. We can’t waste a moment.” Lisbeth experimentally flicked her fingers up and created a few small fireballs that darted around her nails. Paltry magic. But I knew from experience that when she needed it, she would simply find more force.

      I stared at her warily. “This will be very dangerous, Lisbeth. You should—”

      “You heard the brute Wintersmith. I’m here to save you. Whether I—”

      “Like me or not?” That wasn’t what she had been about to say. But the words jumped into my mouth, and I couldn’t force them back.

      Lisbeth had been walking past. She froze.

      Then she chose not to answer.

      She muttered under her breath that we must be fast.

      Who knew what Bram was doing? Indeed. Who knew?

      Perhaps he was personally crafting more of those fiendish beasts he’d set upon us in the tunnels. Or perhaps there was another dead practitioner out there, pulling the strings. When you don’t have the facts, your imagination will do wild things in the darkness of your mind.

      Mine now turned over a terrible future. It promised me that even if we did destroy the Magical Academy, there was still no going back. For Bram already had everything he wanted.

      I had two options. I could press Lisbeth and force her to answer my childish question, or I could get ahead of her. You probably thought I had multiple options in between, but my treacherous heart didn’t think that. Not in the moment. It saw her striding off, and the rather juvenile part of my brain told me I needed to get ahead now, or I would always be behind.

      “I don’t know where you are striding off to so confidently, but the secret passageway into the Magical Academy is this way.” Spinning hard on my leather boot, I strode toward a rather benign patch of wall. This was an old clock tower. While it certainly had been built to withstand the elements, they had raged through it nonetheless like an uninvited army.

      Press against a nondescript brick, and a mechanism would initiate in the wall. It would drag it to the side, and you would reveal a passageway that led to the tunnels underneath the massive, sprawling campus.

      Lisbeth turned and looked at me, barely registering an expression. For apparently my plea did not deserve one. “I’ve been running in and out of the Magical Academy my entire life, Winchester. I’ve done it secretly because I’ve had to. Now come along. You heard Wintersmith. I’m here to save you. While burning down this place.”

      I shan’t describe the exact quality of the smile that raged across her lips at that promise. But I shall tell you the verb raged was appropriate.

      My hands dropped, my shoulders drooped, and the left side of my lip ticked up. Then I followed. For I was starting to learn enough about Lisbeth McQuarrie. And more importantly, enough about myself.

      One by one, moment by moment, battle by battle, Lisbeth was chipping away at my legendary arrogance and leaving something else. Who yet could tell what that thing was?

      It allowed me to hurry after her as she found an old rickety wooden set of steps leading down to the internal mechanisms of the clock. It still worked fabulously. It ought not. As I’d already described, this place was dilapidated. Nobody bothered to fix it, and nobody bothered to claim the land. It was quite poisonous.

      It stood in an unfavorable position compared to the rest of the Academy. Prevailing winds – and magical eddies – often brought storms of force particles this way. They had wreaked havoc on not just the tower but the land. You could attempt to reclaim it, but it would cost too much and take too long. I believed the city planners were simply waiting for this clock tower to fall over. Then they would move the rubble or leave it there as a warning not to play on contaminated ground.

      “Lisbeth—”

      “Hurry up.” Rather than take the last few stairs, the ricketiest of all, she placed a hand on the banister and leapt over. She was nothing more than a mound of fabric. Albeit with two very sharp eyes glittering in the middle. Eyes that promised me she’d enjoy this. If, of course, it went according to plan.

      We could start a fire in the Magical Academy. The interconnected spells that looked after the entire building would simply put it out. We could try to start another fire, but after a while, people would become wise to us. We would be forced to run. And how long, exactly, would it take until my brother was called? And why, exactly, had it taken until now for me to start questioning the far riskier parts of this plan?

      Oh yes, because Lisbeth, as she leapt toward one of the massive, rusted cogs of the clock, always brought risk to mind.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Just duck under here. I’ll show you soon enough. Be prepared… it’s not a particularly nice ride.”

      In the worst sign yet, she grasped up a new ribbon, ducked behind one of the cogs, tied up her skirts, then simply flicked a hand my way beyond the spinning mechanism. “Come, Master.”

      Both of my lips now ticked up and twitched. Master? Really? Shouldn’t it be the other way around?

      When I had indentured Lisbeth, I couldn’t quite describe to you the sensations that had raged through my body at the time. I will, however, reveal one to you. Let’s call it… arrogant joy. I’d assumed I would now have her under my thumb. But the only place Lisbeth was in comparison to me was always ahead.

      “Come,” she growled when I simply did not rush to her side fast enough.

      I checked my own trousers, ensuring my belt was in place, knowing that I did not need anything to fail, for every single fine detail of this plan must go properly, or death would loom.

      I rushed over to the cogs of the clock, judging their quick movements before I slipped inside.

      And there I saw Lisbeth, down on her knees, patting a very old section of wood. It was so terribly dilapidated, her mere light touch made it creak unsafely.

      “What the devil are you doing? If you disrupt the floor underneath the clock’s mechanism—”

      “No one said anything about disrupting anything. Well, apart from the entire Magical Academy and every brutish wizard who’s ever been taught within.”

      My lips opened. An insult readied on them. I could not deliver it. For Lisbeth looked up at me, her eyelashes framing her gaze. And I… well… many things came to mind. Many disjointed things. My brain was suddenly incapable of joining everything together. There was the attractive angle of her red lips. Then the line of her cheeks. And the way her hair framed everything. But more than anything? Oh, more than anything, Lisbeth McQuarrie shoved a hand out toward me. The fingers still flickered with a few licks of flame. Nothing that could hurt me. It might be slightly uncomfortable at first. But so was she.

      I cast my better reason aside. Though perhaps it was wiser to say I dumped it.

      Then, breathless, heart a mess, feeling like she’d stamped on it since the day she’d wandered into my life, I pressed my hand forward into hers.

      And Lisbeth dragged me through the floor. Impossible? Wait, and you’d see nothing was impossible when it came to Lisbeth.

      She quickly initiated some spell beneath us, and I watched a large mandala appear. Chalk-white and off-yellow, it looked like it had been cast a very long time ago, and the spell was only just holding on to its roots. It fizzled unreliably, and my well-trained wizard senses instantly told me it could be dangerous. The very last thing you wanted to do was rely on a spell about to break. For if you strayed within it and it broke while you were there, you would snap too.

      But Lisbeth didn’t have that compunction, and she was fabulously quick. With her hand pressed into the center of the mandala, she forced it down through the wood, her teeth clenched. And then the wood simply disappeared.

      She had a tight hold of my hand, but let me tell you, it wasn’t tight enough.

      I jolted toward her, body knowing what it always must do.

      Long before I could wrap an arm around her middle, we struck some kind of chute. And then we shot down.

      I’d inadvisably worn my hat. I’d assumed it would give me a little more discretion when traipsing around my old workplace and destroying it. It flew off, but Lisbeth soon caught it with such a lightning-quick hand, even a bird couldn’t follow.

      I had to swallow a scream that kept trying to rip out of my shaking lips as we shot down the chute as fast as our bodies could. It was made out of rounded wood, and somebody had obviously used magic to ensure there wasn’t a single splinter in sight. That, or Lisbeth had used this in the past, and her quickly hurtling body had ripped out every offending spike.

      “Lisbeth,” I cried.

      Somehow, showing dexterity no one should have, she reached around while still holding onto my hand and crammed my hat on my head. She even grinned. How I could see that, even as the very world shot past me like light from the sun, I didn’t know. Perhaps because my treacherous mind had now created a new path in my brain for Lisbeth. A path where nothing else could question my attention. A path where, if I even glanced at her once, what I saw would become my whole world.

      “Lisbeth,” I still managed to cry as she smiled widely.

      “Almost there. Now, to the left, Winchester. Not the right. The right will take us somewhere very unpleasant indeed.”

      With no time to question what on earth she was on about, I did the only thing that made sense, and I got closer to my indentured. Gone was the compunction that had stopped me from wrapping an arm around her middle. As I fixed my bicep close against her stomach, she turned and looked at me. Again, how she had that ability, I didn’t know. She seemed to carve out reality until it was just us.

      But it couldn’t just be us forever. I heard some kind of warning hiss. Don’t ask me where it came from. My ears couldn’t function correctly and certainly couldn’t judge which direction sounds originated from. But Lisbeth seemed to know what was going on. “The right leads to the great steam engine in the middle of the Academy. Right to the furnace, in fact. The left leads to the storeroom that stocks it.”

      “What the—” I began, with no time whatsoever to register that warning and the sheer danger she had thrown us into. With no time, because we quickly reached the offending break in the tunnel.

      And Lisbeth, tongue held tightly between her lips, maneuvered us to the left. She was closer to the left. Which meant she had to yank hard on my arm. I almost didn’t make it. Worse, I caught the scent of the furnace. It burnt specialized magical fuel. That wasn’t to say it couldn’t burn other things. Over the years, some of my colleagues had been suspected of murdering unwanted enemies by throwing them into the fire. Even if you turned that great beast of a machine off, you would never find any evidence. For everything within was combusted at such a great temperature, even a god would not be able to sift through the dust.

      “Lisbeth McQuarrie,” I tried to growl, “never take me into such a dangerous situation again.”

      “Oh dear. You should’ve told me earlier. Because the storeroom is guarded.”

      “The storeroom?”

      She was correct. The storeroom was indeed guarded. For, feeding the furnace, it was a very important piece of infrastructure within the Academy. The specialized fuel was also very expensive. If something were to happen to it, not only could it create a devastating explosion, but it would affect the Academy for days, perhaps weeks to come. Every piece of machinery involved in the furnace had been handcrafted here, and it would take the entire faculty to stop their research to create another.

      “You plan to blow up the furnace?” I asked, startled, perhaps a little angry too. But that was the old me speaking.

      “Blow it up? Oh, I plan to do something much worse.”

      I’d have to find out exactly what that new extreme was, for we finally reached the storeroom.

      I now kept my hat on my own head, my fingers pressing so hard into the fabric, it should have melded with my skull.

      “Here we go,” she warned uncharacteristically, considering she seemed satisfied to let me face danger and hopefully to let it wallop me in the head.

      We shot out of the chute into a large metal drum full of magical substrate.

      She was there to cushion the fall. She only used a little magic, however. Which meant it was still quite a rough blow. It jolted my knees so uncomfortably, I thought the ligaments would be turned to dust.

      “Lisbeth McQuarrie,” I began, about to give her a piece of my mind, but she pressed forward, moving so easily over the large chunks of stone beneath us, it was as if she was gliding through the air. What happened next was neither easy nor… I didn’t have the words, I had to say.

      She pressed a finger into my lips. I was immediately taken by its warmth, its presence, and importantly, its promise.

      She did not make lingering eye contact, though she could have.

      I’d had a few moments with Lisbeth previously, but nothing like this. I was covered in sweat from the stress of the fall. She was right there. And… sometimes we can’t really explain the matters of the heart. We must simply let them lead us.

      Lisbeth turned her head to the side. She concentrated until her brow condensed down like somebody squishing two hands together. She appeared to count under her breath, then, with no warning at all, she leapt out of the drum. Her skirts flared around her, but it seemed nothing could stop her from getting the momentum required to get out of this large receptacle in a single bound.

      “Lisbeth,” I spluttered, quite forgetting the fact she wanted me to be quiet.

      No matter. I heard a thud a few seconds later, and it had to be a large male body striking the floor with a thump.

      I managed to pull myself up out of the drum after a great deal of grunting and slipping over the large stones. I fell outside onto the hard wooden floor to see Lisbeth leaning down, checking the man she’d knocked out.

      I rushed over. “What—”

      She lifted a finger. She did not press it against my lips. And that… perhaps that was the greatest travesty any man had ever faced.

      I watched her spin. It quickly became apparent she was hunting something. The movements of her body were so precise. The way she shifted from foot to foot suggested whoever was out there ought to get out of her way. They would not. And that was the point. Lisbeth McQuarrie never failed. Apparently not while I was on the line.

      I blinked quickly, trying to draw in that thought and assess it for what it truly meant. Then there was another thump to our side. I rushed around one of those large drums to find a man groaning by her feet.

      She reached down, locked her hand over his mouth, cast a very quick but effective sleep spell, and knocked him out. Then she stood up, stretched, and winked at me. She actually… winked at me.

      I stood there, somewhat overcome – very overcome – wondering what exactly it was I was meant to do with her. Sorry. My mind wasn’t working. I meant exactly what it was I should do next.

      “Come. I believe our best plan is to circle around.”

      “Circle around? What does that mean? We are in the substrate room. Let us do as much damage as we can.” I yanked up my sleeve, revealing my hand in full. I lifted it high, forced magic to chase around my knuckles, and generally did what she’d been doing ever since we’d received this mission. I acted menacingly.

      So why did Lisbeth laugh lightly as if it was the most amusing thing she’d ever seen?

      She gestured to me then over to her. “Come. We must be devilishly smart, Winchester. If we attack the substrate room now, they are going to know we are here. They will call the palace, and Bram will come.” Her good cheer crumbled away like a ledge you are holding onto – one that prevented you from falling down the steepest incline in history.

      “Bram will come anyway. We must take the opportunity—”

      “We will leave a trap. Then we will head to the furnace, and we will do the same there. Then, finally, we will do the real damage.”

      My lips twitched down. “Real damage?”

      She clapped her hands behind her as if she was some official in the army. I was a simple soldier, apparently, and she was my commanding officer. But when it came to attacking the enemy, she would be at the front anyway. “Like I said, I’ve been through this Academy many times. Not only do I know secret, old passageways, but I’ve encountered… other things too.” She shivered.

      “Why don’t you substitute your vague terms for something more precise? Other things?” I questioned, voice starting out light and officious but soon trembling. If Lisbeth was acting afraid, then there ought to be a very good reason behind it. While I had of course been loyal to the Magical Academy for so many years, I appreciated just how powerful – and old – it was. If there really was something lurking in its basements, it would be terrifying indeed.

      “I’ve encountered hidden libraries,” she whispered. “I believe those are what Winchester truly wants us to destroy.”

      I soon snorted. “Very unlikely. Especially if they are hidden. He wants us to attack the main library,” I said officiously, for this was my area of expertise, “because not only is there knowledge there, but there is a great deal of embodied power.” Before her nose could rumple in confusion, I shoved my hand out, palm flat and fingers wide. “Embodied power is a difficult wizard concept, and I’m sure you’ve never heard it before. I will give you a very quick explainer considering the situation.” I took a breath to launch into said explanation, but she locked her hands on her hips and simply rolled her eyes.

      “It’s all of the magic from all of that knowledge, isn’t it? It connects together through the spines of the books or something. It creates power. Power that can be drawn on.”

      “A simplistic explanation that lacks the true finesse—” I began.

      I saw the exact moment when she grew tired of waiting. I felt it, too. For as her eyes widened and her hand moved toward me, my whole body stiffened in expectation.

      There are different types of expectation. There’s the tight knitting, clumping nerves that form in your stomach whenever you’re going to do something dangerous. Then there’s the pall of expectation one might feel when something horrible is awaiting their entire nation. Then there’s this. The uneasy swaying of one’s heart when they do not know what will happen with the person in front of them. It was a far keener, far greater expectation if you asked me. For it invited the entire body to feel it. From the skin on the top of my head to that on the tips of my toes, everything tingled with the promise of what was to come.

      But the only thing to come was danger.

      Grasping my hand, Lisbeth pulled me on. “I’m telling you, we must leave traps and head to the hidden libraries.”

      “And why are you so confident of that fact?” I demanded, even as I rolled my eyes, suggesting this was a pointless waste of time. But for it to truly be a pointless waste of time, I wouldn’t be asking about it, would I? I, Winchester Stone, once the most arrogant wizard in the land, was on the way to appreciating I couldn’t do everything on my own, and every conclusion I had ever made may not in fact be right.

      “I’ve seen a library that’s very much like that ritual room of Wintersmith’s,” she whispered.

      “Are you suggesting he had his own private library? If that were the case, and if our enemies knew nothing about it, it wouldn’t help us now, would it?”

      “Maybe it will. Maybe it has books or spells in it that will allow us to undermine the entire Magical Academy in one go. Perhaps it is connected to the real library—”

      It was my turn to throw my hand out and stop her. “Those are a lot of maybes for two people who cannot afford to make a single mistake. We must attack the real library.”

      She looked at me, and I could tell from my limited but still intense experience of one Lisbeth McQuarrie that she intended to fight. So why did she then bite her lip and shrug? “Very well. I suppose you’re the expert when it comes to this place.”

      … She supposed I was the… expert when it came to this place?

      I would have to chew over that statement and everything it could mean later. Possibly for years, in fact. It would take a very long time to break down all of the different facts, from the way her lips scrunched, to exactly what she had said. I did not have time now. We soon split up.

      Creating magical booby-traps was a very fine art indeed. Especially in a building like this. As I had already told you at length, there were sophisticated spells constantly scanning the Magical Academy for any sign of trouble. While there were certain spells one could cast to get around them, they were extensive, complicated, and required a lot of time. We did not have that time. This room was well frequented. Soon guards would come to check on where the other guards had gone.

      Lisbeth hovered over one of the men that she had knocked out. “Now, let’s see if that brute Wintersmith was onto something.”

      She plunged a hand into her pocket and half revealed a spirit stone Wintersmith had given her.

      He’d only relinquished three apiece between us.

      He had so many more. For he had my stones.

      And yet he had barely shared any. We should have come with 100 spirit stones each. That would’ve given us a good chance of destroying this building. Instead, Wintersmith had gone for caution, suggesting that if we took too many soul stones with us, not only would it prevent us from being wily, but it may be trackable.

      “Whatever you’re doing—” I began.

      Lisbeth got down on her knee and settled her hands on either side of the man’s neck. “It ought to not be too hard, correct?”

      Wintersmith had given her a parting spell on how to remove a man’s memories seamlessly. One could only do it for a few minute’s of memory before someone had blacked out. There wasn’t a great deal you could do with something like that. Unless you were attempting to wipe away someone’s recollection of your face.

      “It’s a fine art. And ultimately wizard magic. You come here,” I began, ready to tell her she could lay the booby-trap instead.

      She just grunted at me. “Put the bombs in place. I know what I’m doing.”

      I hesitated. She knew what she was doing…? I suppose she did. And we didn’t have time.

      The storage room was such an expansive place. The ceiling was so very high above, it had to be 30 meters or more. It meant one could create a lot of echoing noise if they weren’t careful. I had to stifle my every step, controlling how loudly I breathed and otherwise being as careful as possible, all while darting around and finding the most vulnerable positions in the room.

      There were more of those massive vat-like barrels. Some were full of substrate. Others had already been emptied.

      Men did not bring them in. Even burly wizards who had trained, not just in the magical but the physical arts, would not be able to drag one of those heavy barrels with them. They were over five meters in width and 10 meters tall.

      Instead, they were shipped in through a rail system. The rail system was to my left. A large door, made of magic-impregnated metal and painted a vibrant blue, would open and close as a new shipment arrived. Fortunately the entire process was automatic. They did not come in on manned trains. Instead, they came in on the wings of spells. Though the word wings here had to be used with some license.

      Each barrel, as it was transported along the large tracks, had two mandala spells either side of it. They pushed it, pulled it, and directed it left or right across different tracking systems.

      And when each barrel arrived at its destination, they momentarily flew it off, expending the last of their magic until the barrel was taken to exactly where it needed to be. Such an extensive and impressive operation, this was the pride of the Magical Academy. It was a testament to what we could achieve—

      And I needed to stop myself there. For people who are capable of efficiency that great are also capable of dark things that are greater if they turn their minds to it.

      While I could throw booby-trap spells into every single one of the barrels, that would be far too obvious. I knew they were checked by guards to ensure that the substrate wasn’t getting unhappy or unclean.

      It was best to booby-trap the rail system.

      I waited, hoping Lisbeth could deal with any guards – quietly without causing a ruckus, of course – then the massive blue door opened before me. A blast of wind dragged old musty earthy air toward my face. It pulled my fringe up and down over my eyes.

      I saw a shipment of 20 barrels coming in. The mandalas that drove them were bright. Until each of them got to the end of the rails and they picked them up and threw them to where they needed to be. It was quite a sight to see those powerful spells expend every single last drop of their energy. Quite a sight indeed. But I shouldn’t let it distract me.

      I raced in, hat in hand as I darted to the side of the rail system. The door closed. I was plunged into almost perfect darkness. The only light came from my own exposed knuckles as I let a few charges of magic dart over them.

      I could feel the rails only 30 centimeters in front of me. So much magic had been used continuously on them over the past 20 years that, should any practitioner close their eyes, they could detect them from a mile off. I did not need to detect them. I needed to blow them up.

      I had fortunately done a stint in the army, and part of that stint was as a magical explosives expert. I had disarmed many a weapon from our enemies. And it was time to learn their peculiar tricks and take them in hand.

      It wasn’t impossible that guards would come and check these rails. For there were problems with them. They had to be continually maintained, for they were continually used.

      I picked a likely patch of rails, not too close to the doors, about 20 meters down. Then I sat down on my knee and set about creating a pocket of magic.

      I hadn’t asked Lisbeth what the plan was. Did we need to time our explosions? Or would it be better if we had remote control over them? There were pros and cons to both strategies. Timing them meant that we did not need to pay attention. It also meant that if we were compromised, we would still manage to do damage. If they were under our control, however, we could do coordinated damage.

      I quickly made my mind up. All I had to do was think of Bram.

      I set about creating a timed charge. It would be quite independent of any control. It gave us an hour.

      And while at first I thought that was tremendously ambitious, once more I remembered my brother. Specifically, I brought to mind our last interaction. The way he had strode pompously into my house. The way he had looked at me, anger dripping in his gaze at the fact he hadn’t found incriminating evidence.

      Bram was a man who would no longer wait for what he wanted. And I was a man who would no longer wait to be killed.

      It took about five minutes of precise work. I had to craft a hidden pocket of unstable magic. I had to calculate how many shipments would go past and how much magic would leak off them. I did it all in my head, and I did it all while 90 percent of my brain was locked on Lisbeth. “You’d better be okay,” I muttered for about the thirtieth time. “After this,” I began but once more couldn’t finish my sentence. And I’d done that about 30 times, too.

      After this, precisely what would happen? Precisely what could happen? This would be the first volley in a war against not just the Academy, but the Royal family.

      And once you start a war this violent and this shocking, you must carry it through to the end.

      I finished my job and raced back into the substrate room to find Lisbeth with her hands on her hips waiting in front of the train door.

      “You took your time. Now come.” She leaned forward, grasped my hand, and pulled me away.

      And I let her. You read that right. I let her, and far more fantastically, I did it with a smile on my lips.

      I pressed my hat against my head and, the fabric of her skirts swaying around my legs, we ran to the next location.

      As we did, for the first time, I let myself experience hope. Such a treacherous emotion. It will come, and it will go, and unless you grasp hold of it and use all of your intelligence to keep it trapped, it will hurt and not help you. For hope can give you a false sense of your abilities. And it can ignore one thing. Exactly what you are up against. And we were up against hell.
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      I… wanted to think this could work, but I was starting to suspect it couldn’t. It wasn’t just that Wintersmith had a history of giving me missions that were quite impossible. It was that the sense in the Academy was… well, dangerous.

      I knew this building. I’d worked in this building. I’d only been here recently, too, yet it felt alien. Something was building beneath it, and it might just be the unique powers Arlene had given me, or it might be something more, but a warning rose in my mind, screaming we had already run out of time.

      “We ought to go to the library next, and it’s just this way,” Winchester said as, in a smooth move it appeared he’d practiced many times in his head, he rearranged our hands until he gripped mine.

      “Are you sure this is the right place to go? I believe we should get to a hidden library.”

      “Don’t you worry, Lisbeth. You can trust me.”

      … Trust… yes. Trust Winchester. I was not agreeing to the fact I could trust him. Just agreeing to the fact it seemed I did.

      But true trust is not just a deep emotion. It is the sum of your actions going forward. It’s a promise you will always align yourself with someone else’s goals, not just your own. And to do that, I had to trust in one more important thing. That Winchester would have the guts to go through with this.

      And that was while appreciating I did not even know what this was anymore.

      Our primary remit was clear. We had to save the kingdom. But wouldn’t we be destroying a lot of the kingdom to do that? Not just the Magical Academy, but the Royal family too? What exactly would this kingdom have to rely on after we were done?

      These were heavy thoughts and nothing my rebellious mind had ever tried to think of before. I could blame them on Arlene’s magic, but they seemed to come from a place far deeper.

      It warned me that when you go into something this big without a plan, all you ultimately end up doing is creating chaos. And chaos plays into your enemy’s hands, not your own.

      I will admit that Winchester was quick, that he knew many a back passageway, and that he did not slow down even for a breath.

      We soon arrived just behind the library. We were in a disused classroom. Large, I could just imagine generations of wizards being taught here. With their noses held up high, directed toward the heavens and not the earth that sustained them, they would’ve been taught lies about reality. Aggrandizing, false narratives that always put them ahead.

      Witches know they are never ahead. They are part of a cycle. When they stop following the land, when they no longer heed nature’s warning, they become something reprehensible indeed. And I repeated this to you because it felt as if I was ignoring every single one of nature’s warnings now. My better intuition screamed at me this was the wrong plan. This felt like a trap.

      But I couldn’t go against Winchester’s wishes.

      He settled his hands on the wall. “Now, this shall be tricky. Do give me some magic if I need it,” he whispered.

      His words distracted me. So much about him could distract me so very easily, it was becoming hard to think of complex thoughts in his presence. They would sway into my mind only to sway away like drunken dancers.

      My fingers twitched. They were ready to grasp his up now. But, despite his assertion, he did not require extra power. With his teeth clenched in a very specific way that hollowed out his cheekbones and gave him an even more handsome appearance, he forced his hands forward in a coordinated manner, and I heard something snap – likely some defense spell within the wall. Soon enough, the whole thing moved.

      “Are you quite sure no one’s on the other side?”

      He found the time, actually found the time to shoot me a charming smile. I swear to you, it could light up the sky even on the darkest night. It certainly lit up some dark night within me, shining light ever further into my rather cold depths.

      I took a nervous step back, even though once upon a time, I had always put my nerves in perspective. They had never controlled me, but they had never tried to do what they wanted to do now.

      And what did they want to do? Why, push me closer to a man I still didn’t know if I could trust and a man, who, given enough time and power, could upend my life completely.

      “Even if there is someone on the other side, I’m certain you can deal with them,” he said somewhat pompously.

      I opened my mouth in protest, but the door was already open. And, oh dear. There was someone right on the other side. When Winchester had moved the wall out of the way, he’d moved away a shelf of books, too. For the poor startled wizard dressed in a silver robe had a red tome in his hand but nowhere to put it.

      Winchester blinked. He had quick reflexes but did not always use them. I did not have the same compunctions. I raced past him, skidded forward, elbowed the old fellow, locked my hand on his mouth, and knocked him out with a very quick spell long before he could scream, let alone try to fight me.

      Holding his comatose body, I guided him down to the ground. Then I looked up peevishly at Winchester. Gone was the charming smile. In its place, his lips scrunched in, his cheeks dimpled, and his brow twitched. “Well, you dealt with it, didn’t you? Just as promised.”

      I stood, smoothed down my bodice with two firm pats – which he watched intently – then pointed over my shoulder with my thumb. I mouthed, “Come along. I suppose you have a plan for how to destroy the library?”

      “I would never disappoint you, Lisbeth McQuarrie.” He strode past me.

      Good. It meant he couldn’t see what that throwaway comment did to my cheeks. I patted them quickly, hoping the sudden red tinge that had raced across them would soon race away again, but hope will never get a witch far, and this blush simply would not leave.

      Fortunately Winchester was too distracted. He must know this library very well. Hard, considering how large it was. It was the equivalent of one block of the city. A large block, too. Think of all of the mansions down on the Westside. Place together at least eight of them. That was the size of this thing. Yet Winchester somehow knew every single stack of shelves.

      He counted under his breath quietly then pointed forward, ushering me close when I did not move fast enough. Hesitate for even a second, and it seemed Winchester’s fingers would always stray toward me, as they did now. I was in no mood to be grasped up by him, however.

      I darted to the side, spying a strange tome that had been put upside down on the shelf. I went to grasp it, but Winchester insisted this time and grabbed my hand before I could. With a devilish look flickering in his eyes, as dangerous as ropes around my wrists, he shook his head hard. “A trap, Lisbeth. There to catch any unsuspecting fool who doesn’t know the rules of this library.”

      I was in no mood to defer to him. I jutted my chin out haughtily. “You said you have a plan. I suggest you enact it.”

      “Indeed. We have… what, 52 minutes until my booby-trap explodes. I suppose time is of the essence.”

      I blinked so quickly, you could’ve slapped me, but you would not have stopped me. “I’m sorry… you did not set a remote charge? It will go off in an hour?”

      He corrected me as he waggled a finger rather officiously in front of my face. “It will go up in 52… 51 minutes,” he said as he glanced at his watch.

      My heart shuddered, charging through my body, reaching my throat, and constricting it like a vise. “You’ve only given us an hour? Winchester—”

      He suddenly moved upon me so quickly, nothing on God’s green earth could track it. Nothing from eyes to magic, and importantly, to the heart beating in my chest. For it was that organ that was assailed the most. Winchester pressed one hand into my hip and forced me against the shelf behind him.

      My mind shut down, incapable of drawing any conclusion apart from one.

      Winchester Stone was so close, I could feel his breath on my cheek. His warmth pushed from his hand into my wrist, but it was nowhere near as inviting as the touch of his chest against mine. And then, oh, then came the look in his eyes.

      They settled on me like a bird making a new nest. Though perhaps that wasn’t as active an image as it should be. They settled upon me, grasped me up, and held me for eternity.

      “What?” I stammered, about to ask him what he intended.

      But he moved his face in close. And I… he’d kiss me. Winchester was about to kiss me—

      The thought withered up before it could bloom into full flower, for that was not Winchester’s intention at all.

      I heard footsteps. He pushed me harder. Fortunately the row of shelves we were down was not a straight line. Some of the books were so very large to our left that they jutted out, providing natural cover for us. As long as we didn’t take up much room. As long as one of us was forced back as hard as the other could manage.

      I don’t know why Winchester continued to look into my eyes like he did until the threat was gone and the footsteps receded. Nor… do I know why he did not immediately push away from me, snarling that he never wanted to get as close to such a simple witch again.

      I did not know why, for my mind refused to work, every thought clunking, slow, simple, and a waste of mental resources when I ought to be noting every detail instead.

      His lips opened, and I had never been more aware of the fine anatomy of someone’s mouth. From the little muscles underneath them, to the hard line of his jaw, to the power of his neck—

      Without a word, without anything at all, he grasped my hand and pulled me away.

      His fingers cinched in tighter than usual, the grip not hard… just possessive.

      I had a bonnet on. It had not bothered me. My hair had slipped out of the bun beneath it, but that was irrelevant. I had completed many a fine, complicated movement in it, so why, now, did I clutch at it like it was about to slide from my head? Simple. It was clutching the bonnet or clutching my mouth. And why would I do that? Why would I touch lips that certainly had not been kissed?

      Perhaps… because they should have been.

      I had no feelings for Winchester. I wanted to confidently proclaim that, even climb to the top of that old clock tower and scream it at you.

      But the more effort one uses to deny something, the more you can be certain it is true.

      Winchester was many things, from a foul brute who practiced dark indenturing spells, to a liability I simply could not stand.

      But the heart is many things more, and I would learn that soon enough.

      It took some time for Winchester to find his voice. His throat croaked as if he hadn’t spoken in years. “This way. There are many sections of the library. There is a central section, however, where I believe we will have the greatest luck.”

      “Luck?” I squeaked. My voice was so very different from the usual strident tones I used. Winchester had not faced me since he had… faced me completely against that shelf.

      Now he did so. A quick, furtive glance, it was clear he was registering why I had no control over my voice.

      I had to pull myself together. Nothing had happened. And nothing would happen. Nothing should happen, I tried to say, but never had words clunked more uselessly in someone’s mind than those.

      My whole body rejected them.

      But I couldn’t lose face in front of Winchester, especially when the slightest, quickest, most enigmatic of smiles grasped his mouth. The same mouth that—

      Oh, heavens above, I simply had to think about our mission. “Won’t the central section of the library be protected?”

      “Indeed, it will. And that’s why we’ll go beside it. There are special books to its left. Dangerous tomes. We shall place magic-sapping spells within, and, theoretically, it will drag power from the books around them, creating an unstable environment.”

      “A tricky plan.” Thankfully, the more I spoke, the easier it became to remember what it was my lips were used for.

      “Indeed. You’ll find I’m a tricky wizard.”

      He took pleasure in saying that. Why, he seemed to be taking pleasure in every single thing he said, perhaps every twitch of his lips, too, as if he had never found using his mouth this enjoyable in the past.

      And oh, drat, there I went again. I shouldn’t be thinking of his mouth.

      He navigated us to the correct section of the library, and it took quite some time. I had never cleaned this place, and I appreciated I would never have wanted to. One could become lost amongst these library stacks very easily.

      Winchester knew what he was doing. But there was a problem there, wasn’t there? Winchester knew what he was doing for now. But he did not know what he was up against.

      And perhaps, critically, he never had.
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        Winchester Stone

      

      

      I had led a simple life. You might not believe that. You had read about some of my life, and you might accurately be able to conclude that I was lying now. Simple? I had attempted my entire life to stay away from my brother and his greed. I was a prestigious wizard. I was powerful and well-respected. How is any of that simple?

      I suppose that’s not what I was trying to tell you.

      My mind had always known what was right and what was wrong, and critically, what I wanted and what I did not want. But now I found myself walking into such a complex briar patch of emotions, there was no way out. Or rather, there was one easy way out I couldn’t take.

      I knew my hand tightened around Lisbeth’s wrist once more, equally as I knew there was little point. She would not fight my grip. This was not the Lisbeth of old. No. And that was the point. It had been very easy to ignore her, to pigeonhole her, to keep my heart as far, far away from her as possible. But now my heart kept straining toward her every chance it got, and therein lay the problem.

      I needed to concentrate. For Lisbeth was right, and this was a great risk. But to do that, I had to pull my attention off her. From the soft touch of her wrist, to her expectant silence, to the fact one of her hands kept straying up to her mouth but falling quickly a moment later. I opened my lips to say something. But what was there to say?

      I did it anyway. For there was energy in my jaw, darting along the bone, sinking in deeply like some kind of poison. The poison wouldn’t kill me. But it might rob me of my reason.

      I, Winchester Stone, had the love of my life. She had chosen to leave me for my brother. But that was not the point. I was a singularly loyal man. Even if Grace never returned to my side, I would not settle for another. For I only ever chose what was best.

      Therein lay a question though, didn’t it? How exactly do we tell what is best? And what do we do when our hearts change and our desires change with them?

      The arrogant version of me from several days ago would have answered that what was best was dictated by objective terms. The me of today, at this very moment as I pulled Lisbeth caringly along, knew the world simply was not that easy. It invited you, not to walk someone else’s path, but your own.

      “We’re close,” I hissed, realizing there was no time to go over this in my head. If I had… if I had wanted to do something with my feelings, if I had wanted to do something with Lisbeth McQuarrie, I should’ve done it when we were against that shelf. Now my chance was gone.

      And Lisbeth no longer touched her lips with a stray, uncontrolled hand. She stiffened. “We must be careful. I sense magical security spells in the air.”

      I smiled briefly. I should stop. A smart man would no longer be impressed by Lisbeth’s myriad skills. He would simply expect them. But I wondered if I could ever become that cold around her. For you only expect like that if you intend to use somebody – if they and their myriad skills have become nothing more than resources to you.

      “Do as I say. We must infect these books. I will show you the requisite spell.”

      I pressed my tongue against my palate, grounded myself, then pulled out one of the books. This was indeed a powerful section of the library. There were no other wizards around. For you often needed a guide – and a guard – when you came in here. The guard wasn’t there to ensure you did no damage. They were there to pick you up if you made a mistake and accidentally fell unconscious.

      Lisbeth would be my guard, and I wouldn’t make that mistake anyway.

      Keeping my tongue against my palate, creating a magical loop in my body that would ensure the book didn’t disrupt me internally, I turned to the last page. I trailed one nail down it. I looked at her, parting my lips, making it obvious that I was creating a magical circuit with my tongue and that I could not speak. I nodded at her to follow.

      I practiced very obvious magic, untying the protection spell that ensured this book did not disrupt the tomes around it.

      Lisbeth did not even pause to see me complete the spell. She plucked out two books at once, spread them easily in her small hand, and disrupted them faster than I had.

      And I… I simply turned and smiled. Wouldn’t you?

      There were many books to go. I had not calculated exactly how many we had to disrupt, but there had to be—

      I heard soft footfall approaching. Soft in the way it moved, soft in what it suggested. It was the equivalent of gentle rainfall for your parched crops. It would do no damage to the delicate leaves. It would leave everything revitalized without ever having been torn or damaged at all.

      It was the kindest, soft caress on your face to wake you up from a heavy sleep. It did not need to scream in your ears or grasp your shoulders and shake them. For it was always enough as it was. And it was Grace.

      I was not the only one to detect her. With alarm playing through her eyes, Lisbeth leapt back toward me, pushing one shoulder against mine.

      The old me would have shoved her back, would’ve denied her presence by my side. But the old me was starting to fall away.

      Starting.

      Grace rounded the corner. She stopped. She clapped eyes on me.

      Shock forced its way through her expression.

      Her eyebrows rose high. Then she glanced at Lisbeth.

      I still had not pushed Lisbeth back, which meant we were shoulder to shoulder, quite close indeed. And perhaps – no, certainly – closer than a wizard and his witch assistant ought to ever get.

      “Grace?” I was careful to close the book so it couldn’t disrupt me as I pulled my tongue from the roof of my mouth.

      She looked at me. She looked at Lisbeth. Then she swung her gaze back to me once more.

      I should’ve been aware that Lisbeth stiffened.

      I should’ve been aware of so much. But my heart momentarily pulled me back in Grace’s direction. It filled me with the rather juvenile dreams I’d distracted myself with for so many years.

      Dreams that had promised me by Grace’s side, I would never have troubles. She was essentially a heaven on Earth. But a rational man knows this. There is no such thing as a heaven on Earth, and there is no such thing as a perfect relationship without trials.

      “Miss Grace Lambert?” Lisbeth began.

      Her voice was not light. Her voice was tinged with suspicion.

      “Winchester,” Grace said.

      I had spent so very long telling you one thing. Grace was as gentle as the gentlest thing you could ever imagine. So why did her voice harden now? Why did she squeeze a hand behind her and clench it into a fist?

      Why indeed.

      I went to take a step toward her, but Lisbeth reached out and grasped my hand. I’d run with her through the library, holding her as close and as hard as I dared. Now she did the same to me.

      My old heart told me to break away from her grip as soon as possible and put her in her place.

      The rest of my body simply would not abide by that.

      Grace paused for quite some time, almost as if she was waiting for me to correct this confusion. And when I didn’t? She took a step back.

      She closed her eyes momentarily. “I see.”

      “You see what? What are you doing here, Grace?” Lisbeth asked, voice full of hard and dark suspicion. The kind that would cast a looming cloud on one’s old rosy world.

      I was still taken by my old love. But within me, cracks started to form.

      They would not form quickly enough.

      “Bram,” Grace screamed. She did that while she looked into my eyes. Right into my eyes. It was the kind of gaze you gave someone when you did not want them to miss a thing. It anchored them to the moment, never letting them move away from you.

      “Run,” Lisbeth hissed.

      She jerked on my hand. But I simply was not quick enough. I had already told you that the books we were working on were close to the central section of the library. The central section had its own enclosure. There were walls, though they did not go up to the ceiling 40 meters above.

      Irrelevant. Walls could and would crumble if enough magical force was applied to them. And as one blasted in behind us, so much force was applied to it, it crumbled into dust that hailed around my face.

      Lisbeth moved as fast as she could. She grunted and tried to haul me to the side, but she simply wasn’t fast enough, for a hand, encased in true force, shot out and grasped my shoulder.

      The hand was possessed, not just of magic, not just of strength, but of some poisoning spell that riveted me to the spot.

      It grasped hold of my mind and tried to shatter it in one go like a cruel fisherman attempting to kill a crab against a sharp rock. If Lisbeth hadn’t been clutching me, I would have slipped into sleep – or, rather, been shoved.

      Grace backed off.

      The look in her eyes – I would never forget it. It spoke, not just of betrayal, but of the bitterness one descends into when they let that betrayal destroy who they once were.

      “Winchester,” Lisbeth began.

      I could not answer. I could not move, and I could not do a damn thing other than feel as the hand that clutched my shoulder poisoned my system more.

      But while I couldn’t act, Lisbeth still could.

      “Fine,” she grunted. Her hand descended into her pocket, and she crushed one of her crystals. There was nothing more than a simple tinkle, but trust me, what happened next was not simple.

      She jolted forward, rose into the air, and kicked at the man holding my shoulder. A sudden and blistering move, it forced him back. He fell against a shelf, and that’s when his face was revealed. He had been wearing a cloak, but—

      But indeed.

      My brother famously had no magic. I had rather cruelly assumed over the years that’s why he was obsessed with mine.

      But I had made a mistake. I had always been lied to. For Bram, it appeared, had possessed magic all along.

      Just not ordinary magic.

      Lisbeth was the first to react, though I was certain I was the first to detect it.

      “He’s a dead practitioner,” she stammered.

      Yes, he was, and he was in a perfectly strong position.

      Lord knows what had gathered underneath the floors of the Magical Academy over all of these centuries. Lord knows how many dark spells had been cast on it. And Lord knows what my brother had been preparing. But I knew I was about to find out. There was a roar from right underneath my feet, and I could just tell it was another of those large zombielike creatures we had fought in the ritual room.

      Presumably somewhere hot on its heels would be one of those black void-like monsters. While Lisbeth and I had a proven record of fighting them, there is only so much you can battle. Especially when the very walls close in around you. And speaking of them. There was a great rumble from above. I neither had the time nor the care to turn my head up. Nor did I need to. The ceiling was starting to descend.

      “You brute,” Lisbeth snapped.

      She tugged on me hard, but I was still so very unresponsive. Whatever spell Bram had cast on me, it was doing things to my body. It was… this was costly, and I almost couldn’t admit it, but it was making me believe I was already dead. For this cold force started to develop right in the middle of my brow. It spread out, like ice melt. Ice heading toward your fine patch of roses. As soon as its frozen force connected, you would lose your garden. You would lose everything you had ever worked for. And everything, importantly, you held dear.

      I could move my eyes and nothing more. And they settled on one woman. One person they had waited for for an eternity.

      And it was not Grace Lambert.

      Lisbeth backed into me, realizing she would have to try harder to save me.

      So harder she tried. She had already crushed a soul stone, and its singular, beautiful force spread around the same singular, beautiful woman. But there was a limit to what she could do. And Lisbeth McQuarrie had just reached it.

      For while one startling fact had been revealed, another still hid behind the softest, apparently prettiest face of the land.

      Grace threw herself forward, movements quick and competent, hand snapping out wide. There was something specific about the way her thumb articulated out as much as it could and something oh so specific about the exact color of ghastly gray magic that spun around her wrist.

      Grace had no magic. She was meant to be some delicate petal of a woman. At least in my head. In one snapping, violent motion, everything I had built for myself came tumbling down. The palace of lies I had constructed for Grace and me lost its walls, ceiling, and floor. And it crushed me inside. For I had never seen what had apparently been waiting in front of my face. Grace was a dead practitioner, just like me.

      The two people in my life I had never assumed to have magic had just turned out to have magic on par with my own.

      For it to be on par, however, we would need similar power. And as Grace, not Bram, went to attack me and drag me down in a single strike, I appreciated the error of my judgment. But I should have appreciated something else. When I had indentured Lisbeth to me, I had done the smartest thing I ever would.

      I might still be half frozen from my brother’s spell, but Lisbeth could move. She jolted into my side, jostling in front of me, her brown buckle shoes revealing themselves in a flash as her skirts rose up to her ankles.

      Magic from her spirit stone started to climb her body. It was not showy, nor did it have to be. It was effective. With a dark look in her eyes, she forced her hands forward, created a small barrier, then shoved me. At the same time, she forced her foot up and down. Her heel impacted the old floor boards of the library, cracking right through in a single move.

      I’d seen Lisbeth show her power before. I’d seen her attack creatures far beyond her ken. But never had I seen her move quite as desperately as she did now. And it was only half a second later, as the floor tumbled out from underneath me and I tumbled with it, that I understood why.

      She spun her head over her shoulder, her loose hair framing her face, her bonnet half slipping down to her neck, the ribbon cutting across her throat perhaps in a prelude to what would come. She stared at me. “Run. And don’t come back.”

      With that, she sealed off the floor with a single strike of her foot. She burnt up the rest of the soul stone in that strong stamp.

      I tumbled down to the floor below, falling right atop an old bench in an equally old and disused classroom. I rolled off it, forced myself up, arms shaking from the effects of Bram’s spell, and tried to climb onto it, but I couldn’t. My treacherous fingers couldn’t find their grip. “Lisbeth. Lisbeth,” I roared.

      I tilted my head as far back as it could go and saw the last few tickles of magic racing around the ceiling, healing the gap for good. Even if I somehow managed to find the strength to move, I would not have the magic to blast through the ceiling. And likely not the time.

      In that moment, I was hyper-focused on getting to Lisbeth and saving her, but I should have realized Bram’s trap had already been laid. He might have lost me, the most important part, but that was quite irrelevant. The entire Magical Academy would now be behind him.

      I heard a roar from the corridor. It sounded like Arnold, the chief royal wizard. A good colleague of mine, we had spent many a night sharing stories and wine.

      Now, from the sound of his cry, he would gladly string me up and strip me bare of all the magic I’d ever had.

      I shook back once, eyes wide with a deep kind of childlike fright. I called it childlike for its ability to bypass one’s rational, adult mind. This was the fear of not just being left out of the group, but of being chased from it relentlessly. You would never be welcome, no matter where you found yourself.

      “Get him,” Arnold roared.

      So I spun over, wrenched my foot back, and kicked the door. It slammed closed.

      Don’t ask me how much coordination I had to scrounge to achieve that. I couldn’t think. My mind was back there with Lisbeth, back there and shaking at the mere possibility of what they could do to her. For they were a pair of dead practitioners, just like Lisbeth and me.

      I had walked into a trap.

      Had Grace ever felt anything for me?

      Perhaps. She’d only turned on me when she had seen me with Lisbeth, but was there any point in questioning this grand treacherous act? Especially when Lisbeth was in their clutches.

      Somebody struck the door. It was thick and magically reinforced – as you would require in a well-used classroom. But it still started to buckle, for nothing could put up with a deluge of strong wizard magic for long. I stupidly, emptily staggered back, eyes still wide as if merely staring at the situation would somehow help me.

      You wouldn’t be surprised to find out it would not.

      I had to do something. Now. Or I would forever pay the price, for Lisbeth would be stripped from me for good.

      I lifted my sleeve. I stared at my wrist, wasting a few precious seconds, even as the door buckled more.

      I could waste the magic to try to bolster its defenses. Or I could get out of here. And I had to get out of here, didn’t I? For I was now Lisbeth’s only chance.

      Unless they discovered the marks on her wrists, they wouldn’t realize I’d indentured her. And until they discovered them and removed them, I would be able to track Lisbeth remotely.

      Settling a hand on my indenture mark now was the only thing that could calm my nerves, the only thing that could convince me that, yes, there was still a path forward, for no, not everything had been lost. Yet.

      I spun. I moved over to the desk. I want to say it was a strong motion, but when it came to running, my legs were still heavy, every move arduous like a man trying to swim through sand. But in my current desperate mood, I would swim through steel if I had to.

      “Lisbeth. Lisbeth… just hold on,” I kept chanting under my breath, my jaw never having seized up with so much tension, my tongue never having been so quick.

      I finally got to the other side of the desk. Then I shoved it with all my might. I pushed it against the door. A small measure, it might still buy me some time, especially considering the wood was specially constructed from a magical tree known not to conduct force that well.

      The last thing a teacher wanted was their very desk to catch alight while they were demonstrating some tricky spell.

      As the wood made contact with the door, it might buy me a minute or two more.

      But no more than that.

      I needed to… flee. Or at least get away from this area so that no one would automatically know where I had gone.

      “You’d better be okay,” I hissed under my breath, perhaps the most emotional statement I had ever given.

      It is funny how we think we are emotional creatures when we are sometimes closed and cold within. It is only when our eyes are opened that we see the difference between what we were and what we could have always been. And if I had simply had someone like Lisbeth by my side and not Grace, perhaps I would’ve led a different life. Maybe I wouldn’t be here. Perhaps Lisbeth and I would be retired at home in front of the fire, arm-in-arm and….

      With no stomach to finish that sentence, lest it shake my heart at the wrong moment, I finally spied what I needed to – a half-open cupboard at the other end of the room. I could see a few potion bottles glittering within. While this classroom looked disused, obviously somebody still stored things here. Or, more likely, considering the unruly, sprawling nature of the Magical Academy, they’d simply never bothered to strip it of its goods. I could only hope that was the case, for that would mean that the potions were slightly unstable. Perfect for wreaking chaos with.

      I flung myself toward them, no longer stopping to consider how weak my limbs were, just pushing them to their greatest capabilities. Then further. For I would not lose Lisbeth today.

      The door broke, the resultant explosion pushing into the table, upending it, and sending it spiraling into the air. It almost struck me, but I managed to dart down to my knees and roll. A costly move for a man with a body as injured as mine, but I gave the energy freely, rocketed up, remained on my knees, and grasped the first few potions I could find. My eyes only just managed to read the old, yellowed labels as I threw them, willy-nilly, over my shoulder. I would’ve looked like a very excited puppy dog digging for a bone.

      Arnold roared. He sounded as if he began to say some terrible insult. It never got a chance to leave his lips. There was the crash and clang of glass smashing all over the floor. Then a crackling explosion. I turned around for half a second to see a massive and rather dangerous magical smoke cloud blowing out in front of the door, a few wizard beards visible jostling between it as they coughed and spluttered for dear life.

      Now the critical stage was over, I was far more careful in selecting the next few potions. My original attack had confirmed my original assumption. These potions indeed had not been cleaned and had been kept here, unsecured for too long. The substrate they were based on had become unstable. And unstable things can break, given a strong enough push.

      I dove into the back of the cupboard, half in it, my torso flat against one of the rickety, dusty shelves. My grasping, desperate fingers plucked up a fat potion, the bottle resembling something you’d use for liquor.

      My other fingers grasped up a much thinner potion. I drew them out, instinctively knowing what was within.

      We wizards did not take much stock by instincts. They were often a fool’s game. Your intuition may tell you to do one thing – but reason was the final and only true arbiter. You used intuition when you did not know enough about your situation as you ought. Or, criminally, you hadn’t bothered to find anything out. But right now, I let my gut instinct guide me.

      Without bothering to do the correct calculations, I threw both the potions up into the air then used the slightest amount of magic I could – and all I was currently capable of – to shoot and break them both. A zap of lightning slammed into the glass, tearing both bottles apart. It acted as the conduit for the magic to join up, and join up it did. With a suitable fizzle and bang.

      The explosion shot into the ceiling but thankfully didn’t tear it back and reveal my ultimate enemies. Most of the explosive yield was directed toward my current foes as they shot out of the poisonous magical cloud. I saw Arnold’s face, laden, not with collegiality, but with dark hatred.

      Dark… hatred. Already? If you had asked me, I would’ve proudly concluded that Arnold was a good man at heart. But hadn’t I seen what I’d wanted to see? Hadn’t I aggrandized the Magical Academy, despite its dark side, because it had given me the narrative of power I’d so desperately needed?

      I could see the error of my ways, see it as every single one of those wizards tumbled down to their knees, some of them skidding over and striking the door as further magical explosions occurred, the potions disrupting spells winding through the floor.

      I stood. I might have swayed, but that was quite irrelevant. I tilted my chin up and angled my gaze down my nose. I didn’t need to say anything. For I aligned myself with what was right. Not what was wrong. The Magical Academy was a brutal place and had been for many years. And I had been fooling myself ever since I had come here. For if they had known what I was, they would have used me. These were not my friends. These had always simply been enemies paused in the dark.

      I had already found refuge, friendship, and something more.

      I spun on my foot. I was quite confident Arnold and his pack of wolves would be busy for now. So I thrust myself bodily back into the cupboard, intending to grasp up every single useful potion I could. I was in a magical waistcoat. I could fit as many potions in my pockets as I dared try to. I would run the risk with these rather unstable versions that they would crack and blast my coat right off my skin, but I’d take that risk.

      I also, however, found something else as I shifted through the various upturned glass bottles. There was a lever. There was a lever?

      I suddenly remembered that some of the old classrooms had led to tunnels. Back when the Magical Academy had begun, after the death of King Li and Wintersmith, there had been a small uprising amongst the staff.

      Each had vied for control of the Academy.

      It had been a small-scale war, to be fair, but it had encouraged teachers to take the Academy into their own hands. I had just discovered a secret passageway from that time, hadn’t I?

      Well, so be it. Somebody had to sift through the past to raise the Academy’s dead. Though not literally, of course. My brother would do that for me.

      I yanked on the lever. It was just as, out of the corner of my eye, I selected five of the strongest potions and threw them into my pocket. There was a bang from underneath my feet, and I heard the grating shudder as some mechanism engaged. It was surprisingly smooth for something that presumably hadn’t been used for over 100 years.

      The potion cupboard swung to the left. I was still in it, and it unkindly threw me to my knees, but I found the balance to rush back up, twist around, and see a path leading down.

      The original cloud of poisonous magic I had created hadn’t dispersed yet. Thankfully, it covered the prone wizards. They would not be able to see where I had gone. Good.

      I had time enough for a slight smile. Then I threw myself down the old stairs. I could have lifted a hand to create magical light, but I needed to keep my strength and wits about me.

      I saw a large brown lever on this side of the door and quickly yanked it as I grasped up an old cast-iron flame torch beside it. I only needed to ignite the flammable liquid sloshing within the central chamber to create the light I so desperately needed in this dark tunnel. With a click of my fingers, I managed it just as the door grated closed and I heard that mechanism spring into action and lock once more.

      The torch flickered into life, its illumination dancing back and forth and sending my long shadow darting down the equally long stairs.

      I stared at the tunnel. It wasn’t straight and rather twisted around like an undulating snake. Who knew where it led? But it gave me the one thing I required.

      A chance to escape. To regroup. To… what?

      I squeezed my eyes shut, regardless of how inadvisable it was, as I sprang down the steps one by one. My footfall might be hard, but it was nowhere near as calamitous as my heartbeat. Every pound thrummed up into my throat, wiring my jaw shut harder. I still managed to prise my lips apart and whisper, “Lisbeth, wherever you are, I just hope that you can hold on. I… I promise I will find a way to get to your side. Lisbeth McQuarrie,” I tilted my head up and faced the floors of the Magical Academy above me like they were a ladder out of hell, “just hold on.”

      I darted my head down and darted down the stairs. Perhaps I would find the help I required. Or perhaps I would simply waste the last few minutes given to me, Lisbeth, and the kingdom.
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        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      I must say, this did not surprise me. The Bram part, at least. When I had seen him practice magic against his brother, something had sprung into place in my mind, as quick as a loaded spring, as fast and deadly as a bullet fired from a newfangled gun.

      Of course. Bram was the wizard from the Eastside Cemetery, the same brute of a man who’d attempted to strip Sarah-Anne of her soul.

      I could see it now, see it in the way he looked at me.

      When I had defeated him, he had promised he would come back for me.

      As for the matter of Grace?

      All I could recall were Arlene’s last words.

      Grace isn’t.

      If only I had pushed. If only I had tried to keep Arlene alive for longer, maybe I wouldn’t have faced this surprise now, in the most violent way possible.

      The ceiling was still descending from above. None of the other wizards in the library screamed and ran, quite likely because they had already been removed from it. I did not understand exactly what Bram’s relationship was with the Magical Academy, but two things were clear. He was in charge, and he was in charge.

      Forgive me for the repetition, but you needed to understand the significance of such a statement. From the glittering look in his eyes to the fact he reached forward and clutched my neck with burning fingers, one could tell he would never make a mistake. He hadn’t yet, and he certainly never would until he had everything he wanted.

      “So you’re her, are you? I should’ve suspected it. Brother would never stoop to having someone like you by his side unless there was a benefit.”

      My eyes glittered dangerously. Such an insult. But we must be careful where our insults come from. Before we take them to heart, we need to figure out if the person who’s saying them is trustworthy. Or if, in Bram’s case, they have a heart so dark and black, the universe gave up on it a long time ago. You could try to stoke its love with even the most tender of experiences – it would strangle such experiences, extract their power, and move on.

      I could have and perhaps should have tumbled to my knees in desperation. I had no chance against two dead practitioners. Especially Grace, it seemed.

      “Work your magic, dear,” Bram spat. “Ensure she can’t escape. It won’t have to last for long. She will be used soon enough.”

      I spat at myself not to react, but I had to clench my teeth as hard as I could.

      Bram was somebody very skilled at reading people’s most subtle expressions, however. I watched his lips tick up as a jerky move spread over his teeth. They sat there like a border for the most wretched land ever created. “Too proud to ask the question, are we? Did you learn that pride from my brother? Or were you already arrogant? It’s a mixture of both, isn’t it? Spend too long in my brother’s presence, and you will lose your reason.”

      “I’ve spent enough time in your brother’s presence,” I specifically slid my gaze over to Grace just as she roughly grabbed up my elbows and held me still with her power, “to know one thing, Bram Stone.”

      “And what’s that?” he snarled.

      “Your brother,” I closed my eyes, not wanting to be distracted for this next bit, “will always come good on his threats.”

      “And what is his threat?”

      “He’ll come for you. And he will come for me.”

      Grace’s grip had hardly been kind previously, but now reacting to my words, she grasped me like an angry vise. Her fingers locked in against my flesh, and that was nothing to be said of her magic. It raced and bit, snarling through my body like some terrifying wild animal.

      I had never faced another dead practitioner like her. Hardly an impressive concept considering I had only ever faced Winchester. That was not what I was trying to say. I had never faced another practitioner like her at all. Her magic was… almost artificial in its brutality.

      Magic comes from nature. You might be a cerebral wizard who has long ago forgotten about their place in the cycle of life and death, but ultimately, you will hold onto a scrap of awareness about where magic still comes from.

      It may not guide your actions, but it will always be there at the back of your head – and importantly in your heart. Grace’s force did not appear to have that compunction. I had never faced something more direct and brutal.

      Even if I’d had the strength left over to fight her, it would not have been enough. I found myself tumbling to my knees, striking the floor so hard, the uncomfortable jolt did something to my spine. It twinged. But it would be the least of my troubles. For her spell was only just taking root.

      A shiver claimed my form, practically folding me in half with its eager anger.

      “What—” I began.

      Bram slowly tilted his head to the side, his gaze darting over my body, his lips spreading wide as he enjoyed every single second of this. “She’s quite an incredible practitioner, isn’t she? There’s never been a witch anything like Grace.”

      I looked at her.

      She had this truly haughty angle to her head.

      I felt her mother’s magic within me. And I started to finish off the sentence Arlene had never had the breath to complete. “She’s not a witch, is she? She’s something else. Something… artificial.”

      “How dare you,” Grace shrieked. Jolting forward, she slapped me hard enough that my face jerked to the left and my ears rang.

      “Enough,” Bram said.

      But Grace showed her reluctance to follow orders as she jolted forward and went to strike me again.

      Bram strode between her and me, caught her wrist, and dangerously looked into her eyes. “We need her. She will die in the end – we both know that. You will have your revenge then. Do not disrupt the plan, my love.”

      I don’t think I had ever heard somebody say those two cherished words – my love – with such coldness. It made them… well, mere words. I might never have heard them directed at me, but that was quite irrelevant. I could feel and always had felt their significance.

      To these cold dead practitioners, however, they were just syllables strung together.

      As Grace settled her eyes on Bram, the look within like flaring plumes of smoke from a volcano, she hissed, “It can’t come fast enough.”

      Grace’s magic continued to wreak havoc on my body. I was keenly aware of the fact that I ought to be unconscious. As Bram’s enquiring, viciously curious gaze settled on me multiple times, it was clear he was waiting for the moment I would keel over. But something was keeping me upright. Did I have to question what that was? No. And nor, it seemed, did Grace.

      “I might’ve let you go,” Grace hissed violently, “if you hadn’t stolen my mother’s force.”

      I had to reassess everything that had occurred in those tunnels. If Grace had always been a dead practitioner and always been in cahoots with Bram, then presumably she would know everything that had occurred in that tunnel. She may have even been connected to the half-ghost.

      But the half-ghost had been the one to fight Arlene, to push her to use the last of her magic. In other words, Grace had contributed to her mother’s own death.

      I had met Arlene for a handful of minutes. I had no sacred connection to her like I might another witch, but I suppose that was irrelevant. For at the end of the day, we witches always had sacred connections to one another. We practiced the same magic for the same reasons on the same earth. And what Grace had done was sacrilege.

      Do not ask me where I found the strength to haughtily tip my head back. I couldn’t answer. I could only control the move, glowering at Grace with every scrap of defiance I had. “You killed your mother for her power. If indeed she was your mother. Were you adopted, Grace? Your power is not that of a true witch. And I sense no earth magic within you. Your mother was a cave dweller. You are something entirely other.”

      “You wretched pipsqueak.” She went to strike me again, but Bram cleared his throat.

      He settled his challenging gaze on his bride-to-be. “The more time and energy we waste here, the less we will have for the spell. Bring her. The forbidden grimoire awaits.”

      I knew he wasn’t speaking about the one that I had hidden in Wintersmith’s crypt. This must be the book that had been stolen from Arlene.

      The same book, apparently, that could raise the dead of this kingdom and hand it to Bram.

      “You’re going to use me to lift the curse, aren’t you?” I hissed. “You went to all of that trouble to terrify your mother into losing her magic because you thought that she would give her force to you, Grace. But know this. She never would have. For she understood what you are.”

      Grace roared with anger – such a different woman to the one who’d uselessly clutched at Winchester’s side in those tunnels. I realized everything I had seen had been an act. And while that was somewhat discombobulating, I was not Winchester. I knew that he had dearly loved this woman. But he had never known who Grace truly was.

      Before Grace could fly into a rage and strike me again, Bram grabbed her by the elbow. I got the distinct impression that even if he’d tried, he wouldn’t have been able to control her ire completely. That was the origin of the edgy, flighty look in his eyes as he nonetheless jutted his chin out and spat, “Think of the plan, Grace. This ridiculous witch will be dead in an hour. You don’t need to claim revenge when it waits for you. All you need to do is come with me. And drag her, of course.”

      I couldn’t move.

      I’d been too consumed by prising the truth out of Grace’s stiff, cold lips to tune in to my body, but now I realized the paralysis was complete. Even if you had dangled the greatest reward in front of me, I wouldn’t have been able to thaw my frozen limbs.

      My mouth could still work. For now. But this cold force kept winding its way through my body, gathering more strength as it reached my mouth and tongue. Soon, they felt as heavy as bricks. I still managed one last statement. “I am many things, but I am not a tool. It does not matter what you do. I will not let you raise the dead.”

      “You will when you become one of them,” Grace warned with a guttural snarl. Then she clicked her fingers.

      The dark energy in my blood surged into my limbs. It felt like being tied up from the inside out. My mouth shot open as wide as it could. I let out a silent, endless scream, but there was no way to stop this horrendous attack. I was turned around and dragged. By my own body, mind you. Grace held an invisible strand of magic that likely connected her to the spell within my heart, and all she had to do was tug me, and I fell onto my back behind her.

      I had never been more controlled yet weakened than I was now. There seemed to be no hope at all. And yet, as that coldness spread further through my body, promising that death was not too far ahead, all I could do was think of my indenturing marks. They hadn’t discovered them yet.

      Those same indenturing marks I would’ve done anything to remove might now be the only means for Winchester to save me. And he must save me. He absolutely must. For if he did not, I, Lisbeth McQuarrie, would finally join the ghosts I had for so long struggled to save.
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        Winchester Stone

      

      

      The tunnel was long and deep and so very confusingly circuitous, I did not know most of the time if I was turning back on myself or heading somewhere novel. But I could tell you this. Every time I settled my hand on my indenturing mark, I got the impression Lisbeth was in an increasingly dire situation.

      I understood what an indenturing spell could and could not do. While I could locate my indentured, I could not attune to her nervous system. I could not predict what she was experiencing. Nor could I somehow remotely connect to her and beg her to hold on as I tried to now. But for a man who loved reason as much as I did, I was starting to realize the benefit of passion.

      It told me I didn’t need to question. I didn’t need to know every single detail to act. I must take the seconds – the precious seconds – that had been given to me and build them into a rope to tie me to Lisbeth. Then I must pull with all my might.

      Sweat slid down my brow. It coated my nose, making my skin itch. It stung my eyes, but I never stopped to wipe it from them. A waste of energy and time. And I would never waste either again until she was back by my side.

      For a man who had once loved proportionality and logic as much as I had, I did not appreciate I’d lost both. My magic had transformed them into something so much more complex.

      I’d once believed in a simple world. In my head, all one had to do was find the rules. Then, with the rules in hand, they could deduct what they were meant to do in every single situation. But I had been introduced to a far more powerful force that still beat in my chest. A force that promised life wasn’t there to be easy. Life was there to be lived.

      I came to the end of another section of tunnel and cursed. I could use magic to try to blast through, but there was little point. I had… developed a skill out of desperation, I suppose you could say. Something I had borrowed from that ghost, Sarah-Anne.

      I had already told you that I had never suspected myself of being an instinctual soul. But as I settled my hands on the stones now and concentrated quite hard, I concluded there was nothing but dirt beyond.

      “Dammit. I must get somewhere in the Academy, somewhere powerful. Somewhere—”

      A memory, unbidden, struck my skull with the clanging force of a bat to a bell.

      Lisbeth had mentioned she believed Winchester had secret libraries here.

      She had demanded we go there instead of the official library. And if we had…. I stopped that thought quickly, realizing all it would do was poison my resolve when I needed it most. I returned to the original notion. What… if Wintersmith really had possessed secret libraries?

      Lord knows what kind of tomes were hidden within. And critically, what kind of power was still there.

      If only I could find something Bram did not know about and had never been able to account for, I would find a chance.

      Lisbeth desperately needed one of those. I secured my hand on the indenturing mark harder, my cheeks becoming quite pale with fright.

      “Lisbeth, I don’t know what they’re doing to you, but I know that you are the strongest practitioner I’ve ever come across. You hold on, or I shan’t ever pay you for your work.”

      … Pay her for her work? Really? That was the kind of trite statement I would’ve said if she were right before me. A statement to hide the truth still beating and spreading through my heart.

      I did not want a relationship where I needed to pay Lisbeth. Not with anything other than my heartfelt emotions.

      I could think this now. I could freely give in to something that had been lurking in my mind ever since I’d met her. And while, once upon a time, that might’ve been transformative, now all it did was allow bitter regret in to undermine me when I needed it least.

      Nothing stopped me from turning around, finding another intersection in the corridor, and taking the other direction.

      Right now, I would settle for finding a way out of here, let alone Wintersmith’s potential secret library.

      But if there was one… where would it be?

      Lisbeth hadn’t known. She had a rather tiresome relationship with Wintersmith. He was a wizard of old with very dated views. I had read extensively from that time. And wizards had believed that one must experience to truly understand.

      Wintersmith presumably hadn’t told Lisbeth where the libraries were to ensure that she had the power, once she found them, to deal with them. Or, indeed, he no longer knew their locations. Wintersmith had been dead for some time, and the Magical Academy had sprawled out far since then. Whatever the true reason, it was quite irrelevant. All that mattered was that I found those libraries now and finally got one leg up on my brother.

      “Where would they be? In the most beneficial position. In the center of the Magical Academy?” I closed my eyes. I soon shook my head. I remembered Wintersmith’s crypt.

      I might be making this up, but I had once seen a blueprint of it. The sarcophagus had been moved. But when I had seen it recently, it was no longer aligned with auspicious wizardly angles.

      But it had, however, been aligned with Ley lines.

      Sifting through my memories to grasp hold of that fact was one of the hardest things I had ever done. As I had already told you, Ley lines were a rather automatic thing to me. Something I saw all the time but could not visibly react to while in company. It made my relationship with them quite fraught indeed. But I was sure of this fact.

      “Wintersmith had aligned his crypt with the primary Ley lines. And maybe, he’d known about them in life, too?”

      Oh, what an assumption. Ghosts can see Ley lines, because they are dead. But Wintersmith—

      I slowed again. I had heard from Lisbeth on the way over here that Wintersmith had been the one to sink the curse last time. Which made him a dead practitioner, now, didn’t it?

      That was the last fact I needed. Wintersmith might never have been recorded as a dead practitioner in history, but that was quite irrelevant. He, like me, had probably chosen to keep it hidden from his colleagues.

      I raced forward now, spirit renewed, hope my only friend and force.

      It was like a tailwind, and as it made me power down the corridor, I finally struck one of the primary Ley lines wending its way through the Academy.

      I followed it. And I started to realize something fantastic. Branches of the tunnels followed it, too. I had assumed these tunnels were chaotic, likely the consequence of somebody starting to build something, stopping, then allowing someone else to finish the job. In other words, a stew that resulted from too many cooks.

      But that wasn’t true of all the tunnels. And as I finally started to navigate along the one that followed the primary Ley line, I appreciated how different it felt. It felt, in fact, like following history, as if I had stumbled upon the most important vein of influence in the kingdom’s past. Or perhaps, in my case, the future.

      I kept my hand on my indenturing mark for what good it did.

      I very much doubted it could extend my hope over to Lisbeth. But at least it could connect me notionally to her and remind me with every pounding footstep why I was doing this.

      It took five more agonizing minutes where my mind had so much time to imagine what was happening to Lisbeth. Then I encountered a door. I actually encountered a door. The rest of these tunnels had only branched into more of themselves, but this….

      There will always come a time in your life when words mean nothing. Action is all that counts. And when you come to that time, move.

      I placed both hands on the door, closed my eyes, and tried to figure out what kind of lock it used.

      But it used no lock.

      An old spell lurked in the metal. So old, it should not operate anymore. But whoever had constructed this door had constructed the spell better.

      Something scanned me. I felt the strands of the spell within push out and invisibly move through my body, looking for something.

      And that something soon spread over my skin. It was my dead practitioner energy.

      This door… was programmed to open for one of my kind.

      And open it did. There was a great shudder. It moved under my feet, raced into my ankles, and shook my stomach with expectation.

      I strode quietly into the grandest library I had ever seen. It was nowhere near as large as the official library on campus, but the official library was built to be ostentatious. This, on the other hand, found its power in a far grander way.

      I’d spent so long telling you intuition was pointless. But perhaps I was starting to align with what it was to be a witch on the inside. What it was, in other words, to recognize you were ultimately an expression of Nature, an extension of her force and not just an independent will of your own. For it was nature under my feet, the compacted dirt and insects and roots that warned me of the sheer power and significance I had stumbled upon.

      I stood roughly in the middle of the room and turned on my foot, neck and head extended upward, mouth agape.

      Books covered every single centimeter of the walls. They rose up high and were even lodged in the ceiling, suspended there with tricky little strands of magic. It was quite a sight for a book lover.

      Quite a metaphor, too.

      For life, at the end of the day, is lined by knowledge. Align yourself with the correct kind, and you will always find the right path forward.

      I jolted forward now, intending to pull out the first book I could see, but my fingers spasmed, then closed. I spun. I trusted the intuition spinning through my soul as it focused my attention forward and to the left.

      There wasn’t a chair in this room, and there certainly wasn’t a desk. There was no furniture other than the shelves.

      This was a library in the truest sense of the word, as if it had been developed for the books themselves – a permanent home, not just a house.

      Following my intuition, now never capable of turning from it again as it only intensified in my stomach and heart, I plucked out the book my fingers strayed toward.

      It, amongst all the books around it, was the plainest. As I turned it around carefully in my fingers, I soon understood why. It was a journal. There was one word written across the front in an old script that scrawled like a drunken spider. “Wintersmith,” I hissed. “This was Wintersmith’s own journal.”

      My knees almost fell out from underneath me. But before I could injure myself further, I turned, and I sat in the middle of the room. There were no other decorations here, other than the books, but there were carvings in the floor. Very small channels, I did not know if they were there for a ritual practice or simply to focus one’s attention up to the tomes that truly mattered.

      I sat against one of those grooves now, ignoring the uncomfortable angle of it as I shakingly opened the book. My eyes strayed across Wintersmith’s well-known handwriting.

      “The curse can only be defeated by a true dead practitioner and not a generated one. It will take generations – maybe even hundreds of years – to find one of those. But this knowledge will remain until they appear.”

      My nose scrunched. “Manufactured dead practitioner? What the devil is he on about? If he knew this, why didn’t he tell us?”

      It was my turn to act indignantly against one of the greatest wizards the kingdom had ever seen.

      But I didn’t have access to Wintersmith’s ghost right now. If I had, I likely would have rejected the opportunity to collar him and instead would have read.

      For the revelations simply spun off the page like flames from a crackling fire.

      “It is of utmost importance that the curse never rises truly again, for the next time, if it reaches the land proper, no one will be able to force it back down. This great kingdom has a concentration of Ley lines very rarely seen. It is a special land, and one we must protect with all our power. Failure to do so would only see death. Not just death for us, but death for all. The curse can be used to generate an everlasting army of the dead. No other kingdom in the lands has the ability to do what we can. For they lack the Ley lines.”

      I took a breath and continued, “To allow the curse to rise is to condemn all. For the curse must continually be fed with the dead. There will never be enough living to satiate its desires. Any man with a calculating brain will understand what that means. The curse will eventually kill every single living soul on the planet.”

      It was almost too much to bear. The book nearly slipped from my fingers, but it was a strange fact that allowed me to hold on.

      An imaginary one. For my foolish fantasies, unbidden by my fine control, imagined Lisbeth by my side, around my shoulders in fact, reading this with me, her hands clasping up the book and never letting me drop it.

      “This is simply too much. How… how can we stop this? But we must. Yet my brother—” my thoughts jumped around, as stable as an earthquake. I would challenge you to be more logical at a time like this, when everything you had known was crumbling out from underneath you.

      I knew the significance of what we were doing, but this… it was too much to bear. I almost dropped the book again. But once more my silly treacherous mind imagined Lisbeth, her smile right there, just by my face, her bunched-up hair brushing against my cheek, and her words echoing in my ears, “we better get it over and done with. There’s no going back now.”

      “No… going back now,” I repeated her imagined words and read through the book further.

      It detailed the facts of the curse.

      An ancient dark spell, a darker practitioner from centuries ago had developed it using the unique Ley lines of this kingdom for one purpose – to usurp the king and control the land.

      Another dead practitioner at the time had overcome him. But they had not been able to destroy the curse and had rather buried it with the dead where it belonged.

      I soon pushed to my feet and started to pace as I read the rest of the book, learning revelations that shook my world more and more.

      There ought to be a limit to how much one can change their worldview in a single day.

      Apparently there was no such limit, however.

      For I had not reached the most important part. The journal was short. I leafed to the final page.

      And there I learned the most interesting revelations of all. My lips parted as I read, “Dead practitioners can, and usually are, manufactured. It is not true that they are a quirk of birth. Or rather, it does not need to be true that they are a quirk of birth. Certain dark spells can create them. But they are spells that will always take their toll. I was a true dead practitioner myself,” Wintersmith’s writing revealed, “but the man I fought during my fight with the curse was not. The head of the Stone family, he had perfected the singular ability to create dead practitioners. I still do not understand the mechanisms involved and likely never will, but the consequences are simple enough. As long as dead practitioners can be created, there will be the means to reignite this curse. And until and unless every single one of them is stamped out, the lands will never be safe again.”

      I finally dropped the book. I simply didn’t have the strength to hold onto it anymore. It tumbled out of my fingers, striking my boot. I stopped there. Empty, alone, spiraling backward.

      Stone. One of my… forbearers… he had learned how to create dead practitioners.

      Just like me. Just like Bram.

      This was….

      I fell to my knees. As I became more fragile than I ever had in my life, feeling like a raw nerve stripped back of its sheath, my left hand knew what to do. It reached out, and my right fingers locked over my indenturing mark. I closed my eyes.

      Just as a single tear welled in my duct, it stopped.

      I rose to my feet.

      Lisbeth was close by.

      She was in these tunnels with me. Not in this room, but somewhere… somewhere above.

      I tilted my head back and stared at the ceiling. I couldn’t look past the books that lined it, but that was quite irrelevant, for my heart could scan through them apparently. And as it beat louder and harder, it refocused my attention off what I couldn’t change and onto what I could. “Lisbeth… I’m at the heart of this mess. My family are the forbearers of destruction. But—”

      Once more I closed my eyes and, unbidden, my imagination threw up the perfect image of Lisbeth McQuarrie. If she were here with me right now, it promised me that she would not shriek at me that I was an abomination. She would pluck me up by the hand, look into my eyes, and promise one thing. She was here to save me, and Lisbeth McQuarrie apparently never failed a mission.

      Desperate now, I turned my head up even further and stared at the ceiling. “I don’t care what it takes. I’ll make up for my family’s barbarity.”

      With that promise ringing through the room, I threw myself forward. Even if I would have to create a ladder up to the ceiling with every book, I would.

      Even if I had to burn them to bring down the barrier between me and her, I would. For I, Winchester Stone, would make up for everything I had ever done.

      And this was only the beginning.
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        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      They dragged me to a room so dark and cold and empty, I didn’t think it had been touched by natural light ever.

      While there are of course many places on this planet that do not need the sun to survive, this was artificial. Someone had kept the sunshine out because they had not wanted its sanitizing rays to strip back the shadows that clung to this place.

      I hadn’t spoken for some time, and I certainly hadn’t been spoken to. Grace and Bram shared few words and even less affection. You could mutter my dear to somebody as many times as you wanted. It did not, however, make them cherished in your eyes. Indeed, now Bram turned to Grace and clicked his fingers. “String her up. We do not have much time. The book is on its way.”

      “I am not your dog nor your servant, Bram. And you shall remember that.” Grace moved her hand, dragging that invisible strand controlling me to her left.

      Something wrapped around my stomach then pulled me into the air. It ensured my arms were spread as wide as they could go until my shoulders protested with a violent twinge. My sweat-caked hair slid in front of my dark gaze. But my gaze was the only thing dark about me. The rest was weak and primed for whatever devious magic they would soon cast.

      I made the mistake of making eye contact with Grace as she went to sweep on by. She clearly could not pass up this opportunity. She clicked her fingers, and I bent down toward her, though my arms never stopped being strained out at a painful angle. She touched my face, slapping me lightly. “You will die for what you’ve done. Justice will always prevail.”

      “Justice?” I choked out of parched lips. “If your mother could see you now, she would disown you. But she already disowned you in the end, didn’t she? She knew about your treachery.”

      She went to slap me again lightly, but her fingers froze. They grasped my chin, the nails digging in with a violent scrunch. “My mother,” she brought her face closer and snarled in my eyes, “did everything for me. But she was unfortunately… rigid when it came to certain things.”

      “Rigid? What on earth do you mean by that? Ah, wait, she didn’t want you taking her grimoire. She didn’t want you raising the dead and destroying this kingdom. She did not want you killing indiscriminately. But I suppose you couldn’t stop yourself. Not with the cold magic you’ve got inside you.” My gaze darted down her, though it was of course hard to see the magic inside a practitioner’s veins.

      Maybe it wasn’t that hard with Grace. I swear she had an effect on the air around her, and such a nasty effect it was. Wherever she moved, things became too cold to work. Fingers would get frostbite and fall off. Insects that had previously danced through the air on the wind would lose said wings as they fractured into ice and fell.

      And hearts that had once been fat with love, would stop dead in their tracks.

      She squeezed my face harder. “My mother did not understand this was the best for everyone.”

      “How on earth is lifting the dead the best for everyone?”

      “Many lies have been shared about that sacred spell. Mostly from the lips of you foolish witches.”

      I was not about to stand here – or at least hang here – and listen to her excuses. But she let something important slip. “You witches? You just admitted that you’re not like us. And you’re not like us.” I cast my bleary gaze over her like some kind of master craftsman looking for obvious imperfections. “I’ve never encountered magic like yours. It is foreign. It is—”

      “Real. The reason you’ve never encountered it is you’re a fool who doesn’t know what you stare upon and has even less of a clue what she is herself.”

      Her fingers strayed down to my throat, but Bram, who had taken several steps away to do something important, grunted.

      “Drop her, Grace. The book will be here shortly. And the ceremony will begin. You will have your just revenge. You can wait, can’t you?”

      “I’ve been waiting too long. I can wait a little longer.”

      Something moved on the ceiling above. It was quick, and it darted just out of the corner of my eye – a movement the human brain was perfectly primed to pick up.

      I strained my head backward until I saw stones resorting. Then something floated down from above. I’d assumed when Bram had said that the book would be delivered that one of his wizards would do it. Instead, the Magical Academy, possibly his most loyal asset of all, did it for him.

      The book floated down. It brought with it a dark and dangerous ethereal glow. Even if you were a new trainee wizard or witch, you would see that light and you would instinctively know something was violently wrong. You would run for help or simply run in the opposite direction and never return.

      Both Grace and Bram stared up at it as if it were a gift from God.

      It wasn’t Bram who lifted his hands up to catch it. It was Grace.

      It thumped into her fingers, singing a deadly tune. It immediately reacted to her magic. But it did more. For as she took a step toward me, it reacted to mine. Or at least what Arlene had given me.

      My lips parted in a shudder, and I gasped like I’d been kicked in the stomach. I could feel Arlene’s force rising through me, winding around each organ and shooting up high.

      The power was extraordinary. The promise, however, was something far darker. As my eyes locked on the book, incapable of even glancing away, it promised me I was here to open it, to initiate the spell, then to be broken down to feed it. Trust me, the last bit wasn’t my imagination getting the better of me. It was deep knowledge that had been baked into every strand of Arlene’s magic. A horrifying fact like the final full stop on life. There was no getting away. There was no longer anywhere for me to run.

      Grace stared from the cover of the book over to me with a deadly dark gaze. “If you hadn’t taken my mother’s magic, you wouldn’t be in this position. But it’s better. With your ghastly dead practitioner power, you will sanctify the spell. You will save us several steps. And so much time. So much time that’s already been wasted,” she spoke disjointedly as she pushed her tongue over her teeth.

      With pathos in every step, she strode toward me, her skirts flaring around her knees as magic rose up her body. She thrust the spell forward just as she controlled the enchantment haunting my body. My arms were finally snapped forward from their extended position, but trust me, this wasn’t more comfortable. It felt like every bone I had fractured. And that was only the beginning.

      My hands shook violently, trying to jerk back but incapable of controlling the spell within them.

      I tried to buck away, but there was nowhere to go. I couldn’t run from the force locking me up from the inside. I could only stare in true terror as Grace, expression as flat and vacant as it could be, pressed the book into my hands.

      It immediately rose just a few centimeters above my fingers. But that did not make this a gentle act. It was terribly violent. For it used my deepest magical reserves to float. It was like it broke down a section of my heart to find the strength it required. And it was only the beginning. I shuddered more, eyes being forced wide as more magic drained from me and into the book. I could feel some great lock within it, begging to be opened and this clamoring force just beyond.

      Though you could call it my imagination, ever since the beginning of this fraught tale, on occasion I’d heard far-off cracking. I had always explained it to myself as some benign noise. Perhaps a cartwheel snapping or a tree succumbing to a violent wind.

      Now I knew it had always been this – always a premonition of what was to come but what had finally arrived.

      I shouldn’t be able to speak. There was no point in wasting the energy. But there was equally no way to stop me. As sweat and a few single drops of blood leaked from my brow and mouth, I faced Grace with all the strength I could scrounge. “It… won’t work in the end. I promise you that. Winchester will come for me.”

      “Winchester—” Grace began.

      In a critically important sign, Bram wouldn’t let her finish. “Winchester,” his eyes carved that out of the air, not just his lips, “will be captured and killed soon. Sorry, used. For that is all he is good for. He has gone against his king, against the wishes of his rulers. He is a barbaric practitioner who has always dabbled in the dark arts.”

      I was looking at Grace, not over at Bram. So I saw as Grace twitched.

      She… still had feelings for Winchester, didn’t she? Yes. Of course. Even in this, the most horrendous moment possible, I could still force my mind back to what had occurred as we were captured. Grace had appeared to give Winchester a chance to renounce me. When that hadn’t happened, she had snapped.

      She… she couldn’t possibly still have feelings for Winchester and yet do something like this, surely?

      I went to conclude that but then looked into her eyes again. She may not be a witch like me. Did that matter? The heart was always a mysterious and sometimes treacherous organ. It was irrespective of your magic level.

      I knew I only had a few more statements to say. The magic simply wouldn’t let me have free rein of my tongue for much longer. Nor, quite possibly, would it let me have control of my lungs. My whole body was becoming heavy. But I didn’t fall from the air. She wouldn’t let me. Grace’s singularly strange and horrible control spell kept me aloft. Cast it on Planet Earth, and it would keep the world aloft, too. There didn’t seem to be anything it couldn’t do. For its power was inexhaustible. And yet Grace’s emotions were far worse.

      “He’ll still give you a chance. For he’s that kind of man,” I whispered.

      My eyes closed. I hadn’t spoken in a voice loud enough for Bram to hear. And maybe that was why Grace didn’t fly off into another rage. Or, perhaps, the book was here, and there was now no point.

      Such a tremendously dark feeling had started to rise through the room, it was as if Hell were inverting. Slowly but surely – and unfortunately unstoppably – somebody had twisted heaven on its axis, and now what was below would become what was above. I would be trapped between, crushed in the greatest magic I had ever faced.

      My mind kept giving me opportunities to shut down. Pauses where I could close my eyes for good and retreat far back into the corners of my mind. I would stop witnessing this mess firsthand. It would be like I was watching nothing more than a tragic play. But every time the offer came up, I shoved it back as hard as I could. Because I had been honest with Grace. Perhaps Winchester would not give her another chance, but he would come. For Winchester Stone always came good on his threats. If he didn’t… if he didn’t, then all too soon, I would no longer be his indentured. I would no longer be his anything but a distant, bitter memory.
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        Winchester Stone

      

      

      Desperation is a funny thing. It won’t make you laugh. Nor will it bring a smile to your lips when everything else seems at its darkest. But desperation, when used properly, will give magic a fuel like no other.

      It will lift something from the very bottom of the heart. An old sunken ship, usually far beyond your reach. A depth of feeling that, if you were to endure it every second of every day, would distract you too much. You would crumple into a corner somewhere with your hand on your heart, your eyes closed, and your life playing out behind you and not ahead.

      But desperation, when combined properly with a quick hand and quicker feet, can finally see you grasp up your last chance.

      I had claimed that I could pile the books up on top of one another and thereby use them to access the ceiling above. There was, of course, an easier way. I could just climb the shelves themselves.

      I did so now, Wintersmith’s journal in my pocket, jostling along with the potions that I had stolen and the blood that I had taken from Lisbeth’s pocket after I had saved her from unconsciousness.

      Did I think that I could do anything with these objects? Unlikely.

      “Lisbeth, I’m coming,” I roared, likely the last thing I would say.

      It was hard to climb over the ceiling, even though, as I had already mentioned, the stacks and shelves reached up there. I needed to use a quick adhesive spell on my hands. It was complicated magic. And from now on, the more I wasted, the more likely it would be that I would fail, die, and take Lisbeth with me.

      I still had plenty of force left over to shove my hands right into the middle of the ceiling. My body bucked from stress and tension.

      I could not count how many fights I had been in ever since indenturing Lisbeth. I imagined even if you had a very competent accountant, they would not manage to do better.

      In many ways, there was no point in looking at all of these fights as discrete instances. For they all joined together in the same direction.

      There were so many things to think of, but one I absolutely could not allow my mind to turn toward.

      If I dared think about my forbearers and what they had potentially done to this kingdom, I would stop, quite dead and quite cold.

      I had always believed the line that we Stones were an upstanding family. We had always been a prestigious magical line, and though I had been fooled into thinking my brother had not acquired our skills, that was irrelevant. I had believed that we Stones were some of the best wizards in the kingdom. And while I had technically dabbled in the dark, I had done so for good reasons. Yet it seemed that most of my forbearers had done so for their own darker selfish reasons.

      It is one thing to think you come from a grand family tradition. It’s one thing to hold up your forbearers and bask in the light of their achievements. It’s quite another to find out they have done such devilish deeds.

      If I had time again, perhaps I would’ve sold or given away every single inheritance I had and simply wandered into the wilds.

      But to do that now would be to give up. Not just on Lisbeth, but on making what was wrong right again.

      When you can’t wipe away your family’s dark past, shine a light on it. Be the force to make it right once more.

      If I had not had Lisbeth to hurry toward, perhaps I would not have come to such a noble conclusion. But she was the carrot in front of me. That seemed like a tame image. She was the air for a drowning man, the warmth for a frozen soul.

      And more importantly, she was likely the only force that could help me stop the barbarity about to occur. For every time I tried to slip into self-recrimination, I reminded myself of the horrendous future awaiting this entire world.

      It is one thing to fight for ourselves, quite another to fight for every single soul that has ever existed and ever will in the future.

      Securing my palm harder against the central book, I started to push enough magic into it to tear the ceiling down. It required the power of my soul stones. But I was forgetting something, wasn’t I? The exact man this library had once belonged to.

      “What the devil?” I muttered as ethereal energy started to leak from the central book. Startlingly great, it looked as if it had been there for some time. Ethereal energy, just like ordinary energy, will pale and become drab over time. Though, unlike with ordinary energy, ghosts can of course stick around for much longer.

      What I was trying to tell you was that the exact hues of the ethereal force leaking out of that book suggested it hadn’t been touched since Wintersmith’s time.

      It was not just force that quite startlingly grasped hold of my wrist. Literally. For a hand formed, and it grabbed me when I needed it least. I was still connected to Lisbeth’s indenturing mark, and I could tell that whatever was happening to her, it couldn’t last. She would give up soon.

      A ghost appeared right out of the central book. It took me a moment to appreciate not just how old they were, but how different they were. A man in full armor, he looked like he had wandered off the battlefield.

      Perhaps not. I looked at the armor, or at least the gauntlet and quickly realized I recognized not just the make, but the particular symbol stamped on the back of his hand.

      “It’s the suit of armor from the Magical Academy regalia. What is this?”

      It was more than a suit of armor. It was a ghost. And before the man could lift his sword, which was quite easy considering he was capable of floating, he looked at me once with dead gray eyes. “It is not permitted to destroy the library. The library must stand for dead practitioners just like you.”

      My mouth opened. My lips soon twitched half closed. “Just like me? But I’m not a real dead practitioner. I’m a Stone.”

      Why, at such an important juncture, should I admit that to such a powerful guard?

      It was quite clear that we Stones had been Wintersmith’s enemies. But—

      If it were that clear, then why exactly had Wintersmith sent Lisbeth to protect me of all people?

      I hadn’t had the time to put those thoughts together.

      Now they came slamming down, but fortunately, they were not accompanied by the knight’s sword. “You are the dead practitioner that can end this. You must stay here. The Academy is no longer safe.”

      “I can’t stay here,” I roared. “My—” I couldn’t describe Lisbeth. Not with the word my. I could try, but my mind became stuck as if you had thrown a large stone under a clattering cartwheel. It simply could not rise over it nor go around it. Lisbeth was my what? Indentured? A factual statement. Assistant… I suppose you could conclude that. We had assisted each other. And we had furthered this mission by one another’s side. But why were those words so empty? Because there was another, far more important word I had not yet grasped.

      “The curse is being lifted once more. Soon, it will rise out of the earth. It will infect all who come in its vicinity. It will aim for dead practitioners like yourself. Unguarded, it will claim you, and it will only use your peculiar energies to grow larger. You must remain here, safe, away from its forces. You must be ready to attack when you can.”

      “But Lisbeth—”

      “Lisbeth’s a strong lass,” someone said from behind me.

      I was so overcome by this sudden voice, I almost fell from the ceiling, but the guard wouldn’t let me. With a strong hand on my arm, he held me in place as I twisted my head around. And there, floating through the floor, hands clasped behind his back, was none other than Wintersmith.

      “You—” I began.

      I couldn’t finish the statement. What did I want to say? He was my enemy? He’d saved this kingdom. My family had threatened it. He was the hero. I came from the devious line of dark practitioners he’d fought. But he had always known this, and he could have told us. If only he had warned us, I would not have brought Lisbeth here.

      “What did you do to her? Why didn’t you tell us the truth? Why lure us into this trap?” I blared.

      It was strange being held by a ghost. I had let go of the ceiling. The ghost did not fly me down to the ground, likely because that would get me closer to Wintersmith. But it wasn’t as if Wintersmith actually cared about my anger.

      With his hands still clamped behind his back and a particularly superior expression on his face, he simply let his eyebrows descend with a twitch. “And I thought you were an intelligent wizard. She said as much, you know? Bemoaned the fact that you are so smart. I told her things would be easier for her if only she could learn a few of those smarts. Unfortunately she did not in time.”

      “Wintersmith,” I now growled, voice dark and sentiment far, far darker. How dare this man lure us both into a trap. How dare he treat Lisbeth like that. She’d had no choice in this matter from the beginning. Wintersmith was the one who had set her against me, who had lured her to my side. And I wondered, from the particularly sharp look in his eyes now, if he’d always known I would indenture her. He seemed to have always been a step ahead.

      Now I tried to lurch toward him, not that the guard would let me go.

      Wintersmith finally unstuck his hands from behind him and lifted one in a pompous move. “Bring him down. It isn’t good for his body. And that will reduce his capacity to fight. When it is needed,” he added.

      “It’s needed now. I promised Lisbeth I would come for her. Who are you to get in my way?”

      Wintersmith chucked his head back and laughed. Such a violent move, I wondered why he didn’t lose his tonsils. Oh yes. Because he was dead. Because they were nothing more than images. They had no function. He’d lost his body – and through it – his dignity and conscience long ago.

      “Wintersmith, you’ve made a grave mistake,” I snarled.

      “And what is that? Withholding the one means to finally remove the curse? I think not.” He crossed his arms even harder. “This is all I can do to give us a last chance. One we desperately need.” He momentarily broke his arrogant eye contact, lifted his head, his beard jostling over his robes, and stared at the ceiling. His lips pulled thin in worry.

      I wondered what he was looking at, but honestly, I could tell. For the Ley lines in the room started to shudder. Whereas once they had been directed and ordered, now they were chaotic. They marched about like headless chickens. Some intersected me. Others darted around as if they were looking for a place to escape. Good luck with that. There was now nowhere anyone could go in this kingdom. And if Wintersmith’s journal was correct, soon there would be nowhere to go on this entire planet.

      My voice dropped off a cliff as I growled, “Wintersmith, you have finally shown your true colors. You’re stopping me from assisting Lisbeth.”

      His eyes glittered dangerously. It was the kind of look that could stop even the most competent wizard in their tracks and force them to reassess everything they’d concluded. “What was that? You think she needs saving? Let me ask you this. In all the time you have known her, has Lisbeth McQuarrie ever truly needed saving? Or does she strike you as the kind of competent witch who can get out of even the hardest situation?”

      My mouth opened. My mouth closed. So I forced it open again. But once more, quite uselessly, it slipped closed. My lips ticked up. I snarled, for apparently, when I could not do anything else, that was my final move. “She is right now in my brother’s clutches. And Grace—”

      Wintersmith snorted. “You know, not even I saw that one coming. I had no clue there were two of them.”

      I was already cold. Now I was colder. Without reason, I threw myself toward Wintersmith, but I never reached him. The guard grasped my elbow in an ethereal, impossible-to-break grip. I still tried to fight Wintersmith with magic, but all he had to do was flick his hand to the side, and he practiced some… spell. I wasn’t too angry to note what it was, nor too incompetent. I’d simply never seen its like.

      The spell instantly stifled my magic. It was a deep move, too. It was like somebody had found the wellspring of my force and corked it.

      I gagged, locked a shaking palm on my chest, and bent forward as much as I could while still being manhandled. It took a few more breaths until I muttered, “What have you done to me?”

      “Stifled your dead practitioner magic. I figure it’s time you learned somebody can do that. Especially other dead practitioners. I’m not sure if your brother can yet, but I imagine that Grace character can. Quite incredible. I’ve never seen one manufactured to the exact standards as her.” With awe in his eyes – albeit tempered by disgust – he tilted his head up and stared at the ceiling again.

      I wondered if, with his ethereal eyes, he could see right through to what was going on above.

      I tried to chant in my mind to Lisbeth, tried to tell her, whatever was happening to her, I would get to her. But how could I get through Wintersmith, the greatest wizard in the land? Even if he was a ghost.

      For we wizards know one very important fact. It isn’t necessarily your raw power that matters. It’s the intelligence that sits behind it. A fool with a gun is nowhere near as lethal as a genius with a bow and arrow.

      “What do you want, Wintersmith? Grace—”

      “Grace is a manufactured dead practitioner. I sense my journal in your pocket. You have finally learned the truth.”

      I didn’t want to react. I couldn’t stop myself. Deep regret swelled through me. I looked at the floor. “A manufactured practitioner just like me and my brother?”

      Wintersmith shook his head. “If Lisbeth were here right now, she’d be so very disappointed in you. You can see what’s obvious, but you often deny it. You’re somewhat like her – too close for comfort, in fact. I suppose you two ultimately deserve one another.”

      I glossed over what that meant and let my eyebrows twitch down. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re not a manufactured practitioner, Winchester. You are, quite surprisingly, the real deal. Who would ever have thought that an actual dead practitioner would arise in the Stone family of all lineages? But there you go. I suppose that’s statistics for you. Or perhaps the universe’s legendary humor.” He gestured wide to the side, fingers spreading hard enough to capture my attention.

      But it could not remove my thoughts from what he’d revealed for long.

      I soon shook my head. “You’re playing a game with me. You’re mistaken.”

      “Tell me, were you always a dead practitioner? Do you ever remember a time when you weren’t able to see the dead and commune with them? Do you ever remember a time when you were not fully connected to the Ley lines of this wondrous kingdom?” Wintersmith lifted his hands and acted in exultant respect. He even bowed.

      “I,” I began. But my lips continued to shake.

      There was nothing to say. There were only thoughts to think. And as I half closed my eyes, they thought themselves. Could I remember a time when I was not a dead practitioner? The answer was easy. It flowed freely like blood in one’s veins. No. This force had always been within me.

      I locked a hand on my chest, secured it there for several seconds as if I was once more checking I was alive, then looked at him. My lips tugged into a deep frown. I could say nothing, for I had no clue what yet needed to be said.

      Wintersmith laughed. It didn’t last. “There we go. The last secret. You’re the dead practitioner we’ve always waited for. The soul who can finally get rid of this curse, break it apart, and ensure it cannot be lifted again. But to do that, I’m afraid you must sacrifice.”

      That one word reactivated what should never have slipped from my mind. I managed to take a jolting step toward him, even if it meant straining against the ghost still holding me. If this ghost really was some embodiment of the personified guard of the Magical Academy, then I quite rightly had no chance against him. But in my current mood, why did it feel as if I would have a chance against Atlas himself?

      “I will not leave Lisbeth behind.”

      Wintersmith chucked his head back and laughed once more. “My good man, haven’t you heard a word I said? Lisbeth is strong. And, though I wouldn’t call her smart, she possesses a certain intelligence most can’t account for. It is an intelligence tempered by her singular inability to give up. It doesn’t really matter what Grace and Bram try to do with her. They will not win. She will fight them every step of the way.”

      “They intend to use her to lift the curse, do they not? They will use the forbidden grimoire—”

      “But, my good man,” Wintersmith now smiled around his words, “they only have one.”

      My mouth opened. My lips closed. Why did it seem as if every time I finally started to understand what was going on, I realized I only had a small number of facts? I felt like some parable. Some fool who, every time he grasped a new part of an elephant, decided he knew what it was without ever having glimpsed the creature whole.

      “And why do they need the other grimoire?”

      “They can lift the curse with the grimoire they have. But they cannot control it.”

      I bristled. “That sounds terribly dangerous. An uncontrolled curse like that will randomly lift the dead of this kingdom. It will seek chaos when we need it least.”

      “It won’t be that bad. Bram won’t be able to control it yet. He won’t be able to lift anyone. He will instead use the curse to search for the other grimoire.”

      “Which is currently in your sarcophagus. You have a thousand soul stones protecting it. Will it be enough?”

      I kept roaring at myself to take a step back, to remember exactly what Wintersmith had done. I should not be speaking so patiently to this man. I should rush forward and collar him. If he had only revealed the truth sooner—

      I ought to finish that sentence. It hung there, a butcher’s hook waiting for its carcass.

      But before I could string Wintersmith up and condemn him, I had to pause.

      If Wintersmith had told me the truth back when we had first met, would I have used it wisely? Or would I have used it foolishly?

      I did not want to admit this and had hidden from the truth most of my life, but I was an arrogant soul.

      I had never accepted corrections from anyone. Not true corrections. Not the kind of correction aimed at making you a better person.

      It had taken far too many terrifying fights with Lisbeth to start to grow close to her, to even recognize that sometimes she had a point.

      “This is no time for a war with your soul, my good man. There is too much to do,” Wintersmith snapped as he strode forward.

      I bared my teeth at him. “You won’t let me leave. You won’t let me go after Lisbeth—”

      “I will let you go back to the cemetery. I will let you gather ghosts. I will let you protect them from your brother’s curse. I will let you call on an army. An army only you can control. And I will let you learn the true magic of a true dead practitioner.” Every single word he said was accompanied by his sparkling eyes.

      As a ghost, he got to choose what kind of energy he settled behind his stare. And the exact energy of this was like the very universe concentrating down into a point then communicating with me and only me from that point. It was a rather complex way of saying it felt that Nature, in all of its grand force, was behind that stare.

      And one must not go against Nature. Not at a critical juncture like this.

      I cast my gaze up and locked it on the ceiling. I winced in pain. Some devious spell wasn’t wrapped around my heart, but that wasn’t the point. My body winced in sympathy with Lisbeth’s.

      I partially closed my eyes. By the time I winked them open to see sudden movement, Wintersmith had both of his hands on my shoulders. I could’ve jerked back and snarled in his face but instead stared at him.

      “You will return to Eastside Cemetery. And there, boy, I will teach you everything I know.”

      “And what if it isn’t enough, Wintersmith?”

      He lifted his head. He stared above him. He smiled. “Then it will be all up to one Lisbeth McQuarrie. You don’t really want to see that, do you? She’s quite powerful. She’s also quite destructive. Leave it up to her, and there’ll be nothing left of your old life but ashes and dust. Now come. The future awaits.”
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      I kept waiting and waiting. I knew he would come. The knowledge was there in my heart, playing wildly like an orchestra waiting for the main singer. But all too soon, Winchester ran out of time to save me.

      The book remained there, floating over my hands, until it snapped up higher. I screamed or at least tried to, but there was barely any vocal force. All of the strength had been taken from me, stolen, and given to the book.

      I could see the strands of my power now. They were stripped right out of my veins, and what a ghastly sight it was. I did not actually see the blood, and fortunately it did not splatter over the walls or floor, but the symbol remained. This was my lifeblood. And as it was removed to feed the book… it signaled my end.

      Perhaps not right now. But soon.

      Soon….

      My head jolted to the side. My eyes threatened to close. This wooziness owned me. A very controlling, unstoppable sensation, it was almost as if my body was trying to invert.

      I heard Grace speak. She chanted something. Her words were quick, her power clear. Even though all I wanted to do was give up, my curiosity flared. It distracted me. It distracted me from perhaps one of the most focusing moments in one’s life. Their death.

      For there was something about Grace’s magic that could not be ignored. Especially for a witch like me. Her force was too ordered. It was perhaps what you would get if a wizard had created a witch. While yes, her power was directed toward being a dead practitioner, and I could sense the deeper tones of magic one got with our kind, again, it was simply too neat.

      My own magic was chaotic in comparison.

      I had once heard, though of course I had taken it to be nothing more than an old tale, that under peculiar circumstances, certain witches and wizards could be created. You could gift magic to those who had previously never had it. But it was a violent, highly invasive procedure. And it would never leave you as the same kind of practitioner as the rest. It would not keep you beholden to nature. You would be beholden to your own mind and greed instead.

      That was Grace, wasn’t it? Grace was… a manufactured dead practitioner.

      The curiosity of that fact held onto me, and I held onto it. We were like a rather bedraggled and pathetic pair of swimmers clutching at one another as our boat sank.

      But what was the point of holding on, you might say? For the book only spun higher now. And I heard that cracking at the edge of reality. But there was one very important problem. It was no longer at the edge of anything. It seemed to be in the corners of this very room.

      I struggled to wink one eye open, and even then, I managed to part it only a micron. I could only see a thin slit of the room, and it was blurry. Did that matter? No. For I glimpsed the Ley lines. They were pulled by chaos. Some of them even snapped. I did not know what that meant. Was this spell, with its dark, violent greed, changing the very fabric of the kingdom? Quite possibly. Nothing else would have the power. But it only had power.

      A dark moan rose from underneath us. It shook my feet. It cascaded into my stomach and clasped hold of my heart in the most violent grip possible. But the one good thing it did – if you could imagine such a thing in such a dire circumstance – was allow me to open my eyes just that little bit wider. I had been on the edge of giving up previously. Now the very thought departed me, never to return.

      I did not know where Winchester was. I did not know why he couldn’t come to my side, but he would if he could. He must’ve been captured.

      I had not forgotten our primary remit. Perhaps once upon a time, I would have. Willfully. I would’ve taken every opportunity to run from it. Not anymore. I, Lisbeth McQuarrie, had rather surprisingly changed.

      I hadn’t intended to. I’d tried not to, in fact. But circumstances had worked on me, nonetheless. And the woman who hung here now, more of her power being digested, was not the same as the woman who had begun this tale.

      She would have given up by now. For she had always run from her problems.

      I would not. Even if the best I could do was observe.

      And observe I did.

      Grace was down on her knees, her sleeves tugged up to her elbows. It revealed her arms. The angles of her wrists were perfect. For a wizard. It must’ve been a wizard who had trained her. And perhaps even… a wizard who had created her.

      Bram stood close by. When Grace teetered too much to the left, he snapped at her to correct her position.

      She did, immediately, though I could tell she wished to snarl at him.

      Never a happier couple had been joined together on Planet Earth, I wanted to say facetiously. But then I quickly stowed my irrelevant comment and continued to watch her. If she really were a manufactured practitioner, could I tell when she had been manufactured?

      I wanted to believe two opposing facts. Winchester was intelligent, but Winchester was also a fool who had been tricked by Grace.

      I had tried to trick Winchester on many an occasion. He had usually seen right through it. Grace, though obviously quite competent, did not seem to be on par with me. Which meant what? Perhaps she had never tricked him at all. Perhaps she had been manufactured after she had left him? And that brought me to the most important conclusion I could face. What if Bram had created her?

      I could keep these conclusions to myself, or I could use them to disrupt my enemies.

      Perhaps they would grow violent and strike out at me. But you knew I could take it.

      One of my lips actually ticked into the beginning of a smile. It couldn’t go far, considering my weakness. But it still seeped far into my body, thawing my frozen limbs until I managed to move my mouth and say, “When did you create her, Bram? And, Grace, why would you put your hand up to become a manufactured dead practitioner? Your magic is so very cold. Did you try to hide it from your mother? Of course, but she saw through it.”

      Grace whipped her head around. Bram had been so very careful to control her exact position previously, but now she didn’t just teeter slightly – she tried to shoot to her feet.

      “Stop,” Bram roared. There was the legendary anger. Anger I had learnt about long before I had inadvisably come to Winchester’s side. For the whole kingdom knew about it.

      Even though the room was dark, or at least Bram was cast into shadow by the book, I could still see the violence playing in his eyes. It beat, presumably in time with his heart. But that wasn’t what you wanted to know. Who cared about the rhythm? You cared about what it wanted to beat.

      He took a jolting step up to me. It was Grace who reached out to control him this time. She settled a hand on his arm. “You keep telling me we will have our revenge soon enough. She can’t withstand much more. Just wait, Bram. Who cares if she has figured it out?”

      I smiled.

      And Bram watched me the entire time. He took another threatening step toward me, but Grace hissed angrily, “We must complete the ceremony. I have only lifted the curse a little. It is not enough to find the other book.”

      The other… the other book? Is that what they were after? I had assumed that once they had lifted the curse, they would have completed their foul mission, and the entire kingdom would be in their hands.

      But things are never that easy, are they?

      A fact underlined by the dark, glittering look in Bram’s eyes.

      It seemed that once you became his enemy, he did not let go.

      Very well. I wouldn’t let go, either. For he was no match for me. I was more tenacious, and I had fought for myself for longer.

      I met his gaze.

      He tilted his head dangerously to the side. “There is no point in finding your pluck now, witch,” he smiled derogatorily. “Your life is about to be snuffed out. Nobody can survive giving this much magic to a forbidden grimoire.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I promised. I closed my eyes.

      I concentrated on the chaotic energies marching through my body.

      They indeed attempted to promise me I was on the edge of death. But all I had to do to prove I wasn’t was distract myself with the thoughts of the living.

      I already had enough to keep me interested.

      If dead practitioners could be created, and if Bram had created them, then why had he never gone after his brother? Wait, that assumed that Bram had created Winchester.

      I could be making this up, but it certainly did not feel that way – Winchester was a real dead practitioner, just like me.

      His magic was earthy. Yes, he was a cerebral wizard, but when he got down to practicing, his magic was properly rooted. And though he would likely never admit this to me, he was a man who understood and abided by nature.

      I opened my eyes again. I settled them on Bram. “Tell me, just how jealous are you? And tell me, just how much of your life did you waste in the pursuit of that jealousy?”

      “You will be silent. You will die sooner. The curse has come for you,” he lifted his hands grandly. “Can you not hear it? It sounds like wolves at your heels, and trust me, it will rip you apart with just as much eagerness.”

      His smile was surely violent.

      But my smile was surely more powerful. For it could not be unstuck from my face, even as the forbidden grimoire digested more of my magic. “You are a manufactured practitioner yourself, aren’t you, Bram? But your brother isn’t. And all these years, you suspected what he might be, but you never, ever discovered it. You had the upper hand, the more powerful position, but you wasted all of that power in the end. Oh, Grace, why did you pick a man like Bram? You know there’s no going back, don’t you?”

      Grace shrieked.

      It was Bram’s turn to be the rational one. Though what I wanted to say there was the mildly more rational one. The look in his gaze wasn’t reason. The look in his gaze was bloody anger. “You will stop speaking.”

      “Then I’m afraid you’ll have to make me.” I closed my eyes as if I were weak, but it was a pretense. I soon snapped them open, and my angry stare settled on him. “You assumed this process would kill me. I am not dead yet. And you might have captured me, but you surely haven’t defeated us.” As I spat that confidently, I reminded myself I wasn’t out of chances yet. I had the remaining spirit stones in my pocket and a far greater distraction up my sleeve. Or should I say in the bowels of the Academy? I couldn’t forget the trap Winchester had set. And though I’d derided it, timing the blast to go off in an hour might be the only thing to save me now.

      But I was forgetting something. Bram had always been too many steps ahead to count. With a smile claiming his lips, he flicked his hand to the side. Rather than steal the stones in my pocket, with that single swipe, he crushed them with a devastating charge of magic. I screamed, but not as loudly as when I felt a shudder pass through the floor. A shudder, mind you, not an explosion.

      Bram smiled wider. “The charges you set in the substrate room have already been found and removed. If you planned on them saving you, alas.” His lips twitched. “You might have survived this long. Statistically, the process ought to kill you. But trust me, Miss Smith, you want to die. You want to to remove your pain. For the alternative is much, much worse.”

      I could’ve been taken by his threat. My imagination certainly wanted to leap off into the depths of its promise. I would not let myself be moved by this man or his wretched fiancé ever again.

      “And why is that?” I demanded coldly.

      “If you do not die, the curse will simply embody you as its first victim. You will assist us in moving it to the next grimoire. I would hate to be you. For I have never heard of a more violent and disgusting prospect.”

      Don’t react, I told myself quite firmly.

      I settled my gaze forward. I showed Bram just how little I cared about his promise.

      Then I showed Grace, too.

      “Grace, what I show now is the exact same witchy dignity your mother showed before she died. The same dignity that is within me and has always been within me. Now hurry up and do your worst. I’ve distracted you enough, haven’t I? Is that the curse I hear moaning under our feet? Bring it up. Settle it in my veins. I won’t just carry it. I’ll crush it.”

      “Brave but foolish words. Yes, it’s the curse, and you have volunteered to be its chariot. Now, Grace,” Bram bellowed.

      Grace rose to her feet. It was a jerky movement. It lacked the professionalism of somebody who’d practiced magic their entire life. But while it did not have enough regality, it certainly had force. So much magic rocketed around her form, I thought it would rip her very clothes from her body. But it was not here to burn fabric. It was here to march through flesh.

      I watched it rise and try to push into her body.

      She shrieked, patted it back, and pointed with a strong finger at me. “There lies your host,” she ordered in a trumpeting voice. “Go to her and feast on her body from within. She cannot fight you. The dead energy inside her will sustain you until we can get you more. Go,” she cried once more.

      So the curse went. It shot straight toward me.

      While the outside of the curse appeared to be this great conglomerate of wild gray force, the inside was nothing more than a single black dot. Distractingly small, it did not look powerful at all. But what it lacked in appearance, it made up for in lethality.

      It struck me. Right between the brows. There was nothing I could hope to do against it. It forced me back, breaking the strands of Grace’s spell as they held me aloft. But then it held me up instead before I could fall. It stretched my arms out and threw my head back. It forced its way deeper into my body, traveling through the center of my brow with such painful violence, I ought to have been stripped bare. Bare of every thought, bare of every scrap of flesh.

      I knew that I had to hold on through this attack. Give in now, and it would break my mind but take my body.

      I had not gambled everything on this.

      As everything came down to a point, as it felt as if my destiny crunched all around me and formed an impossible-to-escape cage, I thought of the most powerful thought I could. The only promise that could get me through such dark times.

      I had agreed to save Winchester. And I wasn’t done yet. It didn’t feel like I would ever be done with that man. Thoughts of him filled me, gave me strength, and saw me through the critical moment when the curse started to proliferate through me.

      It settled its roots down in the center of my brow. I felt tendrils of dark energy spread out. They marched down the side of my face and stopped there on the left side of my throat. It felt like spiders permanently biting my skin.

      But I felt. Not it. For I was still in control of the seat of my mind.

      Grace actually clapped as if she’d never seen anything quite as wildly beautiful. “We’ve done it. We’ve destroyed—”

      I moved my own lips. I opened my own eyes. “I’m still here, Grace. You’ve not destroyed a thing. You only delayed the inevitable. I will fight you. And from within, I’ll destroy this curse.”

      Bram stood in silence for half a second, but I could not tell if it was shocked.

      He soon overcame the emotion, whatever it was, and he promised around a dark chuckle, “The curse will simply proliferate through you, Witch. Speak now. Fight now. You’ll still die later.” With that, he turned and clicked officiously Grace’s way. “At least this will make it easier to find the next grimoire. Follow. The end is finally in sight.”

      I wondered if it would just be the end for their plan or the end for the both of them, too. For they stared at each other with nothing but contempt. And I led the way.

      I could feel the virus of the curse climbing further down my neck. I shan’t begin to describe to you what it was doing to my body. It shrieked in my mind. And I ignored it.

      Every time it tried to distract me, I calmly and gently forced my mind back onto the prospect of one Winchester Stone. A silly fool of a man. A confusing mixture of arrogance, loyalty, and, dare I say it, love.

      I’d find my way back to him. And, before this day was done, I would strip this curse of its power, hurl it back into the ground, and save this kingdom, once and for all. For there was no one like me. And there would never be a witch like me again.
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        Winchester Stone

      

      

      We were back in Eastside. We had traveled through tunnels to get here. And all the while, I had wanted to race away, find Lisbeth, and save her. And yet, all the while, I had clutched hold of my indenture mark to realize one thing. She was not dead yet. While she was certainly in a precarious and tricky position, she was holding on.

      For… though I did not want to admit this, Wintersmith had been right. There was no one like Lisbeth McQuarrie, and in her most dire moment and mine too, I ought to remember that fact.

      Wintersmith now floated above his sarcophagus, hands on his hips, a look in his eyes I’d never seen. It was the stare of a commander about to head out to war.

      Ghosts flocked around us. If I had ever encountered this many ghosts in my previous life, I would’ve become quite excited. I would’ve trapped them all. I would’ve used their energy. I would’ve done what I could to extract as much force and value from them. Because… though I had never wanted to admit this, I had been a brute in the past.

      Right now I longed for a certain Lisbeth to snap that at me. But to get to her, I would have to do as Wintersmith advised.

      “I know of ghosts out near the docks,” a man who looked as if he’d worked at the very docks during his life proclaimed as he pressed the ethereal equivalent of a hat to his chest. “Strong men, they’ll be able to form the backbone of our army. Together,” he experimentally jabbed in the air with a clenched fist, “we’ll be able to hold back your brother’s dark army.”

      “The docks are quite far away. It will take time to gather the ghosts from there,” Wintersmith began.

      “I’ll go. I will plead with them. If they really are good folk, they’ll come. They’ll be able to sense what we all can,” Sarah-Anne said, wrapping an arm around her middle and staring warily down at the ground.

      And I could tell why. For the Ley lines had gone wild. They no longer moved with care and precision but with fear and chaos.

      I may not be a ghost, but I had certain instincts now, didn’t I? And if I did not get in the way of those instincts with my wizardly knowledge, I could appreciate I could feel exactly what Sarah-Anne could. It felt as if the very end times had come, but not from above – from below.

      “It might be risky—” Wintersmith began.

      I took a step toward Sarah-Anne. She looked a little afraid, and to be fair, that was likely because I’d tried to control her in the past. But that was the past, and this was the present. The present I was determined not to lose and not to turn my back on again. “If you believe you can do this, you must do it quickly. And you must do it well. You go with her and gather as many ghosts as you can,” I said to the man who had first mentioned his friends at the docks.

      “Right you are, sir,” he said as he snapped a salute.

      Both ghosts quickly wafted through the wall.

      Wintersmith looked at me. “You must not gamble on ghosts’ lives. It is too dangerous a juncture to do that. Now your brother has the forbidden grimoire and he has half lifted the curse, he will be able to consume ghost power. The more ghosts you send to gather ghosts, the more you may ultimately lose. It must be a careful balance.”

      “We must be bold,” I corrected him, the greatest wizard there had ever been. “For this is the last time to act. If we fail to take an action now that we could have taken to save others, we will ultimately pay the price. And I will not pay that price. I will make up for my family’s treachery. In any way I can.” I crossed my arms. I suddenly remembered something and clicked my fingers. “The morgue. It’s always full of fresh ghosts—”

      Wintersmith snorted. “And you don’t think your brother will go there immediately?”

      I considered the comment. “I believe my brother will have his hands full with one Lisbeth McQuarrie.”

      Was this a joke? Was it intended to get a laugh? It could lighten nothing. And certainly not my suddenly pounding heart.

      But it was a fact I had to believe in, nonetheless. Lisbeth must be holding her own. For my indenture mark remained. And every time I felt my heart flutter, I grasped hold of it and reminded myself she could and would hold on.

      “It’ll be risky,” Wintersmith warned again. But he did not order me not to do it.

      “I’m well aware of that fact. Now, you two there.” I pointed to two likely ghosts, one young and one old.

      I could tell from their ethereal energies how long they had been ghosts. I’d assumed I could do that in the past, but I had only ever looked at a ghost’s form. Should it be degraded, I had assumed they were an old ghost. Should it instead be fresh, I had assumed they were young.

      Wintersmith, in such a short time, had opened my eyes.

      To accurately assess the age of a ghost, one must look past their face and weigh the energy within. The heavier it was, the older they were.

      “You must look after one another. Always watch each other’s backs. And remember why we’re doing this,” I counseled them as I hurried them up the stairs.

      I turned to see Wintersmith. For the briefest moment, he almost looked, why, proud.

      It of course did not last. His lips twitched rather violently. “This is not enough. You know that, don’t you? You can feel that, can’t you?”

      It was a test.

      And yes, I could feel it. I unashamedly got down to one knee like a dirty earth witch and placed a hand on the floor. And there, I tuned in with nature. Her cry was almost too much to bear.

      The curse kept rising.

      And it was on its way.

      I straightened. “Wintersmith—”

      He gestured at me to be silent. He half-closed his own eyes. “I am aware it is coming. We knew this would happen. But we still have time.”

      “Can’t we just take the forbidden grimoire somewhere else?” I asked rather desperately.

      “They would just find it. The curse knows where it is. For it is the final key required to release it. It is safest in my sarcophagus, safest here behind a thousand soul stones.”

      “If only we had more.”

      “Lisbeth said she had 100 or so. A pity she never brought them here.”

      I arched an eyebrow. If she had possessed 100, why had Wintersmith never demanded she raise her own supplies?

      A trite and ultimately irrelevant conversation point.

      I turned and faced the other ghosts.

      I could not tell exactly how much time we had – only that with every second, it slipped further from my grasp. And the more that left, the less we had.

      “I cannot think of any more pockets of ghosts. We’ve already sent out enough forces. Do you believe we will gather an army great enough to fight my brother?”

      “I stopped believing in things a long time ago. You create what you don’t have. Or you sit back and wait for the universe to teach you whatever lesson it must.”

      “If the universe’s lesson is some mass extinction event that will claim this entire planet, then I do not wish to learn it. Wintersmith, I ask you this in good faith – do you think we have enough to win?”

      He cast his gaze to the side.

      He did not answer me. He looked into my eyes instead. “It is now down to you. You are the only means to save this kingdom. The fight is in your hands.”

      The fight was in my hands indeed.

      And the first battle had just reached my walls.

      Sarah-Anne suddenly shot through the wall. “They’re here. They transported just outside of the cemetery. There is no time to gather more forces. Oh—”

      “Bram is already here?” I stammered.

      I rushed out of the crypt. I ran up the stairs. Before I even reached the top, I saw the tumultuous storm gathering in the clouds above. Heavy, hooded, and grand, it felt like a permanent cloak had been thrown onto the earth. The sun would never shine on us again, for we no longer deserved it.

      A crack of lightning lanced from cloud-to-cloud directly above me. The clouds themselves were tinged purple and dark gray. It looked as if the sky had taken a violent beating. And in turn, it would now beat us.

      I jolted back as a slice of lightning lanced into a crypt nearby. The poor building didn’t have a chance. It exploded.

      I yanked up a hand and cast a quick spell to protect myself. Then I stared, pale-cheeked and horrified, as the storm pressed down further from above. It reminded me of what had occurred in the central library.

      But I did not need to dabble in the past when the future would be a far more fearsome sight.

      “Brother, you’re in there, aren’t you?” I heard Bram roar.

      Another slice of lightning slammed into the cemetery.

      I expected it would be accompanied by a fearsome blast of my brother’s power. It was not. Instead, I heard the sound of magic being cast but rebuffed.

      I ran, ran with a lot of the other ghosts, Wintersmith included, until we reached the wall of the cemetery. And there… oh dear God. There was my brother, the wretched Grace too. And amongst them, cold-cheeked, dead-eyed, frozen like a stripped carcass, stood Lisbeth.

      Within her was the curse.

      An infection, black and dark, had picked up over her face and now clung to the left side of her neck. Right in front of me, with the sound of a house collapsing, I watched it grow over more of her throat.

      “Lisbeth,” I cried.

      I thought I saw her lips twitch. I thought her eyes half closed, but I couldn’t be sure.

      I could only be certain of one fact.

      “It’s over, Brother. Here you were all this time. You left your poor assistant to me. What a grand man you have become, Winchester. What a coward and a fool.”

      It didn’t take long for Bram’s words to become vicious, as usual. Though I could not say as usual there, could I? For they were darker, harder, and far, far deeper. They seemed to spring from the center of his soul. That dark expanse that should never have been born on this planet. If only we had dodged the bullet that was Bram, no one would be here now.

      “Let her go,” I tried, knowing it was useless.

      Lisbeth had been infected. And I had done nothing to stop it.

      Before all hope could be lost from my heart, Lisbeth’s left hand twitched. Such a light move, if I had not been paying attention to her with the total focus I had, I would’ve missed it.

      It became my world – she became my world for now and forevermore as she pushed her hand out toward me. It could not breach the perimeter of the cemetery. It could not reach me, for neither Bram nor the curse would let it. But it was there. It was there – and so was Lisbeth.

      I looked down at my feet. And slowly, I looked back at Bram. “It is over, Brother.”

      “No, you fool, it has only just begun.”

      With that, he clicked his fingers in front of Lisbeth’s face. In a rush, too fast to count and too fast to stop, the infection rose right over her face and reached her eyes. It blackened them as she snapped them wide open. It forced her forward.

      Right at me.

      When she reached me, she’d rip my heart out.

      But there was a problem. Because Lisbeth McQuarrie had already taken my heart, and I had already freely given it.

      
        
        The end of Ghostly Games Episode Three.
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        Very well, the end is here, and there’s no turning back. But Lisbeth and Winchester wouldn’t dare. It’s time for both of them to find out what they’re worth.

        As the kingdom cracks around them and the curse rises further, they fight to find one another again.

        The old ways will fall, and Winchester will be there to push them. First, he must deal with the ghosts of his past, from Bram to Grace. But in the background, the true force behind the curse waits.

        Winchester will need Lisbeth – in all her plucky glory – to fight by his side until the end. But Lisbeth couldn’t imagine going anywhere else. For she accepted the task to protect him and save all, and she’s not done yet.
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        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      I don’t think I had ever tried harder in my life to stop my body from doing something. For often, we do not have to fight ourselves – we must simply direct ourselves. In fact, many of life’s actions are automatic, with precious little thought attached to them. Now I regretted every single second I had not spent in the pursuit of finer control of one’s form.

      For all that time had been wasted. Everything – everything I had ever done and thought and achieved had all been wasted. Because I couldn’t stop—

      But something fortunately could stop me in place. Just before my outstretched fingers could breach the perimeter of the cemetery, I was rebuffed. Energy leapt up from somewhere, raced in front of me, and forced me into Bram.

      Bram didn’t even bother to throw a hand out. He simply snarled, something I could see all too easily out of the corner of my stare. For anyone, anywhere on the planet, would be able to see that snarl. It leapt across his face like flames toward your grain storage. There would be nothing you could do to stop it, and it promised to take everything that kept you alive and crush it into dust by your feet.

      “You have a magical force field around the cemetery, do you? How very irrelevant. It won’t stop her or the grimoire for long. Brother,” Bram growled, “your end is here.”

      I assumed this would be when the cowardly Winchester would crumble to his knees.

      He would cry, correct? Or at least shed a tear.

      Or maybe he would simply run? That’s what his life had taught him. But none of those assumptions were correct, and none could come close to even describing the look of defiance flaring in his gaze.

      He rounded off in front of the shield, though he never got too close. That said, the shield in large parts was invisible. Not to my trained magical eye, but to an ordinary observer. They would see it as nothing more than a curious collection of wind – as if the cemetery was some storm and a tornado had picked up around it.

      My magical senses, however, were well primed to understand what it was and what had caused it. This was the shield Winchester’s 1000 soul stones had been procured to produce. It was the only thing that saved him and, as a consequence, me.

      I could feel the other grimoire in Wintersmith’s sarcophagus. Feel it as if somebody had hollowed out my body, removed my organs, and crafted some perfect sensor in their place. One primed only to pick up that book.

      A book that now felt as if it held the future of not just this kingdom, but every other kingdom in this land within its pages.

      The curse within me longed for it.

      I had not exactly led a sheltered life until this point. I could not tell you how many ghosts I had met nor how many ghastly sights I’d seen. But when something is at arm’s length and when, at the end of the day, we can turn away and close our eyes, we limit its effects. When, instead, it beats within us, growing like a billowing mushroom cloud, there is nowhere to escape to. We become it. If we let our guard down.

      There was precious little I could do. I couldn’t break Bram’s grip on my elbow as he roughly tugged me forward. I couldn’t race to Winchester’s side, pluck up his hand, and give him the strength he needed. But I could fight that urge. I would not become the same depraved soul as the curse. I would hold it back until my body crumbled, until the last second was spent.

      Nobody could see the war going on in my mind. Nobody could hear my brave words. And nobody could come to my assistance but me.

      I stared at Wintersmith. He remained at the back of the group, perhaps not wanting Grace and Bram to identify him, but he made keen eye contact with me. He mouthed two simple words, “Hold on.”

      Did this egregiously irritating old wizard know I was still within my own mind? Or was his finely tuned but brutal plan now falling down around his ears, and was he clutching at straws?

      Who knew? Regardless of his request, I would hold on anyway.

      It was long enough to watch Winchester force a hand up and slowly curl his fingers into a fist.

      Winchester had a body used to speed, though you would not necessarily equate that with an overthinking wizard. I’d seen him fighting many a time, though, and his broad shoulders and barrel chest were used to the power one needed for full force and speed. To see him do something so slowly was quite anathema to that. It fixed my senses, giving me something else to distract myself with just as the curse called once more from within my brows. Not only could I hear it, and not only could I feel how it changed my senses and twisted them toward it – I could also feel the dot. It was hot, quite uncomfortably, so in the center of my brow as if someone had dug out a hole and then placed a burning coal in it.

      If I moved in the wrong direction at the wrong time, searing pain sliced down my temples and into my jaw. But it was the least of my troubles, frankly.

      Bram still had me by the elbow, and his grip cinched in with more anger and greed. He switched his devastating gaze over to Grace. Before he could snap some order at her, I noted how she stared at Winchester. Two parts anger to two parts confusion, to one part something else entirely.

      She really did have feelings for him, didn’t she? This was a strange way to show them.

      Winchester did not look at her once as his gaze sliced over eagerly to his brother. “You won’t be getting in the cemetery anytime soon, Bram. You simply don’t have the power.”

      Arrogance? Was that Winchester’s legendary cockiness, or did he know something Bram did not?

      I supposed it was the latter. A fact I learned along with Bram as Bram clicked his fingers viciously in front of my face.

      I threw myself forward at the shield. Though my limbs were a blur of violence and magic, the one thing I could be thankful for was that nasty energy did not transfer up to my face. My expression was utterly blank. I would’ve looked like somebody mostly asleep.

      It was quite the contrary. My mind had never been more active as I continued to throw it against the curse, trying to find ways around its pernicious hold.

      I fell against the shield. My body was covered both in my own magic and the magic of the curse. I could see them out of the corner of my eye as they combined together and rose off my torso like steam. A rather devastating steam at that. For my own natural earth magic connected to the ghastly gray and devilishly red black hues of the curse. The palette resembled that of a crushed corpse. An old one.

      Sorry to turn your stomach, but it was true. But some other fact was far truer. For even as I channeled all of this force into my fingertips and punched them forward against the shield, it rebuffed me.

      It actually rebuffed me. Bram stood directly behind me and could not get out of the way in time. The shield’s mighty force held me back, and I struck him. He certainly did not wrap his arms around me as his brother would have. He forced me forward with a hard shove. It pushed me into the shield once more. But even as the curse called on its power again, the force was insufficient.

      This time I was driven down to my knees. I felt my body shaking, was even aware as sweat, as thick as heavy rain, slithered down my brow.

      But who cared about that when I caught sight of Winchester’s expression? When it crumpled in genuine compassion.

      A certain gentle compassion I’d seen before – from afar. It was the same expression, though perhaps dearer, that he had used on Grace in her mother’s tunnel. But I was the intended target this time.

      There is only so much a single stare can do to somebody in a situation as dire as mine. I needed weapons, power, even a miracle. But that look would do to tide me over.

      The curse uselessly pushed me to my feet again and once more hurled me at the shield, but it became all too apparent there was no getting through.

      Grace shrieked. I noted that she slid her gaze over to Winchester one second before she did. I had not seen through her stupendous ploy, but I still wanted to believe she was a readable person. Her motivations were only surface deep. All you had to do was scratch around, and you’d see what she desired. And anyone – including Bram – ought to be able to see it was Winchester.

      How exactly did she think she would get him? After destroying me, after ripping down this city, after claiming every single living person on the planet for the curse, did she really think she would run into his arms?

      Sometimes there is no questioning the reasoning of fools. Especially desperate ones. For such reasoning becomes a vicious circular creature, a snake like an ouroboros biting its tail, for it simply has nothing else to feast upon.

      Grace was too far in. She’d already made dangerous decisions. She’d already gone too far along a path and could not turn around now. The only thing keeping her going was likely the foolish promise she’d built for herself that Winchester would still be waiting in the end.

      Winchester got down on his knee now. He looked at me. The curse did not immediately pick me up and shove me onto my feet. I could feel it receding slightly, obviously holding onto its power for when it could attack properly.

      Meanwhile, his steady stare held onto me. “Lisbeth,” he said in the most direct tone I’d ever heard him use, “you hold on. I know you already are. But hold on longer. This battle has only just begun. The war for this kingdom will not be over so soon. I will fight you, Bram. And you will lose.”

      “Then I will strip this city of every single ghost. I will break down their power, feed it to the curse, come back, and rip the shield away. That grimoire will be mine.”

      It was a surprise that lightning did not crack above Bram as he said that, perhaps also a surprise that the very cemetery didn’t fall down at his dark promise. For if mere words could have the same destructive capacity as a bomb, then his could level the city.

      “Come,” Bram said. He turned hard on his foot.

      Grace would not move. She looked desperately from me to Winchester. Then she proved Bram wasn’t the only one who could control the curse. She threw out a hand, her thumb articulating so far, I thought she’d lose it. Then she commanded me to move in the darkest voice I’d heard.

      I spun faster than I had with Bram, and I threw myself back at the shield. I pounded on it with a flat hand. It was the most contact I’d made yet. A dangerous fact. For the shield now had more contact points to force its power into me and throw me back. This time I was hurled into the air, a good two meters up.

      “Lisbeth,” Winchester roared.

      I fell down in a pile of limbs, skirts, and hair. Again, the curse did not bother to lift me to my feet.

      Bram did. He strode over, grabbed me roughly by the hand, and pulled me up. Then he snarled at Grace. “If you damage her too much, we won’t be able to move the curse around. She’s its host for now. Come.”

      “No. You don’t understand how Winchester works, but I do.” Grace threw her hand out again, and once more, I was compelled to move in the most violent way possible.

      I skidded over and threw myself at the shield. I watched Winchester’s eyes widen with grief and fear at my impending pain.

      Then I struck the shield. This time I did it with my chest and one of my arms quite flat against it. And it threw me back with the greatest amount of power yet.

      I almost blacked out as I sailed through the air.

      It had started to rain. And as I flew through it, cheeks cold, body slack, I soon fell into the mud-slicked ground and slid down several meters. I was face-first in the dirt. I needed to move to breathe properly, but the curse simply didn’t care. And I could promise you this – Grace Lambert cared less.

      “Grace,” Bram roared now. “You will get what you want. I promised you as much from the beginning. Stop throwing her around. She will break long before we need her to. Now come.”

      But Grace didn’t come. She stood there, now wet with rain, rivulets rushing down her once pristine features as she faced off against Winchester. Bram picked me up, and I could see the side of Grace’s face. I don’t think I had ever witnessed such a stiff expression. It was a face that begged somebody to break it. They’d fail. And in trying to break it, they’d only break themselves.

      Winchester stared at Grace with cold regret – but a hardened version thereof. This was not the look of a man who would cave again. This was the look of a man who would never make the same mistake twice.

      It took an age for his bottom lip to wobble and part from his top lip. I’d already told you Winchester’s body was not built for slow things. And yet he pulled off this move with just the amount of pathos it required. “Grace, I do not know who you are, who you think you are, and who you think you have always been, but you are a monster, through and through. And no matter what happens, that will be proven. The heavens will know it, the city will know it, and my heart, ah, that’s already learned it.” He bounced a hand off his chest.

      Perhaps it was not the most eloquent of insults. It could’ve been delivered better. And yet the words had their toll on one Grace Lambert.

      Her cheeks shook. Her brows squeezed down. She closed her eyes for a split second then opened them. “You’re a fool. And by the end of this, I’ll prove what I’m worth to everyone.”

      She turned away, her wet skirts sticking to her legs. Nothing could stick to her eyes, however, for they were aflame with magic. The darkest I had ever seen. She directed them at me, then once more, turned over her shoulder to look at Winchester.

      She hadn’t said it. But I understood as I stared at her what she truly meant. By the end of this, she would prove what she was worth to Winchester. For Grace still had him in her heart. And that made her even more dangerous than she already was.

      I had never had more enemies. I had never been in a more dangerous situation. But I was not alone, and that meant one thing. I had a chance. And I would take it.
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      I did not think I had ever been in a more trying situation. For my heart had never been this empty and tortured by what I’d seen.

      Every time they’d thrown Lisbeth at the shields, all I’d wanted to do was remove them, all so I could catch her, wrap my arms around her, and promise we could get through this. Instead I’d stood there in the driving rain, watching her be injured, over and over again.

      Watching her with that blank expression and those dead eyes. Eyes that reminded me of the new king.

      Bram did not walk away. He showed just how many resources he had as he plucked a crimson soul crystal out of his pocket, ran his thumb over the top, activated its singular beautiful power, and transported away, both Grace and Lisbeth in hand.

      Just before the transportation energy manifested in full, he turned over his shoulder and stared at me with the darkest gaze possible. His lips split back, and he snarled, “Brother, it will be over soon enough. Wait for me. I’m coming.”

      “But you will not win, Bram. By the end of this, I will have turned every citizen in this kingdom against you. There will be no going back.”

      I could spit out those brave words all I wanted, but I could not make them true, and nor could I get them out fast enough for Bram to hear. He disappeared just before I could finish. There were a few crackling sparks – the residual magic from the transportation gate. Then nothing. Nothing but the driving rain and the howling wind and the cracking of far-off thunder.

      A hand soon descended on my shoulder.

      I turned to see Sarah-Anne. Cold-cheeked, even for a ghost, her expression was crushed with fear and anguish. “Do you think Lisbeth will be all right? She has a curse inside her. I—”

      Long before she could finish and long before Wintersmith himself could stride through the ghosts to answer that, I answered it for myself. I tilted my face up and accepted the lashing of the rain as my lips split back and I said, “If any person in the kingdom could withstand that curse, it’s Lisbeth McQuarrie. Now—”

      “Now indeed,” Wintersmith said as he finally reached me. He placed his hands on his hips, and his wizened beard flapped in the riotous wind. “Now we play a careful game indeed. We require more soul stones, and we must protect more ghosts from your brother. Mark my words, he will trawl through this city and do as he promised. Any ghost he can obtain he will kill. He will strip their soul from their eternal clutches, and they will never be reborn. You can’t let that happen, dead practitioner. For you stand for the justice of the cycle of life and death.”

      Wintersmith delivered that with such poise, certainty, and control, it was as if it was the greatest lesson he had to impart. A very witchy lesson if you asked me. One that ignored the cerebral force of a wizard. But one that came from the same place – the same power that spun through my veins.

      I lifted a hand now. I pressed it into a fist. “Do you recommend I leave the cemetery? We must obtain as many ghosts as we can.”

      “That will be up to you. If you think you have the power, then go. If you believe you are a liability, then stay. My ghosts will go out, gather as many as they can, and bring them back. But we still need spirit stones,” Wintersmith reminded himself.

      Then the conclusion was a fait accompli. “I’ll go. You mentioned that Lisbeth has 100 stones. Where does she live?”

      “If you are to go anywhere, go to the palace.”

      My face contracted with fear and anger. “You’ve already suggested it’s dangerous for me to go out. Now you recommend I go to the den of our enemy?”

      He lifted two fingers and pressed them in front of my face. “There are two missions you can accomplish there, and both are equally important. You must save the old king. For King Li’s ghost still haunts the palace, and he will be one of Bram’s targets. You must also take as many of Bram’s crimson soul stones as you can. The palace has a treasury of them. It will not be easy to go inside it. I imagine it is guarded by Bram’s most ferocious fiends. And by now, he would’ve called on the forces of the Magical Academy, too. You might have delayed your fight with them. You cannot delay it forever.”

      I thought of the last time I’d seen Arnold. It had been chance and nothing more that had seen me defeat him and his other wizards. If I threw myself into another fight, I would have to win through brute strength, not fortune.

      And I would have to win quickly. Without needing to be told, I turned my head up and assessed the storm. Securing my tongue against my palate, I muttered, “This is no natural storm. It draws energy from Bram’s anger, presumably. He’ll use it to try to get into the cemetery. And the stronger it gets, the harder it will be to fight him. My mind is made up. I will head to the palace.”

      Wintersmith looked at me, nodded once as if we were longtime comrades, then turned and started to direct the rest of his ghosts. I barely knew these people. It was a mistake to think of them as people and nothing more than ethereal mistakes. It was still a somber experience to see them get their orders.

      Most were good sports about it. Some were terrified. They were mostly the newer ghosts. I supposed they had not become accustomed to the nature of life and death yet. But I also supposed that all of them were fundamentally acting. For the prospect of losing one’s eternal ever-after was hardly an easy one. If I failed, they would all be snuffed out forever.

      And that was just the motivation I needed to turn.

      Wintersmith settled a hand on my arm. “You will need to be prepared to head to the palace. You must do it in secret.”

      The word secret suddenly prodded my memory. I pushed a hand into a pocket and revealed the mist cloak I’d taken from Lisbeth.

      Wintersmith simply chuckled. “She doesn’t hold onto her things, then, does she? That doesn’t surprise me.”

      “I took it from her. As well as this.” My hand moved through my pocket, and finally I grasped up the blood. A curious item, I had not yet discovered exactly what it was, though it was obvious upon touch it was a dark magical substance.

      As soon as Wintersmith saw it, he jerked back in a snapping movement I’d never seen a ghost manage – especially not one as refined as him. “How the devil do you have that?”

      I looked at it. I looked at him. “Lisbeth stole it. And I stole it from her,” I added a little furtively. Then my brow compressed with concern as I registered his full expression. Wintersmith was not a man prone to overreacting. “Whatever is it?”

      He approached, just like a scared dog might do to something that had made a very dangerous and loud boom. “It’s real blood. It’s…” he slid a finger down the side of the vial then shook, “it’s the blood of the current king.”

      I stared down at it. I looked up at him. “Impossible. Why would Bram—”

      Did I need to finish that statement? Of course not. Why would Bram have the blood of the current king? Because he was controlling him.

      I secured my hand harder around the glass vial now. I had never had any love lost for our current king, but that was irrelevant. Bram had usurped the sacred chain of command of this kingdom, all for his own aggrandizement and power.

      I turned. “Tell me where I can get more mist cloaks. I will go now and not waste a second.”

      “This changes everything. You have the blood of the king. That means you may be able to break the spell on him.”

      I took a step. I stopped. Slowly I turned. “Sorry?”

      “You may be able to break the spell on him. It will be dark, dangerous magic, but you can’t pass up this opportunity. It will take from your brother everything he needs just when he needs it most.”

      I had never seen Wintersmith with an expression like this. It was irrelevant that I’d barely clapped eyes on him much. I had seen paintings of him and his magical likeness etched in a 3D medium. I had read stories. And I knew what a wizard from his time thought and did and said. But now he seemed like someone else. Like a scared boy thrust into an old man’s body.

      “What kind of magic?” I forced myself to ask.

      “You must use the blood to break the bonds of the dark spell within him. Hold on.” Wintersmith drove a hand into one of his robes, ferreted around, and plucked out a book that had no business fitting there.

      But I was a wizard of some experience, and such space-defying spells hardly amused me. He handed the book over reverentially.

      I grasped it from him slowly, my fingers a little stuck as they slid along the old tan leather spine. I looked at him with sharp eyes. “I can reverse the spell with this?”

      “And you must. Go. I have already scrawled the location of mist cloaks in the palace on this piece of paper.” He plucked it out of his sleeve and handed it to me. Then he looked at me.

      I looked at him.

      The ghosts who had not yet gone out on their missions looked at me too.

      One’s gaze has no weight. Technically. And yet our gazes sometimes hold the greatest weight of all, for they are there to fix us to what we must do. To the greatest promises and responsibilities we can have.

      Mine lined up behind me now, visible just down the hill, even through the storm, for the palace always rose above.

      I faced it once, turned, stared at Wintersmith, clutched the book harder, and took a step away.

      This kingdom was now on a precipice, and Bram’s hand was there in the middle of its back, ready to push it off for good. I would grasp out, catch as many as I dared, and save everyone.

      If I could do so fast enough, if I could find enough power, and if, ultimately, I could ever find out what was truly going on.

      For in the end, power is irrelevant. Information is key.
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        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      I was still locked in, swimming inside my head, as if my mind were this dark pool blocked off from the rest of the world. There was only just enough oxygen to live, and I could only just keep my head above water. But one can’t survive like that – right on the edge – forever. Everything has its limits, and surely I would meet mine soon.

      It was clear that Bram had only a fraction of control over Grace. And it was clear it was fraying more. Whenever she tried to stray too close to me, Bram would growl, “Just hold on. She’ll get her just desserts soon.”

      “This is too slow. You didn’t use her correctly. You should’ve let me break through the shield.”

      Bram rolled his eyes and let his lips snidely cut back over his teeth. “You would’ve snapped her neck. You’re only a new witch. You still do not understand the intricacies of magic.”

      “And you’re better, are you?” she snarled back, lips moving with even more vicious glee than Bram’s had. And wasn’t that saying something? Bram had been a brute his entire life. He had done some of the cruelest things, and yet Grace could match him with ease.

      … Maybe they really were a match made in heaven. They certainly deserved one another.

      “I understand magic—” Bram began.

      “You only recently became a wizard. You might have had magic for a few months more than me, but that means nothing.”

      “It means everything. I have studied the intricacies of magic my entire life.”

      “And I lived with my mother, learning all of her skills.”

      “The same mother you killed for power?” Bram snarled. I watched his eyes light up as he saw Grace wander into that trap.

      She took a step and paused. We had transported to some cold open lonely stone hall. The rock was gray, drab, and old. Whoever had hewn it had not done an even job. I can’t say the work belonged to a master craftsman. Nor could I say this was much better than being out in the wilds near the cemetery. For a fell, moaning wind rushed down the hall, biting at my wet skirts and cold ankles.

      But I could be nowhere near as cold as these two.

      Grace stopped, her shoes slamming down against the dusty floor then pivoting dangerously. It brought her snarling face closer to Bram. “I did not kill her.”

      “No, you only sent your half-ghosts after her in the hope that she would finally release her magic to you. You simply never thought logically about it. At her age, with her conditions, how would she not die?”

      “I did not kill my mother,” she shrieked. She secured both hands into fists and locked them against her side as she did that. She looked like a child having a tantrum.

      These two were… insufferable. Horrible. But ultimately in control of me.

      I was the filling in their disgusting sandwich.

      Grace, realizing the only way to get to Bram was through me, suddenly clicked her fingers in front of my face. I spun.

      I went to hurl myself at him, but Bram darted back, punched out a hand, and stopped the move with an even deeper snarl. “Grace, if you prove yourself to be uncontrolled, you will be removed from this operation. You’re no longer needed.”

      “But you are, Bram? Do you think he’ll give you more favor than me? You are a disappointing dead practitioner. You might know the rules better,” she hissed, “but can you do this?” Grace lifted a hand, spread her manicured fingers wide, and showed precisely what she could do as dead magic sliced up around her nails, created a vortex in her palm, and pushed higher toward the ceiling. It was such a tremendous show of one’s power and knowledge, if I had been in control of my body, I would have gasped.

      I had never been able to do anything anywhere near as ordered as that. To me, dead magic was a far more natural art than a science.

      If I had possessed anywhere near what Grace did, I would’ve led a very different life indeed.

      Bram stiffened. He threw out a hand. He did not, however, start to produce his own magic. He was far too clever for that. And I could tell he had not exhausted the crimson soul stones in his pocket. His fingers shoved into his pocket now, and I heard the scrunch of flesh against an immovable carved jewel.

      Grace hissed. “You always clutch at weapons when you ought to fight with your fists. And they call you a man, do they, Bram Stone?”

      “No, they call me a wizard now. And he calls me his right-hand man. Now, you can go against him. You can try his patience. Or you can come. Your future hangs by a thread, my betrothed. If you keep tugging, you will fall over. And there’ll be no one to pull you up.”

      He loved every single word of that. It was a surprise he didn’t throw his head back and laugh with glee.

      All Grace did was lock the fingers of her right hand over the fingers of her left. And that’s when I realized she grasped up her betrothal ring.

      Bram looked at it then up at her face. “Go ahead. But you will lose everything. And you were the one who came to me, Grace. Never forget that.”

      I learned so much as I stood there emptily, a husk apparently without a mind. But in reality, my mind had never moved faster, had never soaked up more information as it did now.

      And as I put the facts together, they painted a dangerous tale indeed.

      Grace had wanted something, hadn’t she? She’d been lured to Bram’s side through greed. He’d made her a dead practitioner—

      No. Someone else had made them dead practitioners.

      For someone else was in charge.

      As that fact slammed into my head, I could do nothing, not even hiss in surprise. All I could do, in fact, was turn and walk forward as Bram clicked his fingers meanly in front of my nose. “Come. It can’t last forever. It grows hungry. It’s time to let it loose. It can find every ghost outside Eastside Cemetery and rip them apart far quicker than we can.”

      I wanted to shudder. Exactly what kind of foul monster did Bram have waiting in the rafters?

      I’d find out all too soon. For we came across a thick lead door. I knew it was lead because of one very important fact. It wasn’t there to protect one from stray arrows or, indeed, fires – but from magic.

      To have a door made of such finely crafted metal meant whatever was behind it was a force to be reckoned with. And Bram was about to let it out.

      He slammed his palm down in the dead center of the door. It was quite a tall thing, which meant he had to push onto his tippy toes. He managed it. Then I watched him close his eyes in a precise manner and chant under his breath – three unknown words of the same length but of dark force indeed.

      The mechanism within the door opened. This grating shudder passed through the corridor, into my knees, and across my chest. It was like listening to a crack appear underneath you as you walked to the edge of some mountain.

      There could be no saving you. The end had come. And chaos would soon be unleashed.

      The door opened inward. White clouds of atmosphere rushed out and played with the edges of my skirt, lifting the hems high around my knees.

      They could not, however, reach my eyes in time and obscure what was beyond. I saw something unwrap itself from a ball in the middle of the room. A flaming tail cracked to the left – then a large face appeared.

      It was a wolf. But not a wolf of the mountains, not a natural creature of this planet – something far darker, something manufactured by the very epitome of greed.

      It stood a full 10 feet tall, its head towering over Bram as he walked into the room, arms crossed in a clear movement of magical defense. His shoulders were braced, and his face was tilted down, not up. He obviously did not want to make the line of his throat visible to this creature. I could tell why. Its eyes flashed in the dark, deep red and dangerous, and they promised death wherever they swept.

      They soon swept onto me. The wolf, one of the greatest, most fearsome beasts I’d ever seen, as shaggy as a bear but with flames licking over most of its body, stared at me. It slowly opened its mouth, revealing lines of sharp and glistening teeth. Then it growled. It tipped down then arced up into a howl. Right in front of my face, it blasted my fringe around my eyes and cold cheeks.

      Bram threw out a hand. It meant he had to break his own defensive spell, but it was clearly necessary. “You cannot have her. Yet. But we offer you all the other dead energy in the kingdom. Go out. Strip this city bare. Take as many ghosts as you can. Rip their souls from them then come back. You will be rewarded with what you seek.”

      And what it sought was me. For before it could bound past, it brought its face close, its massive slit nostrils right in front of my eyes. It brought its own glistening red and dangerous pupils closer. They locked on mine like a butcher’s hook through your heart. Then with one more fiendish howl, it bounded away. It did not need to move through the door. It, like a ghost, possessed the ability to seamlessly shift through matter. It was out of sight soon, the last thing I saw the crackling tip of its tail.

      Bram took a few seconds to release the tension that wracked his body. Then he stared at me. He smiled. “Not long now. Every poor little ghost you ever helped in this poor little city will soon be ours. With all that dead energy, there won’t be a thing my brother can do. For let me tell you this, Lisbeth – Winchester has always been an idiot. And he always will be. He’ll see a path before him when there’s nothing but a trap.”
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      This was the only way. I was certain of it. If I could break the king free from Bram’s horrifying spell, then we could all have a chance.

      If I disrupted every single system in this kingdom, even if it was to save it, we’d have nothing left. Chaos begets chaos. You must be very careful before you reach for it as a weapon. For chaos will kill indiscriminately. And it is only your enemies that are comfortable with that prospect.

      Never hand them a victory when there’s another way.

      And there was another way.

      Wintersmith himself led me through the tunnels underneath the palace and up to the first floor.

      He could not follow me longer, though. With a grave look and glittering dark eyes, he said, “I will return to the cemetery to protect the stones. Save the king, claim the mist cloaks, and bring as many spirit stones as you can. You have already run out of time. So hurry,” he warned.

      So hurry I did. Without pausing to say goodbye, I rushed off.

      I set my attention forward. Always forward and never behind. I didn’t even glance out of the windows to my side. If I had, I would’ve glimpsed more than the growing ferocity of the storm as it lashed the glass and the grounds beyond.

      Perhaps I would’ve seen the wildest, most demonic creature of all escaping the back of the palace.

      But I had never been more directed.

      I liked to believe I was a man of honor. A man who understood the legitimacy of rule. Even when I had been hiding in the Magical Academy, I had still accepted their lessons, and I still understood the power of royalty.

      Who was I to usurp them?

      Who indeed?

      Though it could have been tempting to rush straight to the king, that would be a very dangerous plan.

      I could temper my passion with reason long enough to appreciate the mist cloaks would give me an advantage.

      But to find them, I would have to first navigate the palace. Which would prove to be difficult, for I had never seen it more alive with desperate activity.

      I soon heard footfall rushing toward me. I had Lisbeth’s cloak. I’d already folded it and secured it over my face.

      It would only hide my features. But it would hardly be a task to guess who I was. I was the only man currently brave enough to go against Bram.

      So I had to hide as the footfall raced closer. I soon saw a half-open door and threw myself within. I fixed my face against the door jamb, as close as I could get to the actual door, then tried to peer around.

      I saw a wizard. A colleague of mine, in fact. He had the look of someone determined to get a dark task done. “There’s nothing for it. They must be deployed. It’s dark magic, but in these dark times, what else can one clutch at?”

      What else? I wished to rush out of hiding, grasp him by the collar, shake him, and force reason back into his thick skull. It was precisely this brinkmanship thinking that had brought the kingdom to this precipice. I wondered how many good men had become bad men because they had clutched at dark forces rather than doing the hard work of the actual good?

      I could answer quite confidently I was one of those men.

      And every one of my colleagues that rushed by was, too.

      I soon heard one muttering. What he said chilled me to my bones. Skeleton guards. They intended… they intended to raise skeleton guards from the dead.

      Technically it was not considered necromancy, because, to create a good skeleton guard, you required bones from multiple different bodies. And, as the word skeleton suggested, they were long, long dead. They wouldn’t be like the zombies Lisbeth and I had faced in Wintersmith’s ritual room.

      But that was quite beside the point. We were in the palace. It had a crypt in its basements. The Royal family – and its trusted staff – had been buried here for years. That would give my dark colleagues access to many, many bones and, as a consequence, many, many guards.

      I stood cold with regret, anger, and burning hot shame. You would’ve thought it would melt that cold regret, but instead, both paradoxical emotions sat together with one another, freezing and thawing me at the same moment.

      I needed to move now. If I didn’t get to the king, the skeleton guards would ensure I would never get close.

      I teetered on the spot. If I got to the mist cloaks, I would be in a far better position. But… to hell with it. The king was more important, wasn’t he?

      I could answer that, but I heard a faint voice somewhere at the edge of my mind. It sounded like Lisbeth, Lisbeth with her direct tone and even more direct way of thinking.

      I knew nothing about the king. I knew nothing but what others had told me, and in a situation as dire as this, true facts can save you. Assumed facts will kill you.

      But I could not think. I soon raced out of hiding. I ran, as quickly as my feet could carry me, down the corridor. I kept low, thankful for every lesson in agility I’d ever taught myself. While I hadn’t been in the army for some time, I had always kept myself fit with a strict gymnastics routine. Not only were my muscles primed, but my cardiac fitness was second to none.

      I sprinted down a section of the corridor just as I heard wizards coming my way. I threw myself into another open room before they could reach me. I heard them hissing about the skeleton guards almost being ready.

      Oh, to hell with them. If they were intent on using such dark magic, I very much hoped they would get their comeuppance.

      But the king deserved another chance.

      I finally rose to the second floor of the palace. What a desperate task it was. I did not think I had ever used my hearing as finely as I did now. A crack or a hiss, as faint and far off as someone breathing 10 rooms away, now sounded like someone screaming in my ear.

      It was the only thing that kept me safe, the only thing that gave me a chance.

      Once I was on the second floor, I just knew the king was near. One cannot bottle significance. Importance doesn’t have an objective feeling. And nature certainly doesn’t know what it is. It is human minds that create meaning. So why did it feel as if the very air was thick with the singular significance of the king?

      A more rational man than I would’ve pointed out it had to be something far more sinister, considering circumstances. But I had a one-track mind now.

      I raced down the corridor. I saw my first guard, and I was quite incapable of getting out of the way in time.

      He did a quick double take, for, with the mist cloak folded over my face, I would’ve looked like a man without a head.

      He went to scream. I thrust into the air, rolled, reached his side, kicked him in the back of the legs, and forced him forward. I wrapped a hand over his mouth. I plunged my fingers into my pocket and drew out my flask. I flicked off the lid and splashed the liquid in his eyes.

      I was so very quick and so very effective, I longed for Lisbeth to be by my side to see this.

      But she wasn’t, and that was the unfortunate point.

      The man slumped. I could leave him where he was, but that would be a dangerous advertisement as to what I was up to. I dragged him into a nearby room, closed the door, and locked it for good measure with a few charges of magic.

      Then I spun. I half closed my eyes and followed that sense of significance in the air. I pressed my tongue against my palate. There, ahead. In the throne room. That’s it. The king was in the throne room.

      I opened my eyes and raced the last of the distance. I locked my hand on the handle, intending to yank it open, but I paused.

      Could I hear voices within? If he had all of his guards with him, it might be troublesome. But if Bram was with him, it might be impossible.

      I pressed my ear against the door. I could hear nothing but one man breathing.

      The breath was far too ordered for it to be natural. It had to be someone under the sways of a dead spell.

      I yanked the door open. My heart was in my mouth. I wanted to say I’d never felt like that, but that was a lie. I’d felt worse when trying to save Lisbeth. But wasn’t I ultimately doing this to save Lisbeth? This would give me the stability I required to keep the kingdom safe but also the surprise I needed to sweep Bram off his feet in one attack.

      The throne room was large. All throne rooms ought to be. When it comes to such places, you must be ostentatious. You must pull out every single decoration you have, your greatest treasures, too. For the throne needs to be impregnated with the significance of the kingdom’s power and wealth. If it is naught but a carved chair in the corner of a dusty room, your kingdom will soon become dusty, too. Your people will no longer see the significance of their rulers. And people, without a goal in mind, will find their own. They will become their own kings and—

      There was no point in finishing that thought.

      At first I thought there was no one in here. But then I saw a hand lock onto the back of the golden throne and someone move around it. It was the king.

      He was dressed in red – his ceremonial uniform for whenever he had something to do with military affairs.

      Every single button was made of gold and so very clean and well carved, one could build several houses off their worth.

      But who cared about that? You cared about the prince’s expression.

      I’d assumed I would see him sitting in the throne, an empty husk of a man, his mind turned off, his body nothing more than a puppet.

      But he looked at me.

      His eyes were still dead, but that was quite irrelevant. He very obviously saw who I was as he tilted his head to the side.

      He said nothing. He twisted around and sat in the throne. He placed his fingers together. He continued to look at me.

      I was thrown, but I had come here for a reason, and be damned if I were to give it up now.

      I’d already closed the door. I rushed forward. “My liege, do not worry. I will save you from my brother’s horrible spell. If you are still in there, and I must trust you are, simply hold on.”

      I threw a hand into my pocket. I had already studied the book Wintersmith had given me. I knew exactly what I had to do in order to save the king.

      But there was an assumption there. An assumption I had not yet seen playing in the king’s eyes. An assumption that could very well get me and everyone I knew killed.

      I drew the vial of blood out. I already secured a hand around it, already started to cast my spell.

      But the king threw up a hand. Such a controlled movement.

      But what came next was far more controlled and far, far more dangerous.

      The king had no magic.

      That was a fact known around the kingdom.

      And yet magic, nonetheless, climbed his fingers now. He curled them in, one by one, then clicked them. The sound was not loud, and yet it drove through the room.

      “What the—” I began

      “Devil?” he finished my sentence.

      His words were precise, his voice controlled as his tongue darted out of his lips as if he were tasting the statement and savoring every syllable.

      I stopped. Dead. Inside. Outside. Everywhere. I stopped, because I had made a fatal mistake. One I would never have made if Lisbeth were simply by my side still.

      The king leaned back. He locked one hand on his armrest. Then he looked at me. “You have a vial of my extracted blood. You brought it back. Good boy. It was the only other vial I had properly prepared. By stealing it, you thwarted my plans. But no longer.”

      “Your… plans? Your highness, you have been controlled by my brother.”

      “Your brother has been controlled by me. Your brother has been gifted magic by me. Your brother’s fiancé has been gifted magic by me. And soon, every wizard who agrees to lay down their lives for me will be gifted the same force.”

      He clicked his fingers.

      I wanted to keep hold of his blood, but inexplicably, it flew from my hand. No magical spell wrapped around it and yanked it free of my grip. It moved of its own accord. Wait, not of its own accord. I could see the blood within suddenly lit up by some terrifying glow. It was the same glow that suddenly beset the king himself. It pulsed out of his eyes, shivered along his lips, and danced over his skin.

      It was the light of a dead practitioner.

      The vial of blood shot into his grip, and his fingers locked around it one by one, each knuckle creaking ominously.

      Once it was in his hand, it shone even more brightly. But nothing could match the deadly look in his eyes. “Did you not figure it out, Winchester? Did you never question who created your brother?”

      “We Stones… we learned how to create dead practitioners long ago.”

      “You did. But you were compelled to share that secret with the crown. How could a family as simple as yours keep hold of something so strong for so long?”

      I froze. Froze because everything I’d ever assumed was wrong. Froze because I’d seen what I’d wanted to see. And now it cost me everything.

      Bram had been my enemy from birth. So I had aggrandized him, assuming he was the enemy of everyone, too. My stupid little mind couldn’t think further than my own obsessions.

      And it certainly hadn’t thought as high and as far as the king had.

      He wiped his stiff hand down his face. Nothing could dislodge the dead look in his eyes, but it didn’t need to be dislodged. For I’d misunderstood it. It did not signify that the mind within was controlled. It signified instead that the mind within was so very powerful it had controlled the very gates of its soul.

      I had once read that dead practitioner magic, when taken to its extreme, could virtually extinguish one’s own soul within them.

      It would give them almost complete hold over their living energy. And the king… he had reached such a level.

      He spun the blood around in his hand. “I will be able to make several wizards into dead practitioners with this. Arnold has been asking for some time. He has been loyal. He failed to capture you in the Magical Academy, but that was through circumstance. He will continue to be loyal,” the king added. “They will all continue to be loyal. And they will give me what I give them.”

      “And what’s that?” My lips shook, allowing that question to push out even though it wanted to choke me.

      The king tilted his head to the side. He smiled. Was it gentle? Could it be when it consumed his face, when it revealed his perfectly controlled dead practitioner powers? Could it be anything other than brutality come to life?

      Why had I been so stupid? Why had I seen what I’d wanted to see?

      Because that was the single thread that joined the rest of my life story up. It wasn’t running from Bram. It wasn’t my arrogance or my power. It was my stupidity.

      We are not necessarily stupid when we don’t know some fact – when we haven’t been lucky enough to come across it. But we are foolish indeed when we have turned away from the obvious because to accept it would be to appreciate we are not as great nor powerful as we once thought.

      “On your knees,” the king said dangerously.

      I did not bow. He did not deserve it. But he also gave me no choice in the matter.

      “On your knees,” he repeated, that dangerous growl echoing around the room as he clicked his fingers once.

      I did not have his dead practitioner blood in my body. I could not – or simply should not – be controlled by him from afar. And yet, my knees still fell out from underneath me. I still jolted onto the cold, echoing stone floor, and I still looked up at the king as he gently pressed his elbow against the carved gold armrest and pushed his face onto his palm. He drummed on his cheeks, every single movement of his fingers stiffer than the last.

      I wondered how long he could keep this up. He clearly had perfect control over his soul. And the answer I furtively darted around was a horrifying one indeed. For if what I had read was correct, someone with control like him could theoretically live forever. They could prevent their body from aging. And, given enough power to protect them from circumstances, they would never die from an accident or sickness.

      They would be there forever, sitting on that throne, staring out with their perfectly controlled dead gaze, consuming what they could and stamping on the rest.

      “So you were behind the curse, then? You chose to lift it? Why? You know what it wants. It seeks—”

      “It is a curse, a brainless, heedless tool. It will do as its master dictates.”

      He didn’t need to spread a hand flat over his livery to show who the master was. The whole room and the significance I’d felt in the air underpinned he was in control and always would be.

      Internally, I shook, shook like I would crumble. For what was there to hold onto now? It was one thing fighting my brother and Grace. It was another fighting the entire kingdom.

      I heard footsteps from outside. A guard announced, “The wizards are here. They are soon to raise the skeleton guards. But they need—”

      “Dead practitioner power,” the king finished off in a quiet voice that somehow echoed anyway. It appeared he now got to decide how the world would react to him and not the other way around.

      He clicked his fingers, and the vial of blood shot up over his palm. It spun once, then twice, then shot toward the door. It moved so quickly, I imagined it would burst right through the wood, but it didn’t have to. The door opened of its own accord, and it powered into a guard’s waiting hand. He didn’t even bother to look at me. With a smile spreading over his face, he turned fast and presumably rushed off to hand that blood to Arnold.

      I was cold with regret and emptier than I thought anyone had ever been. All of my memories were crumbling before me, not because I was suddenly becoming forgetful, but because I realized I’d remembered the wrong things. I’d seen what I’d wanted to. When I’d sat beside Arnold and we’d recounted our greatest tales over wine, I hadn’t looked at the real man. I’d assumed he was a friend, but I’d ignored all the signs.

      The signs, alas, were now here to kill me.

      The king had sat back in his throne, controlled and resplendent. But now, with a dark look flickering in his always dead gaze, he stood. He smoothed one hand down his jacket, his thumb bumping over the carved gold buttons until it reached his left pocket. His fingers disappeared inside, clutched something like a hangman’s noose, then rose out dramatically.

      There was nothing I could do. The king had me exactly where he needed me. A fact he proved as he slid a step closer. I finally saw what he plucked from his pocket.

      Inexplicably, it was another vial of blood, though much smaller than the last. And—

      Before I could finish that thought, before my thinking, rational mind could try to describe what it was, my body jumped in and did it for me. Terror racked my heart, clutched its way around my chest, forced its way deep into my hindbrain, and froze me to the spot. It had a single promise. The darkest of all. For whatever was in that vial would kill me. Or in its stead do something much, much worse.

      The king stood above me. “Ironic that a natural dead practitioner would arise in the Stone family. But a king like me understands that the universe does not have a sense of humor. All it does is cast around random opportunities. It is up to the wise and powerful to take them in hand.”

      So the king took me in hand, all right. He grasped my throat with such a strong grip, even the earth would bend back and forced the vial of blood down my gullet. There was nothing I could do but react as that foul substance hit my bloodstream. But I could not scream, I could not kick back, and I could not spit it out. Instead, internally, I gave up. For horror the likes of which no man had ever experienced swept over me. And it dragged me under.
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      I had such an uneasy sense about me. Wouldn’t you? Why, it seemed as if the entire kingdom was on the edge of one epic and complete defeat. There was nothing that could possibly come to our aid. All of our friends were far gone, and even if Wintersmith managed the impossible and protected the grimoire, I didn’t think it would matter anymore. Bram was simply too powerful. And, apparently, too well-connected.

      If the least I could do was concentrate to find out who these two ultimately worked for, it was what I would manage. But it was hard work. For the curse kept leaping with fearsome strength in my mind. I could hear it and sense its greed. But every time I attuned to it too carefully, it tried to make me into itself.

      Wasn’t that how viruses worked? In fact, you could find many examples from the natural and unnatural kingdoms about things trying to force other things to become themselves. It stood for what Bram had done to Grace. And presumably, whoever had done that to Bram beforehand.

      But who could it be? Who would have the power? And who would have the connections?

      “Startling. Can you hear it?” Grace said, the first time she’d acted tamely ever since revealing her powers. We now stood at the back of the palace in front of a large resplendent window. She stared out of one of the panes, hand on the iron frame.

      And beyond, I could hear it, all right. The never-ending screams of ghosts and the ordinary mortal population too. For that wolf had a corporeal form nobody could ignore as it raced through the streets doing the darkest of deeds.

      I wanted to grasp her shoulders, spin her around, and stop her. What exactly did she think this was? Good fun?

      It was something far, far more dangerous. It would destroy everything she had ever known. And if she had even an ounce of love left for her kingdom, she ought to rise to its defense. Not kick it down further. But I’d forgotten who I was speaking about.

      Grace turned. Her sharp gaze cut me out of the air. Then it locked on my feet and finally rose to my face. “I wonder if she’s still in there? Probably not. A terribly weak witch, that Lisbeth.”

      Bram snorted. “She’s still in there. I fancy she’s far stronger than you think. Your mother gave her her powers, after all.”

      Grace stabbed a finger my way, the knuckle so rigid, it could’ve snapped. “She stole my mother’s power.” The word stole was spat out of her lips so fast, she could’ve ejected it from the palace. It would’ve done nothing for the terrified population beyond but given them something else to run from.

      I no longer had control of my eyes. I certainly no longer had control of my lips. I’d lost both some time ago. But Bram was right, and I was very much still inside my own mind. And I was very much still planning their downfall. Was such an act arrogant? Was it hubris to think I had a chance? These two were virtually godlike now. But it was neither.

      I would create my opportunity. For these two were at each other’s throats as much as they were assisting one another. And as for the person who had created them… I would find a way to unwind their powers.

      That thought jumped into my head, quick and snapping like a spring.

      If a dead practitioner could be created, could they also be uncreated? Could I find the dead power within them, snap it, and send it back to the earth where it had always belonged? You might claim it was nothing but pointless ambition. I would try, nonetheless.

      So I did the one thing these fools could not stop. I started to pay attention to the Ley lines. There were more of those red strands. They proliferated the air, in fact. They were more numerous than most of the Ley lines themselves. And, far more worryingly, they were growing. On fast forward, right before my eyes. One would branch out from another, and though the sound was mostly imperceptible, occasionally I tuned in with enough attention to hear it. It was like the magnified noise of hair being split.

      Perhaps with the added ghastly sound of a very low moan right there at the end. I imagined it was the rest of the curse getting ready to rise through the very earth.

      I was forced to stride forward now as Bram pointed to the back of the palace. I did not know what he intended to do. Surely he couldn’t let his wolf ghost rip apart this city without any supervision? I’d seen its eyes, smelt its breath, and seen the way it had looked. It was controlled in so far as a wild beast can be. Especially a dark creature. Should your hold on their leash ever lesson by even a fraction, they would escape to do what they were born to – sow mayhem and destruction.

      Bram was not the kind to be questioned, though. “I’m sure our master has done what he wanted to now. More dead practitioners will join our ranks soon. As such, the wolf will only grow in power.”

      “Yet no dead practitioner will be as perfect as me, will they, Bram?” Grace took the opportunity to hiss that. She even raced half a step up to his side.

      He paused and swiveled his deadly gaze toward her, his dark eyebrows descending with a twitch. “Raw power means nothing when you do not have the requisite intelligence to back it up with.”

      Never a truer statement was said. And it was an accusation that could fairly be leveled back at him. For Bram only had certain knowledge. The knowledge of a mercenary who existed to steal what they could not make.

      Though it was hard, I had been watching how he interacted with the Ley lines and the dead energies, and he hadn’t once yet created anything. The wolf had already existed. As for the Ley lines… I wasn’t even sure he knew about the red Ley lines. I tracked his gaze now as he walked through a particularly large patch of them. And they grew right around his chest. As I was forced to walk right through them, regardless of the curse beating within me, I internally shivered at the complex and nasty energies involved.

      Bram did not react.

      … In my head, Bram had created these red communication strands. He had created the half-ghosts too, but come to think of it, judging by the conversation he’d had with Grace, perhaps she had created the half-ghosts. Could she see the red strands, though? That was hard to say. She was so very directed. She was focused on Bram, on snarling at him and beating him. But she too walked through another patch of growing Ley lines and did not seem to notice them at all.

      I should not be able to feel excited in my current condition. For what could I possibly be excited about? Everything appeared to be crumbling down around my ears. All the certainty I had once clutched hold of was now nothing more than a curse beating within my chest. But this was still hope. However small and fragile for now.

      We walked to one of the many exits at the back of the palace, though this I judged would be grander than the rest. The door had a gilt frame, though it had been rubbed off somewhat over the years. One of those patches drew my eyes to the left and up, and I saw claw marks. Thick and heavy, they must’ve come from that creature. He might’ve grabbed the door before leaping out. Or perhaps he’d done it for balance whilst ripping a ghost’s soul from them. For as I was forced to walk through, I suddenly shuddered. Not just internally – it took to my shoulders and shook me like somebody was trying to tear down a house.

      “She’s breaking through,” Grace suddenly hissed as she leapt toward me, hand outstretched.

      Bram rolled his eyes, grabbed her fingers, and threw them down by her side. “It was just an automatic body reaction. Look at her eyes. She has no control. The infection is still in place on her neck. Grace, I’ve told you once, and I will tell you again, passion and raw power do not make up for intelligence.”

      “By the end of this, Bram Stone,” she said in the most direct and violent voice I’d ever heard, “you will get yours.”

      “But not before you get yours,” he growled. “Now—”

      Before he could finish whatever he wanted to say, there was an awfully loud screech from across the city. The sun was setting.

      I… I had lost track of time. I had not known whether it was morning or night. But as I saw the sunset, and a few of its oranges and purples blinked through the thick storm clouds, my heart set with it. For another fiendish cry cracked over the city. I heard people screaming amongst it, their cries even more desperate than before.

      Bram simply shoved his hands into his pockets, tipped his head back, and laughed. “Not long now.”

      “We must monitor the wolf—”

      “We are. Can’t you hear it? Can’t you see all of those delicious dead energies?” He thrust his hand to the side, and, intrigued, I waited to conclude whether he could see the Ley lines. He couldn’t. I believed he was gesturing toward a very thick ghastly cloud of ghost force. One could only imagine that was what occurred when a ghost’s soul was ripped from them.

      It was horrendous… but it confirmed my theory now, didn’t it? He could see that, for it was massive. But he could not see the finer details of dead energy.

      Did that mean I had a chance? We would see.

      Grace went to move. Once more, he grabbed her wrist and turned her around. “Come. We have been instructed to find the old king’s ghost. A strong leader, he’ll give our master precisely what he needs.”

      I shuddered. They were going after King Li? No, they couldn’t.

      “Why do you believe he will be on the palace grounds?” Grace snarled.

      “I don’t imagine he will be. He’ll be down in the basements. But there’s easy access from here. Do not dally.” Bram strode forward.

      I followed him. But I knew, at any moment, Grace could grasp hold of me instead. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her fingers twitching and recognized the need flaring in her pupils.

      The rain still pounded down. It felt like an appropriate accompaniment to the apocalypse raging across this town. For the screams of the wolf continued. And I had never heard such chaos in its wake.

      I had a somewhat fraught relationship with the ordinary mortals of this town. I primarily tried to stay away from them. But no one and nothing deserved this horror. Yet no one and nothing could stop it.

      Bram took us over to one of the old wells. Carved from stone, it was rimmed by rose gardens. Perhaps they had once been beautiful, but under the battering forces of the rain, every single rose petal had been torn off, and they were now strewn through the mud. A few were even caught by the wind and fluttered up around me. They were blood red. How very appropriate. For tonight only blood would run in the streets of this once great land.

      “Keep up,” Bram snarled. That was an invitation to Grace, not me.

      For Grace had a choice in this matter, and I very much did not. He grabbed me by the arm and tugged me roughly into the well. He leapt right over the stone ledge, and I followed his move.

      The well was deep, so very deep I did not for a second see the bottom. Then it flashed from underneath me, dark and deadly.

      I imagined Bram was just the kind of vicious monster not to catch me. But the curse caught me instead. Just as Bram landed down in his own magic, I felt the curse reach out and call to the rest of it in the very ground beneath me. Tendrils of dead energy rose up, snapped around my feet and wrists, and held me in place. It was hardly the kindest way to catch someone. But at least it was effective.

      Grace finally landed down beside us. “How did it catch her, do you think?” she muttered to Bram in a rare truce rather than screaming at him.

      “It would’ve been the curse, of course. Now come.”

      … They couldn’t see the curse manifesting through me, either? Just how blind were they? Just how significant were the limitations of their dead magic?

      I’d already claimed to you that I had never seen any magic as ordered as Grace’s. But order does not necessarily account for raw power.

      I watched them with a more careful eye, but it could not last. We hunted the old king, and Bram was unfortunately efficient.

      He dragged some device out of his pocket. I had never seen its like. It had a glass screen, and behind that, a trapped spell. Suspended in it was a small metal pin. It almost resembled a compass, but it was a wild one indeed. With one step, the metal pin would spin abruptly to the left, then with another, it would jerk uncontrollably to the right. But soon enough as he continued walking, its signal became stronger. It pointed reliably southwest.

      “He’s here. The old fool. I imagine he knows what’s going on, but he won’t leave his post. In his head, kings must go down with their sinking ship.”

      “That’s captains, fool,” Grace snarled at him.

      “It’s the same thing. Now,” Bram said darkly. “There.”

      The magical compass now reliably showed the southwest direction, and Bram picked up the pace and sprinted.

      He dragged me forward with every step, though I was starting to appreciate he had no clue what was actually dragging me. He obviously had control over the spell, but it was not nuanced, nor was it something he understood.

      The question rose, then – could I disrupt it?

      Did I have the power? Could I scrounge the strength?

      If you had asked me before this mess had begun, before I’d met and become indentured to one Winchester Stone, I would have told you no. Because back then I had firmly understood that the one way to limit one’s exposure to danger was to not court it. When you found it, you had to run away. There was no point in testing your magic against an opponent’s if the fight couldn’t benefit you.

      How could one run away now? Especially as Bram reached out and settled a hand on my shoulder. “You will move quickly when you see him. Rip his heart out. Do not dally.”

      Fear rose through me, hard and fast.

      I had only met King Li for a short period of time, but wasn’t that quite irrelevant? He’d helped me to save Winchester, and fundamentally, he no longer wanted to see his kingdom like this. Maybe he’d made mistakes. Perhaps he should’ve haunted the current king. But one cannot live in the past when they must try with all of their might to save the future.

      We walked around another tight turn in the corridor. For every turn in these basements was compact. The air felt more stagnant than it had before. I could tell why. It wasn’t for lack of airflow. This section was connected to the well. But the curse kept rising higher, destroying all of the natural air and sowing its horrid destruction. Leave it to rise as much as it wanted for as long as it wanted, and it would poison every single underground space in the kingdom, then swiftly move on to all of those above.

      “I’ve seen him. Just there. Run,” Grace commanded me.

      And just like that, with a single statement, she took over the curse. I must admit her control was much finer than Bram’s. He did not even have time to try to rectify his spell. It simply slipped out of his hands and was grasped up by Grace instead.

      And I ran. I spun around the corner to see King Li’s mournful face at the end of the tunnel. His head was far more visible than the rest of him. I imagined he chose to show his expression in this moment, the darkest his kingdom had ever seen. There was no point in showing his hands, for there was nothing to pick up, nothing to fight, and nothing he could save.

      My wet skirts flared around me, dead magic rising from the curse and soon drying them. But it did not do a good job. It made them more fragile as if it had dried them with some kind of flame torch. It felt as if, with one tap, they would break and fall into dust all around me.

      King Li continued to stare at me mournfully. All I did within my own mind was scream at him to run. Couldn’t he see me barreling down upon him? Didn’t he understand how fraught this moment was? Yes, he ought to go down with his ship, considering this was his kingdom, but if he failed to save himself when he knew his power could be broken down for the curse, he would only be condemning us.

      He waited until the last moment then drifted into the wall. He made eye contact with me. I saw his bottom lip slip down from the top one, and though it seemed to be hard, he muttered one word, “Free.”

      What did it mean? That he was about to run free? Good. But unfortunately, it did not mean that at all.

      “The wall, Grace,” Bram snapped.

      She shoved her hand out, opened her palm wide, and attacked the wall. It soon exploded in a great show of magic.

      And there, just behind it, was King Li. He hadn’t fled far yet.

      “Rip his soul out,” Grace roared. She had the bloodthirsty voice of somebody used to death sports.

      How exactly could she be her mother’s daughter? What had happened to Grace? She certainly wasn’t adopted. They had the same eyes and nose.

      What had driven Grace to this point? And was I right? Had she once been in love with Winchester? And not this, whatever it was? I would not call it love. It was a dangerous and violent lust.

      Every single person wants to believe that circumstances will never break them, that they have some moral advantage over everyone else. It’s not true. Take that from a dead practitioner like myself. I had seen such a range of people over the years that I could conclude the wrong circumstances could break even the most correct and upstanding of souls.

      But I didn’t get the impression something horrible had happened to Grace. She’d done this because she couldn’t get what she’d wanted.

      And now she would push others to do the vilest things possible all in the hope she could finally scrounge her way toward her final goal.

      King Li didn’t try to run this time.

      No. How horrible. He must escape. But he did not. And I reached him.

      Such a surge of hatred flowed through my body on the wings of the curse, I thought I had snapped and lost my ethics in one foul go.

      My hands reached his shoulders and pinned them. I felt the curse’s forceful anger rise up and shoot through my limbs. It coursed into my fingers as I bent them harder into his shoulders.

      And King Li simply mournfully stared at me. Right in front of my eyes, my attack started to break him down.

      Oh no, how ghastly. He couldn’t let me do this. I was holding on within my own body, as far from the curses I could get because I foolishly had a scrap of hope. This would burn it up and crush it under my feet.

      I longed to scream at him to get out of here, but instead I watched as he rediverted most of his ghost power to his lips. They twitched and opened wide. He whispered, “Free. You can get free. You must simply believe.”

      Bram and Grace had not reached us yet. They wisely chose to remain back, for what was the point in investing themselves in this fight? They had me, their perfect weapon. All they required was to stand back quite comfortably and control me.

      It wasn’t as if I could break free.

      But King Li seemed to think so.

      There must be a reason he did not fight, even though I knew he had the strength to try. He simply looked into my eyes all the harder. “Last chance. Yours, mine, and everyone’s. If you can’t break free, Lisbeth, it’s over.”

      Last… last chance.

      One should not be able to feel time. Yes, you can feel its effects, for it comes hand-in-hand with change. But it is not a logical and proportional relationship. That is to say, one does not change the same amount with every single second, and you cannot use change to try to count time.

      And I was telling you this why?

      Because I suddenly felt time as something different indeed. A… chance. Every second was not one that dragged me closer to defeat. Every second was the universe reborn anew. Every second came with an impossible-to-count wealth of opportunities. I just had to reach out and grasp them. I had to refocus my attention off what I could not do and onto the only action I could currently take.

      The curse’s foul energy continued to break down King Li’s form. It happened right in front of my face, and there was simply nowhere to go to get away from the violent sight. I heard this terrible cracking. It started in his neck. It revealed black lines of energy within. No. It wasn’t energy at all. It was some empty space, a vacuum perhaps.

      I had never questioned what was inside a ghost. This was it. They didn’t have a body beating with blood and throbbing with flesh. They had an idea, if you will. And, critically, a soul wrapped up around it. A soul that could not let go until its final needs were met.

      I think Grace snarled at me from behind to hurry up. I could feel just how much she wanted the king to break. Bram was no better. But I tuned out their voices as best as I could. I fixed the only strength I had forward onto the singular possibility of escaping. How could I do that? How could I do that when—

      I stopped myself from finishing that thought. There were a thousand things I could fill it in with.

      But fill it in, and all I would do was make it a fait accompli. Right now, I had the power to write my own story, my own ending too, or a new beginning.

      The curse ought to be impossible to fight. It was the strongest magic I had ever encountered. And with my own force rooted in the earth – with all dead practitioner magic ultimately rooted in the earth – surely it meant I should be more controllable and not less so? This curse had resided in the ground for God knows how long. And in the ground it had learned the secrets of everything around it. It had whispered to the earth, it’d danced with the insects, and it had claimed the dead.

      “One last chance,” King Li said. But he obviously did not believe I could take it, for I watched as, dramatically, one last time, he closed his eyes. His expression softened, and I could appreciate he was getting ready to relieve himself of this life. He had tried all he could. He had scrounged at every opportunity. But there must come a time when we give up.

      That time… that time could come tomorrow. Not today.

      I stopped telling myself I couldn’t possibly control the curse.

      I stared at the Ley lines converging around me instead. Everything appeared to come back to them. I had never appreciated how important they were for dead practitioner magic until I had stolen and briefly read Winchester’s book. He had conducted some epic scientific study mapping the Ley lines around the entire city. He knew where they were strongest, where they were weakest, and where they were growing. He’d even mapped them in the palace.

      The palace had some of the deepest veins of all. Quite sensible considering it had large crypts beneath it.

      But Ley lines could not be created by anyone living, could they? And what of the red Ley lines?

      Someone had crafted those. A dead practitioner – just like me. So why couldn’t I create my own?

      I stared at the Ley lines. This all happened in a split second as the curse finally rose all the way through me, its eagerness to destroy the king the loudest, vilest thing in existence.

      But before it could push all the way into my fingertips, course through his ethereal body, and break it down, I held on.

      For I, Lisbeth McQuarrie, started to believe I’d always been fated to win from the beginning.

      There must’ve been a reason Wintersmith had chosen me. And there must’ve been a reason I encountered Winchester.

      Perhaps that reason had not been destined from birth. But when you are powerful, you make your own fate and fortune.

      I screamed. In my head, in my soul, right in the center of my magic – I screamed and called out to the Ley lines. There was no way to move them and no way to control them. Yet.

      “Why is it taking so long? It should be over by now,” Grace began, but she had no idea about the war I was waging within and no idea of the battle I was about to win.

      Just when it seemed all was lost and I had no chance at all, I carved one right out of the heart of defeat. Internally, I screamed louder than I ever had, calling upon the very basis of my magic. I dragged it toward me with a shaking heart but a stronger soul.

      And around me, in a snapping motion I would never forget like the very heavens falling from the skies, the Ley lines converged. They twisted in like a vortex. I now understood previously it had looked as if they were worms meandering through the dirt, looking for some goal. That goal was me. Now they flocked around me, their power concentrating within.

      And just as they did, I regained control of my left hand.

      Bram was the first to notice, the only one with a keen eye, even though it was usually turned to the things he could take and not necessarily an objective view of reality.

      “What the devil?” he spat.

      It wasn’t the work of the devil. Trust me. This was the work of the soul.

      I screamed again internally as I finally forced my attention into my other hand. I pushed the curse back. I regained control of the most important parts of my body and instantly ended the spell digesting the king.

      His eyes had been closed, and resignation had set in, but now the slightest smile twitched across his lips. “Finish it. Break free of the curse’s control. You won’t be able to strip it from you yet. But you will be able to take your body and fight.”

      So take my body and fight I did.

      I flung the king back. I got him out of the way as I spun and thrust forward. Grace did not expect it, but Bram did.

      Bram, however, would not win. He had not won against me in the cemetery when he had tried to steal Sarah-Anne’s soul, and he could not win now.

      I forced a hand forward. The king was right. The curse still beat within me, still rose through my veins, still begged to be satiated. But its greed and force could be used, and use it I did. I channeled it into my punch as I locked one foot down, pivoted, and attacked Bram.

      It was just as he leapt into the air. I saw the fear and anger burning in his gaze. It was clear, in his books at least, nobody went against him. But there was nobody like me now, was there?

      I punched him out of the air. My solid blow sliced into his chin, and his head jerked back with a click.

      I was surprised when the coldhearted Grace actually locked her fingers around her lips and screamed Bram’s name.

      It couldn’t last.

      I’d thrust the king back, and the wise man had drifted through the wall, albeit slowly, as he was quite likely injured.

      But Grace wouldn’t let him go. And she certainly wouldn’t let me go. She roared, crossed her arms in front of her chest, and practiced some quick spell. She muttered under her breath, but I could not hear her words. I could only put up with the brunt of her attack as it surged toward me.

      I thought I would’ve looked impressive, and surely I must have. With all the Ley lines converging around me, I would’ve seemed blessed by the very heavens. But Grace was cursed by the very underworld. A fact she proved as she thrust her hand forward and interacted with the dirt beneath my feet.

      It was as if I was on a tablecloth and someone had suddenly yanked it out from underneath me. I jolted down, a dangerous fact as rocks started to rise. Jagged and half broken, they were the equivalent of Earth’s daggers. They shot toward my throat.

      Who knew what Grace’s plan was? Likely she hadn’t thought things through. Her reactive anger simply wanted to win and prove she was the stronger practitioner. But I had a secret now, didn’t I? Her mother’s own force.

      I had not appreciated until now exactly what Arlene had given me. I’d assumed it was simply the ability to interact with the forbidden grimoire. Now I felt her far keener sense for the earth expand through my fingers and shiver on my lips. It was as if I was one with it, a cave far, far beneath the Earth’s crust. A pocket of life amongst that which recycled it.

      Just before the rocks could slice across my throat, I forced out a hand and controlled the very ground right out from underneath Grace. If standing on it had been like having a tablecloth pulled out from underneath me, for Grace, it was like having the very earth pulled out from underneath her. For I dug down even deeper. I even reached a level below.

      Grace’s pretty blinking eyes stared up at me. Then she fell down through the darkness for several meters until I heard a thunk.

      I could have left it at that and run. I needed to hammer home my victory and critically break these two apart. For the longer Grace and Bram spent apart, the more their already treacherous hearts would turn against one another.

      I might not have the power to take them both on at the same time, but they certainly had the power to tear one another down.

      Slamming my hands down on the crackling dirt, I lifted it up like one might a newborn child. It healed the gap in the floor, locking Grace down below. She shrieked, but it was soon cut short.

      If I had thought that meant I was out of the woods, good luck, for Bram rose behind me like the vestige of the darkest ghost.

      He plunged a hand into his pocket. Why, of course. That was his go-to move. He did not fight you with his strength. He fought you with all of the things he’d stolen.

      I would not give him the chance.

      “Move through the floor and run. You have the curse with you. There is nothing to hold your body off from moving through matter now,” I heard King Li’s call. His head popped out through the wall many meters behind me.

      I was not stupid enough to waste the time to turn and stare. But his words penetrated, nonetheless.

      Bram yanked a potion out of his pocket then threw it on the ground. The first and only thing I noted that mattered was it was a very peculiar crimson red. This was not blood. It was… the crushed remains of a soul crystal. I had never known that you could carve them up into dust. I would never have tried. It would’ve felt like sacrilege. But if there was one man good at bending and rewriting every rule of decency, it was Bram Stone.

      He threw the dust onto himself, mostly onto his fist, and the conclusion soon became clear that he would thrust it into my face to knock me out for good. He jolted forward, showing his strength and training as a military man. He was so quick, I almost couldn’t track him. But I was agile myself, and a lifetime of dealing with ghost requests had given me the skills to fight.

      I spun to the side. I experimentally tried to force my foot through the floor. A very distracting thing indeed when I had to keep my wits about me.

      He hissed, got close, and his punch sliced just by my ear. I almost felt it connect. His knuckles were so close, if I’d moved even a micron to the left, they would have struck me. The blow they’d rendered might’ve only been glancing, but trust me, with the crimson soul crystal dust, it would’ve felled me, anyway.

      That dust was… so very unnatural. I could hear it calling out to me. It wanted to return to what it had been, and if it could not, it wished to descend into the earth to be recycled.

      And it was not the only one crying out for that. I did not know what was happening to my senses, but I could feel them far more keenly than I ever had before. Blame it on the curse opening energy channels in my body or something else entirely, but it felt as if my dead practitioner powers were growing by the second.

      Wait, it was no feeling. That vortex of Ley lines still remained above me. Startlingly, so very shockingly, they started to grow. Just as I had seen those red Ley lines branching off from one another and proliferating previously, I now witnessed the same thing above me. But my Ley lines were white – this crystalline, clear hue as if they did not need color. They were there to transport and transform what was already around them.

      Those crimson Ley lines, on the other hand, were there to steal power but never make it.

      “Come here,” Bram roared.

      His voice was so very primed for dangerous threats. I wondered if he had ever smiled naturally in all of his life? I knew the answer. No.

      How could a man like Bram be created? How could somebody lose all human decency and trade it for power?

      Perhaps the kingdom had done it for him. Perhaps he’d only ever had the poorest of examples growing up.

      And perhaps I did not need to know that to defeat him.

      He went to punch me one last time. I needed to escape now. Lord knows what was happening to the rest of the palace, but unless I got out there, everything would worsen. I believed, even from here, I could hear the wolf.

      We were deep underground, but that was quite irrelevant. Its heinous cry still echoed out loud. And it would still be destroying every single ghost it came across. Enough.

      I’d never had love lost for ghosts because I’d never truly understood my role. But now my role was in my hands, and I would not let go of it for the world.

      Just as Bram punched me, I reached out, and I held onto that punch. I did it, not with my body and not with my mind, but with the very center of my magic. But here’s the thing. I failed to hold the punch. Because it sailed right through my hand. I, in the most startling moment of my life, got to decide what could hold me and what could not.

      You should have seen Bram’s eyes. Never had a man looked more surprised nor more frightened as to what could happen next.

      “Impossible,” he began.

      I would not fight with words when actions were far more suitable.

      Again, I got to decide what I could interact with and what could not interact with me. I leapt up, jumping with quite some agility – then I forced my foot out. I kicked him. It was such a solid move, he did not have a chance. Nor could he call on the power of his crimson crystal dust to fight me.

      He was thrust back. He fell face-first against the upturned dirt, just above where Grace had disappeared. I could thrust him down through the floor and trap them together, but I’d already told you I needed to keep them separate. For dark hearts will only grow darker toward one another when they are not present.

      He roared. He stretched a hand out to me. But it was far too late.

      I elbowed him and pushed him into the wall to the left. It took but a moment to grasp hold of his hand and force him through the dirt. I practiced my ghost magic but also my earth magic. And there was nothing he could do to fight off against such a tremendously strong show.

      He hissed darkly. His eyes opened wide with regret. But he could do nothing more. I thrust him through the wall, and it closed off behind him. While I certainly knew he had the power to break the stone, I did not give him that option. As I placed a trembling hand on it, I resorted the molecules. And yes, you heard that correctly. I strengthened their bonds, drawing magic and force from wherever I could to ensure that nothing short of the strongest practitioner in the land could break them.

      And then, why, when it was over, I took my first breath. Edgy, somewhat confused, but rather powerful nonetheless, I could’ve pretended it meant I had won. But it was not over. It had barely begun.

      King Li appeared through the wall to my side. He was still so very insubstantial. I had damaged him. I doubted he would ever heal. It wasn’t as if ghosts, once they were dead, could ever find more energy.

      “King Li,” I began, a tear welling in my eye.

      He lifted one hand. It was so very insubstantial, it was more accurate to say he lifted one wisp.

      He looked at me strictly, gaze cutting back and forth across my face until he hissed, “With you, we have a chance. The only chance we will ever have. Go. Save Winchester. Stop their wolf. Move now.”

      I went to move, but I froze. “Save Winchester from what?”

      “The king.”

      I could’ve questioned. I did not need to. My lips froze with terror as the rest of my brain finally caught up with them. Of course. I’d been questioning who Bram and Grace’s master was. I should never have bothered. It was the master of all. For who could wield enough power over enough people to do as much damage but the king?

      “But he’s dead inside. They controlled him with a spell—” I tried to reason through this confusing thought.

      “Go. The truth awaits. As does Winchester. You’ll be his final hope. Rise to the challenge, or he will slip beneath for good.”

      With that horrifying promise, the king disappeared. I did not think he had died, but he was surely close. And far more frighteningly, Winchester was close, too. I took another step then grasped my indenture mark. I knew that I could not feel him through it. To think I could was nothing more than wishful thinking. But I still grasped it as a single tear streaked down my face, fell off my chin, and splashed against my torn collar. “Winchester, wherever you are, you must hold on. Do you hear me? You must hold on, for if you don’t, I’ll break this indenturing for good, and you will lose me. You’ll… lose me.”

      The cold words could go nowhere. But they could at least do one thing. They fixed my focus forward. And I ran. I did not care what would get in my way. I would blast right through it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      I could have escaped the basements. It was simpler to race through them. Quite possibly safer, too. I could hear the wolf, just as I could hear people screaming in terror. But both were becoming dimmer. Either the wolf was going further afield, or it no longer needed to be as fearsome, for it had eaten what it needed.

      The Ley lines still converged above me, but I must admit they were weak. They had this pendulous feeling to them, too, like they were about to drop. If you’d ever asked me, I wouldn’t have told you that Ley lines were like flowers, the petals of some beautiful rose. They’d always seemed stronger than that. But now I could see the similarity. For right above me, shockingly, one suddenly simply withered and died. I gasped and locked a hand over my mouth, but tell me this, what good could it possibly do? It did not bring the Ley line back. Nothing could.

      I longed to have King Li by my side to explain this, but I knew he was too hurt. And I knew, fundamentally, I had the ability to understand on my own.

      For so many years, I hadn’t questioned what it was to be a dead practitioner. I’d done my duty begrudgingly without understanding the sacred force within me. And the sacred duty that came with it. For it is one thing to act as we ought. It is another to understand the natural world to figure out what can ultimately be done.

      The curse still throbbed within me, its angry cry only getting louder the further I went from Grace and Bram. It recognized that without them there to control me, I might have a chance. I promise you I had more.

      The curse wasn’t exactly intelligent. But it did have something. Something I could clutch hold of as I secured a hand on the center of my brow and growled. “You won’t win in the end. You’re starting to realize that, aren’t you? It doesn’t matter what you think you can do or who will come to your aid – I will destroy the king, release his control of this kingdom, and exorcise you for good. Because you’re partially alive, aren’t you? That’s how I shall get rid of you.”

      You might think it would be smarter for me to have this conversation silently in my head. I ought to keep my plans to myself. That way the curse would never know what had struck it until finally I had rendered the last blow. But it was like any ordinary enemy. Leave it to its own devices, and it would continue to plan against you. If you instead distracted it with hard talk, it would not have the chance to do much but shiver with fear.

      I heard it hissing far more darkly now. Let it hiss as much as it wanted.

      I rose up another level in the basements. Such a complicated place. If a witch had ever been in control of them, she would’ve torn them down and started anew. For energy, when it’s taught to live as wildly as this, will change those who live above it.

      I could not blame the current king’s utter depravity on the energies of his palace. I could, however, actually plan to fight him properly.

      A part of me wished to run to Winchester’s side, especially considering I was most certain the indenturing mark was begging me to do so, but I needed some kind of edge.

      And perhaps I was about to find it.

      I was well aware of the fact that this palace possessed multiple treasures. I’d heard Winchester mutter about one once. Full of soul stones, he’d said. He’d promised me, if I ever got powerful enough, I would have to raid it for him.

      I was still infected by a curse, but I was certainly more powerful than I had ever been before.

      More powerful, in fact, than a sudden secret spell I saw winding through the dirt beneath me. It was my singular power over dirt that enabled me to detect it.

      I was quite used to finding security spells. It came with the territory of helping ghosts. Not all ghosts I’d helped had been simple folk. A lot had been practitioners. And some had been criminals. While I of course had never assisted them with their crimes, I had assisted them to make up for their mistakes once they had left. And I told you all of this now because, upon detecting that security spell beneath me, I identified just how powerful it was.

      Now quite capable of doing so, considering my newfound skills, I actually grasped it through the dirt. There was nothing to stop my fingers from sailing through each fine particle and every stone. And nothing at all to stop me from grasping up the spell and holding it in my hand tightly.

      I caged it with my own magic, and I started to pull it. I’d heard such a thing was possible for strong practitioners, but I had never imagined I could do something similar. Now, as I gave a very mighty tug, I heard something cracking ahead.

      I raced over to find a roughly hewn wall. It didn’t quite match. This part of the tunnel was carved stone.

      The wall was there to hide something. But the wall would not hide it for long.

      I lifted up my foot and went to kick through it, then shook my head. Of course. Why not simply walk through it?

      I strode right through the dirt, and it was a discombobulating experience indeed, but it was one I needed to grow accustomed to. When it came time to fight the king, I would require every advantage I could get.

      Once I reached the other side, why, I clapped eyes on perhaps the most beautiful treasury I had ever seen. The decorations and fine murals weren’t what mattered. It was what it stocked. Well-carved wooden shells were packed with crimson soul stones. Better than that, right in the corner was a garden that presumably created them. There were also glass vials and some strange device that, upon inspection, seemed to be the thing that crushed the crystals into dust. And the vials were full of such dust.

      It was extraordinary but extraordinarily ugly at the same time. For the vibe in here was so very oppressive, should you find yourself trapped, I imagined you’d have an hour or two before you blacked out for good.

      I had less than an hour or two and no intention to waste a single second. I longed to get these crystals straight to Wintersmith. I quickly assumed it was impossible then paused. Bram, an underpowered but intelligent man, could create gates. Winchester could, too, but he had skills beyond me. Why couldn’t I? With my current level of power, surely I could do the impossible?

      I turned. I wondered how long I would have?

      As if to answer that question, I heard something quite fearsome caught on the wind. It was a cry, but it did not come from the lips of a man. Oh no. It came from something far, far colder, without a single drop of blood and with nothing but a skeleton to keep it company.

      The piercing cry shook through the basements, filtering in even though there was no door for the noise to push through.

      “A skeleton guard?” I stammered. I had been unfortunate enough to come in contact with several during my lifetime. I had always run.

      Now I shook with fear at the promise of what they would do when they got to me.

      If they got to me. And they certainly would not get to this bounty.

      I grasped a crimson soul stone.

      “This ought to work,” I stammered. Then I crushed it.

      Its power arced up around me, joining with the power I’d already unleashed. The vortex of Ley lines above me became even more beautiful and dense. It looked as if a tree were about to grow above my head. Not one made of wood and leaves, but one made of the true force of nature.

      And yet the power soon ebbed. It disappeared into the Ley lines and certainly made them more numerous, but it did not give me the strength to create a portal.

      “Dammit,” I spat, a single tear leaking from my eye. There had to be a way.

      I crushed another soul crystal and another. I let their power escape, but I could not create a transport portal, and I was running out of time.

      Those skeleton cries grew more numerous. And far more worryingly, they came closer. I could not guess precisely where they were, but they could only be a level or two away. I did not know if they were attracted to me but, based on the number of their cries, I imagined they could statistically find me anyway. It was as if there were hundreds of them.

      I shivered at the promise of what that could mean to this already broken city. Then once more, I reached out and grasped a crimson soul stone. I closed my eyes. “Please work,” I fruitlessly begged.

      I did not know how many times I had done that over the course of this fearsome adventure. I could promise you this – and I imagined you didn’t need the lesson. One cannot simply ask for what they want. Especially not when civilization is falling down around their ears. There comes a point when you can pray all you can, but unless you can rise up and grasp what it is you need, you will still fall.

      So I rose. I had been down on my knees, but I shot to my feet and I squeezed both hands around the crystal. I went to crush it but stopped. Something held my fingers in place. I looked up at the Ley lines. They had gotten me this far. And I remembered some of the notes I had read from Winchester’s journal. He had questioned if, in part, the Ley lines were intelligent. Or, if not intelligent in the way that he was, intelligent in their own way.

      Witches are quite comfortable with such a concept, even though wizards aren’t. Nature has its own form of smarts. It is not just people who can analyze and who are self-aware.

      In fact, the ability to see sentience in others was one of the greatest gifts a witch could have.

      And perhaps it was the last ingredient in my growing power.

      Rather than crush the soul crystal, I turned my head up and asked of the Ley lines, “What do I do? How do I open a transport gate? I simply have no clue. Help me.”

      Perhaps this was just a variation of a prayer. But I pushed my full force into that plea. And I stared attentively at the Ley lines.

      At first they did not react – then one or two broke free from the vortex above me. They descended down and started to push through the soul crystal. I shuddered. Were they feasting on it? Did they ultimately want what I had already been doing? For every time I had broken a soul crystal, the excess power had drifted into the Ley lines.

      But just before I could become suspicious of them, they pushed all the way through the crystal and out to my fingers. They connected to me like strings to a puppet. But that was a violent image that suggested one ultimately had no control over themselves. And this was unquestionably the gentlest process I had ever experienced. It reminded me instantly of Winchester’s most tender touches.

      Light started to filter out of the crimson soul stone, but only a little at first. It was neither violent nor as bright as what usually happened when I used a spirit stone. Bit by bit, magic leaked out and started to play around my hands. Every spark moved back and forth like attentive fireflies. And the more that leaked out, the more gathered around me.

      I had never experienced magic so very quietly and unassumingly. It reached the ends of my hair, and they fluttered up around my startled expression. A smile spread its way across my lips, then finally, I felt the Ley lines move my hands up.

      I didn’t need to speak any secret magical words. The lines were showing me how to interact with force in its most fundamental form.

      And it felt exactly like pulling strings.

      Not strings of the mind. Not even strings of nature. Strings of matter itself.

      I was like a conductor. And as I swept my left hand fully to the side, I felt myself parting matter. And there, finally, I created a gate. It drew force from the Ley lines above me, and the rest came from the soul crystal before it shuddered and blinked out.

      Astounding. I could spend all day staring at this startling sight, or I could get these stones to Wintersmith. For it quickly became apparent he did not have much time.

      The gate was open. I had programmed it to lead straight to Wintersmith’s crypt – and fortunately it was a place I remembered well. I had, after all, spent entirely too much time there, and none of it had been pleasant. With that memory carved deeply into my heart, it was easy enough to bring it to mind sufficiently. But as I took a tentative step through the gate, only half moving through it for now, I heard the wolf. Loud and ever-present, it was either within the cemetery, or it was close. Beyond that, there was the rising cry of the dead. It seemed that every ghost in Eastside Cemetery was about to be destroyed for good.

      Not on my watch. I spun, gathered up the crimson soul stones, and started to gently throw them through the gate.

      I even removed the leaves of the soul stone garden, hoping, though this was probably futile, that it could regrow on the other side. It might not have time, but then again, who knew how long this war would run for?

      When I was done, I went to move through the gate, but a ghostly hand appeared from the other side and wrapped around my wrist. I recognized it instantly. Wintersmith’s beard half pushed through the gate, his lower lip visible but nothing else. “I take it that’s you, Lisbeth. Late again. If only you delivered these sooner, we wouldn’t be in as much strife.”

      “How are the ghosts? I hear the wolf—”

      “He bays at our gate, but he is not yet through. And with these crimson soul stones, he won’t be coming anytime soon.”

      “Why do you have hold of my wrist? Let me come there—”

      “You have something far more important to do. Get to Winchester,” he cried, and for a wizard as cold as Wintersmith, I heard him use real desperation. Or rather, it used him. The logical brute was no longer in control of his heart – horror was.

      “But the crypt,” I spat.

      It was just as I heard the wolf. He no longer sounded as close, but that was quite irrelevant. For his voice now arced up in far more vicious glee. I winced, wondering if he right now had his massive gaping maws around Sarah-Anne’s throat.

      “Those crimson soul stones will keep him back. For God’s sake, woman, go to Winchester. Or you will lose him for good. Can you really stomach that when you’ve already given it away?”

      I understood everything but the last part. I even took the time to blink naïvely, my bottom lip opening with a wobble. “What have I given away?”

      “Your heart.” And with that, he shoved me right in the chest, close enough to my heart, just underneath and to the side, and pushed me back. Then he clicked his fingers.

      The gate started to break. Before it could completely, he hissed, “Find the rest of the mist cloaks. Do it secretly, and do it right. And get to him before he breaks. It’s the only way to save the kingdom. It’s now in Winchester’s hands. And as your hands are the only ones that can lift his up, I suppose it’s in yours, too. Make me proud.”

      Make him proud? All I wanted to do was sock him on the jaw, but I certainly didn’t have that option. With a fizzle and a click, red magic shooting up high, the gate closed. It left me down where I had been shoved, hair a mess over my face as I heard more of the skeleton guards approaching.

      Previously I’d assumed there was an army of 100 or so. Now it felt as if there could be close to half a thousand. And before I could question whether the king was capable of such depravity and power, I didn’t need to, did I? For I suddenly felt something outside the armory.

      If I hadn’t gone through Wintersmith’s trials and tribulations, I don’t suppose I would have the fine ability to detect dead practitioners now. An ability that extended through that thick stone wall, in fact. I thought it must be Bram. But then I detected another.… and another and another still until there were 10 in total.

      It simply couldn’t be possible. Unless everything I had ever been taught about dead practitioners was wrong, then my senses were mistaken. And yet I was far more confident about those.

      I had the chance to lock my hand on my breathless chest, then I threw myself up to my feet, my already tattered skirts playing around my ankles. I spun.

      This was clearly one of the most powerful armories that the palace owned. It would be easy enough for me to divest it of all of its crushed crimson soul stone power. I had my trusty sack with me – the one that could expand to fit almost anything. But I couldn’t do it. The mere thought of grasping up those terrifying potions set my teeth chattering in my skull. For they were abhorrent in the extreme. Yet I knew that the 10 dead practitioners behind the door wouldn’t have the same compunctions.

      There was only one thing for it. I lifted my foot, balance perfect, the dramatic move seeing my fringe tickling around my cheeks as it jumped up high. And I slammed the heel of my shoe down into the roughly hewn dirt. I forced magic and thought into the fine particles, and soon enough they parted silently.

      You’d think there’d be a rumble – some deep complaint rising up from far within the Earth’s bowels. But it was silent, for I was connected to the dirt, and it was connected to me. We were in this together, and without Wintersmith by my side, it would stand in as my only friend.

      The word friend got stuck on the lips of my mind, and it circled around, falling into the vortex that was Winchester. Was he really just a friend? He was certainly more than a master. But could he be more yet?

      We’d have to see.

      With that single move, I opened up the dirt beneath the shelves. Then the shelves themselves tumbled in.

      This was technically just a simple spell. Most practitioners had the ability to interact with solid objects – all you would require was a quick fireball or even a water spell. But I did not bury them surface deep. As I closed my eyes and I kept hold of the very thought of the earth, I kept pushing them down and down and down until they were many meters beneath even the lowest part of the basement. No one would be able to detect them. And even if they could, they would have to waste tremendous amounts of magic to reclaim them.

      And it took me only a few scraps of magic to do such a thing. I briefly opened my eyes and looked at my hands. Then I spun around.

      It was time to take those dead practitioners on or time to exit out of the back of the room. I had already detected a gap in the dirt suggesting there was another corridor. Lord knows where it would take me, but at least it would give me time to gather my wits, my nerve, and my strength. For the eerie shouts of the skeleton guards continued, their great groans like large steel contraptions giving in to age. Soon they would tumble about me, crush me dead, and move on to the next victim.

      Before I could dash toward the opposite wall, realizing I might not have the chops to take on 10 dead practitioners, I stopped. Wintersmith had told me to find the mist cloaks. And he definitely used the plural. If only I had possessed multiple mist cloaks – sufficient to hide my entire form – back when I’d first fought Bram, would it be different now? He would’ve had no clue I was a witch, and he would’ve been quite surprised by my powers, but he would’ve been incapable of judging them.

      A useless thought. I soon threw it out of my mind. What was the point of tumbling around in my psyche, gathering up what-ifs and using them to distract myself with? Especially when I heard a great cry from beyond. The dead practitioners had either detected that I was within, or they had found this armory because they needed the crimson soul stones here. I ought not be here to be caught red-handed when they finally pushed through.

      I lurched toward the opposite wall, wondering how far I could get before my path intersected with more dead practitioners or skeleton guards, but that would be when I saw something glinting just out of the corner of my eye.

      The strangeness of the experience could not be described. For when I said it glinted out of the corner of my eye, I did not… see it in this room. Suddenly my mind aligned with the dirt, and my magic pushed through it. It warned there was a tiny subpart to this armory. The smallest of rooms, and within – the greatest of treasures.

      With my heart hammering in my mouth, my teeth clenched, and my eyes plastered wide open, I judged if I had time. But I didn’t have the time to lose, did I? If that was the location of the mist cloaks, unless I obtained them, I’d never get to Winchester.

      That thought filled my mind, giving me just the gumption I required to skid over. Because I could interact with matter as I saw fit now, it was easy enough to plunge my head through the stone wall and into the sub-compartment. A strange experience, to be fair, but still a simple one. As soon as my head pushed into that dark space, I felt something just in front of me. I pushed my hands in just as I felt a rumble beneath my knees.

      The dead practitioners were moments from breaking through. The first thing they would see was a woman down on all fours with her head buried in the wall. Hardly a sufficient welcoming party for their depravity.

      But if I wanted to punish them, I needed what was in the wall. My fingers soon grasped at a carved metal case. Luck alone saw me catch hold of the clasp in the half a second I had. I thrust it open.

      Then I clambered fully into the small space, tugging on my skirts to ensure they were not visible. As the case opened, as the hinges creaked, light bled out – a gorgeous magical glow. I wondered if it was bottled significance, as if it was the greatest meaning the universe could bestow. And it all played around my cheeks and eyelashes as I plunged my hand in.

      There were five mist cloaks. Made of the most sumptuous of fabric, as my short nails drifted down them, it felt as if I was interacting with solid glory.

      I heard a thump from the room beyond. Then a cry. … I’d heard that voice before. Of course. The head wizard of the palace. A man it seemed Winchester had not just known, but had been quite fond of. Now, somehow, he was a dead practitioner.

      Impossible. Utterly impossible. I had clapped eyes on this man before. I had briefly been in the room with Arnold when he had attended to the late king. I would have noticed his dead practitioner magic. He simply hadn’t possessed it. So how… had he acquired it now?

      There was only one possible answer, wasn’t there? The king. The same king who had gifted Grace and Bram their force was now moving on to others. Exactly when would it stop? Exactly how was the king capable of this? Could he transform every single magical practitioner in the land into a dead practitioner? And if he could, why would he do so?

      That at least I could answer. For it would help him gather the horrid power he so desperately sought.

      With my tongue pressed between my teeth and a horribly strong expression marking my features, I threw the mist cloaks around my shoulders. It was cramped in this room, but I managed it. I could not rise. But that was quite irrelevant.

      I closed the case. Then, one hand over another, I crawled out of the wall. I rose to my feet quite dramatically, but there was no one to see me. For indeed, there were 10 dead practitioner wizards before me, their mouths agape, their faces quite washed out with fear and surprise.

      Arnold stood at the front. He wore a cloak, and perhaps it was a mist cloak, but it did nothing to hide who he was. His stately beard pushed out from just above the silver clasp. And his eyes were framed with utter fright. “How… the king… he told us the stones would be here. How is this possible? Is the armory located somewhere else?”

      “How can it be located somewhere else?” a pluckier one of his colleagues pointed out as, fingers stiff and trembling, they gestured over to the extraction machine.

      Oh yes. I’d forgotten to get rid of it. Irrelevant. It was designed to crush soul stones. It couldn’t crush what was not there. But I could tell you this – the fact the soul stones were gone certainly crushed Arnold’s heart.

      But perhaps he still had hope. He rushed over to where I was standing. Heart very controlled, breath even more so, I silently and smoothly stepped to the side.

      He hammered on the wall, soon released his fist, pressed his palm flat against the stones, and commanded in a gruff tone for them to, “Open.”

      The wall indeed opened. And there it revealed the case. With a shaking body, he plunged down to a knee. I watched as his lips spread in joy. Not the ordinary joy an ordinary person might feel. The joy of a brute. The joy of someone who believed they had the greatest weapon of all in hand. It was a surprise he didn’t celebrate. He did set it down, and with a gruff expression as if he expected eternity to leap out of the case, he opened it. But it was empty now, wasn’t it?

      I will admit that I afforded myself the chance to smile. It was just as I slipped behind the rest of the wizards and into the corridor beyond.

      I could leave them. But leave them, and they would simply make trouble. I’d heard from Winchester that Arnold was the head of the Magical Academy. It was only a guess, but I imagined the bevy of wizards with him were important, too. If I took them out, it would be like beheading the generals of an army.

      That said, no one was going to die.

      I slipped in behind the last wizard.

      Everybody was jostling toward the doors, so no one was there to see the man. Which was quite good, really, because I suddenly grasped him by the mouth. Then I dragged him toward the wall. With nothing more than a silent touch, it opened.

      I threw him into a room beyond – one I created with dirt.

      “What the—” he began.

      But before he could call on the devil, I stamped my foot down once more, and a pit opened up beneath him.

      He would drop until he stopped. I commanded the earth not to kill him but to keep him trapped for now. And to make space, for his friends would come soon.

      I waved at the top of the hole just before it closed off. I slipped through the wall and repeated the process. There would come a time when silently picking them off was impossible. But for now, I picked off four more, leaving five within the room.

      I had never been that much of a shrewd soul, though if you asked one Winchester Stone, he would laugh in your face and tell you that was a lie. What I meant to say was that I was not savvy, not like an assassin or a spy. I quite enjoyed this, though. My strong control over my startle response made it very easy for me to slip in behind wizards and pluck them off, one by one. But when it came to the main room, I knew I had to take them on in a far stronger fashion. And why, there was an easy enough way to do that.

      “Where can the cloaks be? What’s happened? Wait,” Arnold spat. He plunged down to one knee and fixed his hand flat against the earth. “I sense magic. Someone has buried something. They’ve hidden the stones,” he cried. “Gather,” he commanded with one terribly practiced flick of his fingers.

      His wizards indeed gathered, but when he saw only four coming to his aid, finally suspicion flared in his gaze.

      I stood in the doorway though he could not see me, arms crossed, a little wind playing at my skirts and hair. Not a single strand or scrap of taffeta was visible beyond the mist cloaks’ range.

      I briefly wanted him to see my expression, my hardened brow, my jutting chin, my judgmental gaze. Men like him deserved to be judged in public. For men like him had taken prestige, used it for their own gain, and ignored the sacred responsibilities they’d been given.

      “Something’s wrong,” he began. “This magic is fresh. Someone may be—”

      I cut in just as I jolted into the room, lifted my hands from beyond the mist cloaks purposely, and started to practice magic, “Somebody has stolen the mist cloaks, and they are right outside, you foolish wizards. Now it’s time for you to get your comeuppance. You chose the wrong side, ignored your responsibility, and denied the natural cycle of things. Go down into the belly of the earth to learn your mistakes.”

      “Witch,” they all roared. How vile their combined voices were. They dripped with cruel force. I understood that wizards were foolish souls who thought they were far, far above witches, but the way these men screamed made it feel like they were hunting.

      But they would not catch their prey. For their prey was far stronger.

      Arnold shoved out a hand, and I saw a signet ring glinting on his finger. Perhaps it was possessed of a bank of spells – something he could call on in his time of greatest need – for magic arced out of it and into his palm. But before he could practice whatever devastating magic he wanted, and before his brethren could come to his aid, I punched my hands forward.

      It was a practiced but strong move. My feet were grounded, and my shoulders were spread. But what mattered most was I connected to the very heart of the earth beneath me, using Arlene’s magic within me as a conduit. There had been a time after I had been given it, when I had rejected it. For its responsibility had been too heavy and crushing. Yet now its force was everything. As it rose through me and critically sank back down into the earth, it gave me the power to close off the door.

      My ability to see through the dirt enabled me to keep my gaze on Arnold. He spat, spittle flying out in every direction as he snarled, “She can’t beat us. Combine your force. Tear her to shreds.”

      What a ghastly man. Either Winchester had been a fool, or Arnold had been a very good actor. And how many of those had this kingdom created? Far too many to count. For when everything is based on greed and subterfuge, that is what you instill in the younger generation. You create yourself – the worst version of yourself – over and over again. Until somebody finally breaks free.

      I slammed my foot down. It was just as Arnold and his wizards forced their hands forward with as much strength as they could muster. Their voices arced up high in a combined growl that could wake the devil and stop him from ever sleeping again. But as their power joined together and sank into the dirt, unfortunately for them, it was not strong enough.

      They were fake dead practitioners. They hadn’t once glimpsed the Ley lines above my head. Ironically, if they had, perhaps they would’ve been able to see beyond the mist cloaks. They might’ve been able to guess someone was beneath. But they could not see what was really there. They were the flimflam versions of dead practitioners. Fake, there to steal what they could, but incapable of creating anything real. And, importantly for me, incapable of blocking dead magic when it was practiced right under their noses. Or should I say feet?

      With another roar and another solid stamp of my left foot, I controlled what was beneath. The room began to sink. It must’ve been quite a discombobulating experience from within. I imagined it shook wildly. I heard them screaming, too, and they collectively tried harder to tear me down. But how can you tear down what you cannot touch? If only they had rechanneled their ferocious power into breaking their own immorality, perhaps they would’ve had a chance. For now, I centered my power into my attention and my left foot, and I forced them down through the earth until I was quite sure they wouldn’t be coming back anytime soon.

      I promised myself when this was over, I would exhume them from their stone cell to put them in a real jail. But for now?

      Indeed. For now I had one man to save.

      My heart would no longer let me turn away from the prospect of Winchester Stone. It threw me around, forced me forward, and saw me race faster than I ever had before. For as every throbbing beat pulsed through my body, it seemed to force my soul out of my chest and further afield, like my everlasting was grasping out for the one man it had wanted to connect to more than any other.

      But it could grasp, it could search, and it could even find, but it would no longer be able to connect. For I, Lisbeth McQuarrie, had wasted too much time.
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      The blood was forced down my gullet, and then I lay there on the cold stone floor of the throne room as something happened to my body and mind. I could try to describe the process to you. A good scientist ought. If you engender an attitude of objective analysis throughout your life, then you will never be in an emotional situation that can truly overcome you. For you will have the ability to step backward out of your head and assess what is going on until the very last moment. But what was happening was within me, and it seemed designed to break me. For it wished to loosen my soul while it was still in my body.

      Dead energies more hateful than any I had ever found rose through me.

      The king mostly ignored me. He was in the room, and when he didn’t sit on his throne, he was over near the door, talking to his guards, coordinating things. Just… how many people were in on this? How many of his loyal servants had decided to assist him in taking over the kingdom in the vilest way possible? And why? It was already his kingdom. What did he seek that he didn’t have?

      I knew the answer, even in my most broken of states. True power. When you sit on the throne, you do not stop. You stand on it to reach higher, and the king with his dead practitioner power wished to claim the force of another realm – hell.

      I could hear the curse. There it was, under the palace, concentrating there more than the rest of the kingdom. And I knew that fact, for it told me that fact. It was what was trying to push into my mind. It needed access to my body, you see. Why? For it new within me was the final means to destroy it. If it could simply grasp hold of those means, then nothing would ever be able to break it again.

      I could not tell you how much time had passed, but I could confidently proclaim this – there was no going back for me now. My skin… oh, it was costly to even think about let alone attend to, but my skin felt charred and broken. It had to be cracked, for the slight breeze that moved through the throne room played inside the cavity of my jaw. And while that was a truly horrifying prospect indeed, it was no worse than the sensation that all of my face had been thrown into a fire.

      I… had once been so proud of what I looked like. I’d foolishly thought it was what had attracted Grace to my side. Now all thoughts of Grace had been thrown from my mind for good, never to return. There was only one woman who could occupy the central part of my soul. Or whatever remained of it.

      I used her now, used her as the only distraction that could count, even as my mind crumbled further. If I could’ve opened my mouth, I would’ve whispered her name. Perhaps I could have used it as the vocal equivalent of a hand reaching down from the clouds to pluck someone from Armageddon. But Armageddon had already set in, the kingdom was already burning, and the king himself suddenly strode over and stopped a few centimeters in front of my nose.

      I couldn’t open my eyes until he forced me to with a loud click of his fingers.

      Energy sprang up through my body into my face and pried back my eyelids like somebody had secured vises around the lashes.

      The king did not bother to get down to his knees. Why, of course he did not. For he stood where he was always meant to be – above his subjects. He stared down his long aquiline nose at me, his lips pressed thin over his teeth. He appeared to soak in this moment, enjoying every single scrap of my defeat until finally he smiled around his words and said, “It’s over. We’ve now consumed enough ghosts.”

      A tear welled in my eye. It was my left eye. Not my right. That closed, for it did not feel as if the muscles of the eyelids were responsive anymore. I even felt, oh dear God, I felt a little of them crumbling.

      He waited for my response, but when I clearly couldn’t give it, he snorted in derisive laughter. “This is not the Winchester I remember.” His darting, prying gaze sliced back and forth like a butcher’s knife that knew exactly how to debone some poor carcass. “The Winchester I remember was a good sport. He knew how to hide, even from his brother. The Winchester I remember gave us quite some trouble indeed. He was the only man we thought could stop our plan. But look at you now, Winchester,” his voice descended as if somebody had tied it to a stone and thrown it off the highest parapet in the palace. “You lie at my feet, controlled by my power, soon to be a gift to the curse. Do you know how eager it is to feast on your energy?”

      I hadn’t spoken previously, so tell me why, now of all times, I used the last of my precious breath to whisper, “Yes,” in the croakiest moan possible?

      Because, even if it was the slightest, most pathetic act of defiance, it was still mine, and it still meant something.

      The king hadn’t won. Yet.

      He laughed. Ribald, it suggested somebody who did not understand how to act proportionally to the circumstances they faced. It was the laugh of somebody who would chuckle at a funeral, the movement of someone who, upon hearing your worst news, would sing and dance. In other words, someone who had disconnected themselves from the reality they faced long ago. And in their head, instead, they had built themselves a palace grander than all others. A kingdom where they ruled alone, and nothing and no one could touch them.

      Which was precisely what he would get. For when the curse was done with all, he would be the only one left standing. Until, of course, the curse grew bored of that and claimed him last.

      “What was that, Winchester? You do know?”

      “I can hear it,” I scrounged the strength to speak once more.

      “You can hear the curse, can you? And does it sing you the most beautiful of songs? Does it serenade you in this, your last moment? Your body is almost prepared. I am loosening your soul. And when it is loosened, there will be nothing stopping the curse from rising.”

      “Where… is she then?” The only reason I was speaking was not that I had something to tell the king, but because this pertained to Lisbeth. Had I forgotten that the last time I’d seen her, she’d been consumed by the curse? No, because I was wrong – she had not been consumed by the curse. Wintersmith had instead been correct – nothing could truly stop Lisbeth. Critically, she was not beside the king now. And he had not mentioned her.

      And all of that… all of that meant one thing. Maybe, with the smallest sliver of a chance possible, Lisbeth was still alive. Maybe she’d fought off the curse. And just perchance she was on her way.

      I looked at the king, and even though it was through the smallest gap between my swelling, broken eyelids, that was irrelevant. It was in time to see him turn. His expression darkened. I knew that look. I fancied anyone who’d ever had much to do with Lisbeth knew it, too. It was the frustration of a man who simply could not control her, for Lisbeth did not accept anyone’s commands but her own.

      It was my turn to smile. Such a small, slight, and irrelevant move, I still let it grasp hold of my lips and rise higher. I even chuckled.

      A mistake, because the king soon got closer, lifted up the top of his left boot, then pressed it against my throat.

      If I’d ever had any doubt that I was crumbling, that doubt itself crumbled away now. For I felt large chunks of my skin break away underneath the tread of his shoe. He was hardly kind, and the more he pressed in, the more crumbled.

      It seemed that I did not need it to survive, however, for I could still breathe. And critically, I could still speak.

      “Something tells me she’s on the run. Something tells me that of all of the finely tuned aspects of this plan, she is the one spanner in your works. Where is she now, King? Why is she not by your side? If you wish for the curse to consume me, don’t you need her? Isn’t it still within her? I might be able to hear the curse beneath me, but that is the residual force within the earth. It is nothing more than a shadow. The true power rests in her hands. But understand this,” I croaked, and the more I spoke of Lisbeth, the more it seemed I could speak.

      “And what do you wish me to understand, you useless cockroach of a man?” The king demonstrated his point as he forced more force into his shoe and crushed more of my throat. I don’t think I had ever seen somebody express more fixed aggression than he did now.

      From the look in his eyes, he would crush anything and everything he could, simply to prove a point.

      With his foot still on my throat, I ought to pause. This was an invitation for him to lose it. But he would not kill me. And I would express this. “You can’t stop her. No one can.”

      “Oh, you tremendous fool. You think we don’t know you indentured her? And do you think that can save you now? You might have practiced dead magic to connect yourself to Lisbeth, but it gives us an advantage and not the other way around.”

      Long before I could react in fear and shock, he finally got down on his knee beside me. But not for long. It was simply to lift my left wrist up. He revealed the mark. He soon slid his finger over it. Then, quite shockingly, I felt him access my power. Or rather, through me, he called to the shadow of the curse.

      Should I describe this moment to you? Did you have a tremendously strong stomach? Because unless you did, I simply couldn’t put you through it. For I could barely sustain myself through this horror. It was only by retreating into the furthest reaches of my mind that I had even the slightest chance.

      He closed his eyes. The eyelids fluttered open and closed, open and closed, then locked in the closed position. His mouth opened. He hissed, “She’s in the palace. Who would’ve guessed it? She’s just—”

      His head ticked to the side.

      I knew what he wanted to say. She was just outside. But she was not outside the door. She was behind where the throne was situated. And then? Then, just a few steps later, she was inside the room.

      I was certain of this fact. For my heart beat in time with my indenturing sense, and I knew it was one of the few feelings that could not be faked through the curse. I was also certain that the king would not be creating this pretense, either, for he jerked back, eyes wide. His head sliced to the side. He stared past his throne.

      While this room was dimly lit, and only a few magical flame torches were there to cut away the gloom, it was still illuminated sufficiently to see. But there was no one there.

      I thought… I thought my heart heard somebody gasp.

      I longed to scream Lisbeth’s name. But I had something else to scream instead. “He can track you through the indenturing mark—” I snarled.

      The king suddenly backhanded me. I felt great chunks of my face falling off. But whereas once I might have shivered at the prospect of everything I was losing, now I had another prospect to shiver about. Everything Lisbeth could lose. For the king launched to his feet. “Bring me my wizards. She’s got my invisibility cloaks, doesn’t she? Arnold,” he roared.

      The front door opened. His guards came through. But Arnold was not with them.

      When the king saw that, he only snarled louder. “Where are Arnold and his wizards? I demand my palace magicians.”

      “Nobody’s seen them. They disappeared on their way to the armory.”

      “Was it the same armory where you kept those mist cloaks?” I found the breath to taunt the king. “Arnold’s gone. Lisbeth doesn’t make mistakes.”

      “But I can still track her. And I can still call to her curse. Damn Bram and Grace. I should never have given them my blood if they couldn’t do what they promised.” With that, the king spread a hand up, not out.

      I knew where Lisbeth was. She was currently racing past the throne. It was quite irrelevant for her to be wearing the mist cloaks if the king could still track her.

      If only I had never indentured Lisbeth, she wouldn’t be in this situation now. Lord knows what trials she’d gone through to claim those cloaks, but if she had tussled with Arnold, it wouldn’t have been an easy fight, even for her.

      “Come to me. Kneel by my side. I am here for you. And you are mine,” the king snarled.

      I heard Lisbeth again. She gave a tremendously quiet gasp, but a gasp it was nonetheless, and in this large room, it echoed.

      “Upon her, men. Seize her,” the king growled.

      While I was certain he could seize Lisbeth himself, and he had the greatest chance of actually controlling her, he needed to remain by my side and use the indenturing mark to detect her.

      The indenturing mark… the same thing that connected me to her. The same thing I had rejoiced about for so long. It was one of the few things that had kept me alive. But now it would condemn the very woman I loved.

      That word was the strongest I had used yet, but it was the only one that could come close to describing the fondness growing in my heart for one Lisbeth McQuarrie. But could I really have indentured somebody that engendered those feelings in me?

      No. And I had learned my lesson. Nobody ought to control a woman like Lisbeth.

      “Come to me. I am your master,” the king said again. With his hand still on mine, his eyes rolled into the back of his head. He rhythmically pushed forward and back on his knees, his ceremonial uniform likely picking up dust and dirt. But he was a man with a far messier mind, so who cared about that detail?

      The guards warily raced into the room, but as the king cast a spell on Lisbeth, she gasped again, and they located her. The king helped them, anyway, by casting a quick spell. An invisible red strand somewhat like a Ley line appeared, and it converged above Lisbeth’s head.

      And that… quite startlingly, that brought my attention to what was already there.

      Forgive me, but I wasn’t in an analytical mood right now. My mind had been taken by the horrors being doled out in front of me. But now I attuned to the very same forces that had kept me intrigued most of my existence. I had given myself over to the study of Ley lines for two reasons. They were singularly important to practitioners such as myself, but they were also… a distraction. They had given me something to pull my mind away from the darker things I did with my skills.

      And perhaps it was only because of the extraordinary attention I had paid to them that I understood what was happening above Lisbeth right now. She was creating Ley lines of her own.

      It ought to be impossible. I’d never seen it occurring before. But if there was one person who could regularly do the impossible, upend reason, and throw surprises back in your face every time, it was my Lisbeth.

      It was a startling sight, and yet the king… he couldn’t see it, could he? Yes, he knew where she was through the indenturing mark, and he tagged her with that red line, but that was it.

      I heard a thump. It must be Lisbeth as she fell to her knees.

      No. I would not see her crumble.

      There had to be a way. And there was.

      A way I ought not have the power to use, but a way I would grasp, nonetheless.

      What can be indentured can be un-indentured. The spell can be removed, and often, throughout the course of a witch and wizard’s contract, it was removed.

      I had ignored that when I’d learnt about indenturing spells, but there is something about tethering someone to your side that can sometimes assist the heart to grow fonder for them. I knew of a once very powerful and arrogant wizard somewhat like myself who had indentured a witch in a neighboring kingdom and saved everyone from a depraved queen. And I was bringing this up now, why?

      Because there comes a time when you must stop controlling those around you. You must not keep them beside you with an iron fist. You must instead tenderly grasp up their hand and let them go wherever it is they needed to.

      I was taking too long to describe this situation. For one good reason. It would take all of the last of my power to break the indenturing spell, and then there would be nothing holding back the shadow of the curse. It would rush into me. And I would crumble. But at least my final act would be to keep Lisbeth safe.

      There was now no question in my mind, even as I felt Lisbeth fall to her face and I heard the king grunt in deep and dark satisfaction.

      I could not grasp my indenturing mark – the king was doing that for me. But I could redirect the magic in my body. I could reimagine the moment – in perfect visceral detail – when I had indentured her. And I did that now.

      What a complete distraction it was. You could have a thousand shadows of a thousand curses all vying for control within me, and that memory would sweep them away.

      I almost stood within it, almost grasped the Lisbeth of the past and stared into her eyes.

      I felt the spell wriggling between us, the contract that tethered our souls. I felt it with as much detail as was possible, then forced my eyes to spring open. And there, between us, invisible until this moment, I saw a strand that connected her to me and me to her. It was a Ley line, but it was unlike any I had ever seen. Perfectly clear, it was almost as if it was a channel and you could choose what it transported. Energy, power, or love. It would be up to your heart.

      “Trap her. Lock her down. I’m on my way,” the king hissed. He dropped my wrist.

      And in a single second, I took the opportunity provided – for it was the last I would ever get.

      I wanted to call out to Lisbeth, wanted to explain what I was doing and why I was doing it.

      I should never have indentured her. It was a mistake. It was one I would rectify with my last breath. But more than that, I was thankful for the time it had given us, even though that was an immoral prospect. I imagine someone like Lisbeth would never have spent time with someone like me unless something had tethered her to my side. It was the equivalent of having the trapped but most beautiful bird in existence in a cage only you could hold.

      And it was time… time to open the cage for good.

      Within me, I found the power to grasp the indenturing strand connecting us, and I broke it. It took all the last of my effort. In doing so, I smashed through the wall keeping the shadow of the curse back, but that was irrelevant. For I made eye contact with Lisbeth – I was sure I did – then I smiled once. “You’re free,” I said.

      My eyes closed. I could feel the skin of the lids crumbling away. The last thing I did was smile. From within myself, from outside, I smiled the move of a man who knew it was over, but he’d done good in the end. And what counts most is what we can do for others before it’s all over.

      But that assumed one very important thing. That Lisbeth McQuarrie was done yet.
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        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      I had the mist cloaks but had overestimated my abilities – or critically, underestimated those of the king.

      He’d tracked me through Winchester’s indenturing mark.

      And now I lay on my stomach, cold and tear-covered face pressed against the colder stone as guards pinned me. Their vicious grips pushed my shoulders harder into the carved floor, and one had the end of his pike pressing into the back of my neck.

      It would soon draw blood if he did not let up. But the man striding toward me through the echoing hall would draw more.

      My eye was still open, pressed half closed as my face was ground against the floor, but that was quite irrelevant. I could see the king’s large body striding toward me, the magical flame torches lighting the room surging in power as he stepped past each one. It gave him this otherworldly glow, and it was one that I did not need – for I could see the dead magic in his body.

      It was… everything. I did not know if that was a good explanation, and you could blame it on my tired mind and broken heart at the sight of Winchester. But it was all I could give you. The dead practitioner power within the king had claimed all of him.

      It was like a weed that had blown into your garden one day only to claim it all the next. Every flower, every blade of grass, every scrap of every piece of bark on every tree. All of it had become this weed until there was no chance ordinary life could be returned.

      And that weed of a man strode up until he stopped right in front of me. He reached a hand out toward me. But just before his vile power could grasp hold of me and call to the curse surging within, the most fantastic thing of all happened.

      From across the room, I felt something snap.

      Winchester was in a bad way. I hadn’t managed to lock my eyes on him, to actually see his condition, but his soul seemed loose somehow. It was as if the king had carefully scraped it back from every cell with a scalpel. But now Winchester moved in the most deliberate way possible.

      When we are strong and we are free and we are young, movement can be taken for granted. But when we are in the most critical and weak phase of our existence, movement counts for everything. For we must scrounge all the power we have and direct it forward. It is the greatest testament to will the human form can ever manage.

      And what Winchester managed was this – he broke the indenturing spell. Just like that. With no warning. Without even asking me. I felt him grasp hold of some strand that had tethered us to one another – a strand that had been invisible until now. Then in a single simple move, he snapped it.

      The sound… the feeling… what it did to my heart – I couldn’t begin to describe these things, for the sudden shock was like being forced to swallow a thousand tidal waves. Their cold and violent force rammed their way down my gullet, reached my chest, and filled my heart to the point of popping.

      “You’re free,” Winchester said. Then I heard him slump.

      He’d already been prone on the ground, so you wouldn’t think that he could fall further. But you would be wrong. For, when someone runs out of all energy, they can no longer hold any part of their body up. And that is what I meant. As Winchester slumped, he lost it all.

      I saw this shadow start to build up beneath him, gathering through the dirt, rushing toward him, seeking him out like a thousand-strong pack of wolves to a single injured deer.

      “Winchester,” I screamed, and I managed to pull an arm back from the guards and throw it toward him.

      But I should’ve taken more time to do what he’d said. I was free. Technically free of him, but more importantly, free of these brutes’ ability to track me.

      “What?” the king began. Then he hissed. He no longer strode toward me but closed the distance quickly, feet moving so fast, his shoes could’ve caught fire.

      He grabbed my head and locked his hand over the back of my neck. Such a brutal blow. As soon as his fingers made contact with my flesh, his dead practitioner power groped through my form to grasp up the curse.

      It was the most horrendous feeling ever. I shan’t describe it to you – I couldn’t even begin to try. Imagine if every single organ in your body had been replaced by gold, then the world’s most depraved criminal had been let in through your mouth. This was the sense of somebody grasping up everything they could, somebody who simply didn’t care what they had to destroy to get to it.

      My mouth opened in a silent gaping motion like a fish plucked from the ocean and thrown cruelly onto the dock. I could no longer live. I could no longer fight. But I could no longer wait here and let Winchester die.

      My eye was still open, and I could still see the shadows gathering beneath him. I thought most of the curse was in me, but clearly there were two parts to it. The actual violent force – which had become centered in my body. Then there were the remnants of what the curse had done to the ground over all these years. As it had remained buried under the kingdom, it had proliferated, focused its power, and become like the thickest shadow in the darkest cave.

      There was nothing Winchester’s poor body could do against it. Unless I helped him.

      “Hold her down harder. I’m almost done,” the king spat with glee.

      Almost done, was he? Impossible. Because I was only just getting started.

      I forced my attention into my shoulders, then into my hands, then into my knees, then into my stomach. I connected to my body like I never had before.

      Bodies are more than tools. They are more than extended sensory organs. Bodies are the seats of our souls, the thrones of our ever-after. They are there to assist us in connecting to the natural and unnatural worlds. And they tell us that when all else fails, simply connect more.

      The beating, throbbing body of the earth was still beneath me. I had connected to it multiple times, and I’d shown you what I could do, but as the curse rose, it started to cut away that power. But wasn’t there more I could connect to?

      I knew what was below. It was time to grasp what was above.

      The strand that had connected me to Winchester had unquestionably broken. And yet, both ends of the strand hadn’t withered away. There was one above Winchester, limp, looking like a ribbon someone had thrown into a river. Then there was one just above me.

      I’d learned how to control Ley lines. I’d learned how to grow Ley lines. It was time to learn how to reconnect them.

      The king suddenly grabbed my throat and turned me around in such a rough move, if I hadn’t been a practitioner, he would most definitely have broken my neck. But a man as depraved as him didn’t understand proportionality when it came to force. He only understood the most vicious and direct way to achieve something.

      I’d show him there was always another path. And in ignoring it, he’d sealed his fate.

      I could only move one of my hands. The king clearly didn’t think this was a problem, considering there was no magic I could grasp. But the broken strand of my indenturing spell was just above me.

      Just a whisker away. Just there.

      Winchester was just there, too. We weren’t close enough to touch, but that was quite irrelevant. For when you know how to connect to somebody, when you’ve seen the power of what you can do together, space will always become irrelevant. Distance will be nothing but a notion. And all of existence will gather behind you to push you together once more.

      Just as the king grasped my throat and drew the curse up even higher like somebody grabbing a rope to tie around your throat, I clutched hold of my indenturing strand. He could not see what I did. The king had no clue. While I was certain he’d created those red Ley lines, he’d never understood what he was doing. Good. Fools will gladly walk into traps. You just have to give them a push.

      With my defiant gaze locked on his, I broke my lips apart to whisper, “A man like you can’t win in the end. For a man like you has nothing to connect to. You have broken everything of significance in your life, and, my liege,” I spat with the greatest defiance of all, “it is time for nature to break you down in turn.”

      “Brave—” he was about to say brave words, but he never got the chance.

      For, with half of my indenturing tether in hand, I reached out with my mind to the rest.

      Winchester could not survive against the shadow of the curse. He couldn’t survive whatever ghastly things the king had done to him. Alone. But Winchester had never been alone. Even if he had not indentured me, even if Wintersmith had not forced me to remain by his side, I imagined fate would have connected me and Winchester anyway. For there was something fundamental about the both of us, something that only existed between our clasped fingers.

      And it was something this universe desperately needed. For it was the last scrap of hope the kingdom could scrounge.

      I reached out with my mind, with my heart, and with the very basis of my witch force, and I commanded Winchester’s indenturing tether to leap into my fingers.

      The king simply stared back, incapable of knowing what he could not see. Winchester, on the other hand, oh, Winchester managed to open one eye on the edge of his defeat. I saw the terror, surprise, and yet utter love playing in his gaze.

      “I never said you could break our tether, Winchester. But let’s make it more equitable this time.”

      The king curiously ticked his head to the side, but it was too late.

      As Winchester’s indenturing strand rocketed into my hand, I tied it together with my own.

      The Ley lines converging above me suddenly changed. They became more intense and numerous. They proliferated, growing until there were far, far more of them than the red strands that were already overtaking this room.

      The king twitched. He may not be able to see what was going on, but perhaps he could feel it.

      For as I tied my strand onto Winchester’s, he gasped with renewed vigor.

      His eyes opened. Something had happened to his skin. I could not see in the gloom from here, but I heard as it started to heal.

      “Impossible,” the king roared. He lurched to his feet.

      Out of the two of us, Winchester was more important. The king sprinted forward. But I would not let him get to Winchester.

      I was not a witch born to fail. I shoved a hand out and locked it around the king’s ankle.

      I looked up at him. “You are a fake dead practitioner, and, my liege, it’s time for me to strip the power from your body. It’s time for me to save this kingdom. And—”

      Before I could add the next bit, Winchester finally rose to one knee, and he opened his mouth to claim, “She won’t be doing it alone.”
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        Winchester Stone

      

      

      I had given up everything for Lisbeth. I’d broken the indenturing mark – I’d even used the last of my strength. But I’d forgotten who I was dealing with.

      She had reconnected us. But it was a fool’s game to call this process indenturing. It was something far deeper. Something that perhaps was only possible between two true dead practitioners. If I had ever questioned if Lisbeth was a natural practitioner like me, then that question had already burnt up long ago.

      We were a pair, two rare statistical likelihoods that had met and that could never part again.

      I was on my feet. I tenderly touched my face. It was no longer charred and broken, though I imagined I might be marked for the rest of time. I certainly felt something on the right side of my throat. This was no opportunity to think about one’s visage, though. “Lisbeth,” I roared.

      I did not need to command her to come to my side. I lurched forward. I ran, and it was just as she threw off the guards holding her. The king roared, but he certainly could not get to her in time.

      I could not technically see Lisbeth with my eyes at least. She clearly wore five or more mist cloaks. But I didn’t need to grasp her up to understand where she was.

      My heart beat in my chest, everything aligning forevermore to tell me where my one true love stood.

      She reached me. I knew her hair would’ve flared around her face. I understood her skirts would’ve become rucked up around her knees.

      And my heart did the one thing it needed most. It embraced her.

      I felt her slip into my arms.

      We had but a moment until we needed to fight the king, but what an irrelevant prospect that was. Time, if you know how to use it, will let you control it with the finest of hands. As it did now. It carved out this moment, this chance like no other. As I spun with Lisbeth, she pushed onto her tiptoes.

      For two minds think alike. When they are tethered by eternity, at least.

      She locked her lips on mine just as I forced myself forward and locked mine on hers. There was no time to enjoy this, the first of our kisses. There was only time to turn, fight the king, and save the kingdom. But as I had already said, time was, for now, in my control.

      We continued to spin. Her skirts and cloaks moved around me, pushing against my legs and waist. But none of that detracted from her lips. For they were the most significant things of all.

      I was now tethered to Lisbeth in a way that could never break.

      With her lips on mine, I felt the permanent significance of that and glimpsed eternity. If the universe could have grown a set of hands, perhaps it would’ve started clapping. Or maybe it would have shoved us in the back and reminded us of this direst of circumstances. At least it allowed us to pause for another moment. For Lisbeth was finally in my arms.

      I pressed my lips harder against hers for half a second more – then the king roared. I heard the violent force of his rage. It called to the shadow within my body.

      I saw it gathering further beneath my feet. So did Lisbeth. Though she had closed her eyes quite daintily at our first kiss, they blasted open now. She shoved into me and pushed me out of the way. “He’s trying to overcome you. Don’t let him,” she roared.

      “How could I when I’ve got you by my side?”

      “I’m not just by your side – I’m finally in hand, Winchester. Now let your fingers lock around mine and never break my grip again. It’s time for us to end this farce.”

      The shadow might’ve continued to build beneath my feet, but that was quite irrelevant. In perhaps the aptest move Lisbeth had ever made, she stamped her foot down. It stood for her personality, but importantly, her power too. And as the base of her shoe slapped against the floor, something rose up beneath it. A surge of true earth magic. It started to combat the shadow’s power. For now. But the king was not done. He’d barely even gotten started.

      He had planned this for Lord knows how long. Half of the palace was behind him. And critically, he had the power in his blood to create more dead practitioners.

      He suddenly reached over and latched his hand over the closest guard’s neck.

      With a rattling snarl, the king dragged the guard around. He proved his strength. There wasn’t a single thing the military man could do against the king’s powerful grip. And there was absolutely nothing the poor man could do against the king’s rising dead energy.

      I might’ve been fed blood by the king, but I had not received it real-time, if you will.

      Now I watched, in perhaps one of the most horrendous scenes I had ever seen, as the king ran a nail over his hand. It was clutched over the guard’s mouth. The poor man’s eyes were wide with surprise and fright. Guarding the king and all, he’d probably seen this before and knew exactly what would happen next. But previously, he’d seen it from afar, and he’d been able to close the door against the screaming victims. With nowhere to go, his eyes boggled wide as a single drop of the king’s blood started to spread through his body.

      “Monster,” Lisbeth roared.

      Unlike me, it was clear she had no intention of simply standing here and letting the king do as he would. She took another strong step forward and commanded the earth beneath her. When I had first indentured her, I had been treated to a glimpse of her magic, though of course she had successfully hidden her dead practitioner credentials from me. Not the point – I had sensed that she had a grounding in earth magic, but not this level of skill. As it rose around her, I think I saw a hint of Arlene Lambert. Much better that Arlene had given this to Lisbeth than her real daughter. Better for everyone and, critically, better for the kingdom.

      Lisbeth punched a hand forward. A ball of compressed dirt, with a few chunks of sharp rocks strewn around the edges like spikes, erupted up out of the floor by her left foot. It sailed high and shot toward the king. But it was no help to the poor guard. His eyes widened just a fraction more – until I was sure they would be scooped from his very skull – then they closed. His head drooped forward.

      There was another guard in the room, and I could just tell what the king intended to do with the poor fellow. As, I’m sure from the poor fellow’s strangled gasp, he was well aware, too.

      The king wasted no time. He grasped up the man and threw his hand forward. He pressed it over his face. It was a violent move intended to open the man’s lips and force the blood inside all in one go.

      The poor devil inadvisably tried to fight. So what did his liege do? Oh, injure him, of course. It didn’t matter that the king needed these dead practitioners to fight us. Any instance of someone rebelling against him had to be put down. Violently.

      He forced magic into the man’s chest, and he was thrown to his knees. By the time he shakily rose, the king’s blood was already doing its worst. As for the other guard, he clutched his face violently, his shoulders and elbows moving in strange directions as if each part of his body was now controlled by its own force.

      Then his hands fell.

      He threw his fingers out wide, and he practiced dead practitioner magic – just like that.

      But Lisbeth wasn’t done yet. She kept hurling earth balls toward them.

      The king dodged easily. And now he had two dead practitioner guards, all he needed to do was cross his arms and slip into step behind them. He glowered at us with the kind of look that could strip one’s blood from their veins and follow up by turning their bones to dust. “The choice is yours. As you can see, it only takes one drop of my blood to create a dead practitioner. I can transform every single person in this palace and beyond. They will become my soldiers. You will have no chance.”

      “Tremendous fool,” Lisbeth spat. She conducted her arms in front of herself like a very competent man from an orchestra, then spun her fingers to the left. She threw out both hands, and the largest ball of earth yet erupted up from behind us.

      It sent fine particles of dust raining over my skull, which I quite ignored as I tried to clutch Lisbeth’s hand up. She was the one who had grasped me and told me not to let go. “Lisbeth, he isn’t done yet,” I warned, just knowing from the look growing in his dead eyes that he was planning something disastrous indeed.

      The king grunted in satisfaction. “Right you are, Winchester. I’m glad to see that you haven’t forgotten about me. You always appeared to be a wise wizard who could observe his environment well. It’s a pity you never came to me. If you had, if you’d revealed your powers, I would have taken you in.”

      “To slit his throat,” Lisbeth finished the sentence, and then she finished the argument by hurling that massive rippling ball of dirt right at the three men on the opposite side of the room.

      Both of the dead practitioner guards lurched down to their knees and threw their hands out wide, their thumbs articulating dangerously, the tendons within clicking like they were doing themselves permanent damage. And why wouldn’t they? If it could help the king, then so be it. If every poor soul in this palace and beyond could lay down their lives so that the king could step over them to his intended destination, then so be it. This, of course, was not the logic of nature but very much the reasoning behind the king’s devastating stare. There would be no compassion. He would never see another side to this argument. He would keep rolling on like a stone covered in blood. And speaking of one of those. Lisbeth’s attack was devastating.

      It slammed into both of the dead practitioners and ripped them up off their feet. They looked like daisies that had been hacked out by a hoe. A sharp one at that. For as both men sailed into the air, they soon thumped down onto the floor motionlessly. My dead practitioner energy was more than sufficient to tell me they weren’t dead, but they were very much out for now.

      “I know your secret, my liege,” Lisbeth spat ironically. “You are only a partial dead practitioner yourself. And it seems that every time you create more dead practitioners, they become even more imperfect than you are. Look at Bram. I imagined you prepared your blood for some time and purified it, but he can barely hold his own against me.”

      “But look at Grace,” the king spat. “Perfect in every way. Just the kind of dead practitioner a king needs at a time like this.” He suddenly sliced his hand to the side. He wore a signet ring. I’d seen it before, but I suppose I had not understood just how important it was.

      Now I watched wisps of yellow, gray, and red flecked magic rise up out of it. They shimmered their way past the molecules, looking like water from a mirage.

      Then they grasped his hand. It was not a tame movement. They looked as if they would rip his knuckles back. He had to clench his teeth to survive such brutality, but the king would not stop yet.

      “That signet ring belonged to his father. It’s some kind of talisman—” I began, intending to warn her as fast as I could. But the warning could not come fast enough.

      The king let out a great cry. It sounded as if he had a thousand other dead practitioners trapped down his gullet. And I supposed, theoretically, he did. His potential to create warped magicians just like him seemed unchecked.

      But Lisbeth was right. The last few had been terribly easy to defeat. Grace… oh, Grace would not be.

      I knew exactly what was happening. My wizardly senses could not be denied.

      There had to be some form of crushed-up crimson crystal within the ring, or perhaps they were under the floor. The point was the king had more than enough magic to create a portal.

      “Come,” he snapped.

      And Grace came.

      I did not have the time to center myself, to catch my breath, to decide what I would do. The transport circle appeared. And Grace staggered out. I could tell she was quite surprised. Her hands were covered in force, and it was clear that she had been fighting someone or something.

      She suddenly turned around and saw the king. And then, oh, then her eyes widened as they locked on me.

      Was I over Grace? It depended on how you defined being over somebody. Did I love her? Absolutely not. But was there still a place in my heart for her? A memory that had been massaged into the muscle, if you will? For how long had I spent imagining my life by her side? It was irrelevant that it had ultimately been a waste.

      She locked her gaze on Lisbeth and, without even having to be told by the king, began to attack. And, just as the king had foretold, her power was indeed incredible.

      I knew that she was a dead practitioner, but I had not seen this aspect of her yet. For as dead practitioner energy rose off her now, there didn’t seem to be any end to it. It was almost as if Grace had access to all of the combined death that had ever occurred anywhere on the planet. Not just every person, but every insect, every tree, everything that had ever had the potential to form part of the cycle of existence. All of that concentrated ending energy was now within her hands. And what exactly could Lisbeth do about it?

      I had to calculate quickly. Though it seemed on paper we had a chance to win, one should never trust the future to a mere gamble.

      I grasped Lisbeth’s arm.

      “No—” she began.

      “We must flee, regroup, and come back when we know how to fight them.”

      “I can do this—”

      She could spit the words out, but it soon became apparent she could not fight Grace. For Grace, face contracted in the most harrowing expression I’d ever seen her show, leapt into the air. Her skirts rose up around her knees, and her hair flared out around her face, but both were quite irrelevant. You only cared about her magic. That danced up high, and it was the ghastliest green and gray you’d ever seen. As it swamped her form, I was quite afraid that that would be it. It would consume her, and I would never see her again. But that was not a fear I ought to have contemplated. For as Grace shot higher through the air, she broke through the front of the cloud. And she controlled it as she dragged it down toward Lisbeth.

      A slice of power arced off her attack first. And though Lisbeth crossed her arms against it and I knew that she gathered earth magic from within, there was little she could do. It struck her chest and threw her back into me.

      “Enough. We will come back,” I promised.

      “You can’t leave,” Grace cried.

      It was true. I couldn’t leave on my own, but I could at least try to convince Lisbeth this was the only way. I did not have time to do that. I had nothing but my pleading look. And as it aligned with her eyes, it did something I never thought would be possible. It got through to Lisbeth in this, our most terrifying moment.

      If Lisbeth was hard to speak to most of the time, during a fight, she was impossible to communicate with. Usually. Notwithstanding one thing. We were now connected by something far more eternal and far more equitable than an indenturing contract.

      It was Lisbeth who made the next move and not me. Lisbeth who threw up her foot and threw it down against the ground. And Lisbeth who commanded her earth energy to sink down into the earth and part it.

      Grace shot forward, clearly knowing this would be her final chance to capture and kill us.

      I supposed another would come. She’d just have to wait. And Grace had always been terrible at waiting.

      We fell down through the crack in the floor. I heard Grace try to follow, but the king growled, “Irrelevant. Help me create more practitioners. We will brute force the curse. Come.”

      He took Grace away, and I fell onto the floor beneath this one, Lisbeth in my arms.

      I longed to caress her again, but we simply did not have the time. She punched up to her feet. How she could move so very quickly and deliberately after the fight, I did not know. That attack from Grace had been terrifyingly strong. But Lisbeth was still the one to drag me forward. “He’ll come after us. I believe there are skeleton—”

      She did not need to finish her sentence – I finished it for her. “Guards.”

      Yes, she was most definitely right. Not only had I heard Arnold and his wizards speaking of them, but now I imagined the entire city heard them too. For such a tremendously dark cry rose up through the palace now, I was certain you could hear it from the highest point in the sky.

      Lisbeth was the one with her hand around me, but I quickly had to re-grip her as her fingers faltered and fell from me. “They are close by. Oh, Winchester, I can’t stand skeleton guards.”

      “It sounds like you’ve come across them before,” I somehow had the time to spit.

      She shot me a very Lisbeth-style crumpled smile. Then she yanked me to the side, her senses quicker and smarter than mine. For something suddenly sliced up underneath her feet. It wasn’t a hand. It was a sword. It glimmered with magic. I’d harbored the hope that perhaps Arnold hadn’t been able to raise too many skeleton guards. That hope was very soon dashed. For the sword that erupted out of the floor beneath me wasn’t the only one to suddenly adorn this room. 10 more rose up.

      Lisbeth paled but moved at the same time. With my hand in hers, she jolted toward the wall. With a few charges of magic, she actually ran up it. She landed down on the other side, close to the door, and threw me into the corridor. There we faced staff. The first thing I wanted to do was scream at them that they were traitors. Lisbeth had a different tack entirely. “You must run. Do it now. Gather as many people as you can. The king has gone mad. He will transform you into dead practitioners, and then he will feed you to a curse. Trust me and run,” she roared.

      Remarkably, they trusted her even though she was still invisible, and they ran. It might’ve been that she had a fabulous point to back up her argument with. Or should I say the 10 points of 10 skeleton swords? For the fiendish creatures suddenly burst through the door behind us, their swords glimmering, their bleached bones far brighter.

      Lisbeth had time to look at me, and I had time to look at her, but I noted a window to our side. We were on the second floor, and that was quite irrelevant. As more skeleton guards appeared, I grasped her up and threw the both of us toward the glass.

      She squeaked. She… squeaked. The great Lisbeth, who appeared to be able to take on death itself, ought not be the kind to make such a cute noise. But I supposed therein lay the point of one Lisbeth McQuarrie. She wasn’t just there to get things done. She was there to surprise me at every turn. And now, in the least appropriate time possible, I smiled. Would it last? Could it last? When we reached the grounds below, rain-swept and battered by the king’s magic, we would be plunged into the greatest battle of our lives. But even then, her power to surprise me would remain. Right up until the last. For she had vowed not to give up, and as long as she remained, I would always be by her side.

      I clutched her hand as we fell down the side of the palace, glass hailing around us. Her soft hair tickled at my face as my eyes drew close to hers.

      I did not take the chance to kiss her. For there were no more chances. The kingdom was moments from falling to this curse.

      For the end had finally come.
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        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      So it was all meant to be over, then? So this was how it was all meant to end, was it? Well, I wouldn’t let it. I had not come this far and done all of this only to lose now, had I? And I had come so tremendously far.

      I did not need to tell you who I had been before I’d met Winchester, and I did not need to remind my heart. But I certainly needed to tell you this one fact. If I had been determined before, it was nothing compared to what I was now. It was as if the last few days had been a crucible designed to toughen me up. Now I was worse than diamond, thank you very much.

      And now, in a cloud of Winchester’s beautiful force, we landed down on the soggy grounds beyond. There was a wet squelch as his already damaged boots pushed into the mud and tattered grass. I looked down to see it as if some great machine had torn it up. Then I heard what the machine was and shuddered.

      “What the devil is that? It sounds like a wolf,” Winchester said as he placed me down.

      I didn’t want his arms to fall from my sides. But I had no choice in the matter. The both of us shook as, far beyond, bounding through the city, we heard the wolf. Why was it that I felt as if I heard Bram too?

      “Brother did this, didn’t he? It all comes down to Bram’s greed, doesn’t it? Why didn’t I take him on sooner? This is—”

      I reached out, quite a determined and strong move, and I grasped up Winchester’s hand before he could finish that sentence. With my fingers squeezing in tight, my point made long before I spoke, I whispered, “You are not responsible for what happened. You could not have stopped what happened. But we can end this. Come.”

      “Where?”

      “We must stop that wolf. It is gathering souls from the dead for the king. I don’t care how many dead practitioners he can create; I think he needs energy to do that. I can’t begin to understand how he can create others with his blood, but I can tell you this – he’s not a real dead practitioner like the both of us. He has his limitations—”

      “He can’t see Ley lines—” Winchester began, clearly sharing his greatest revelation yet.

      I just smiled at him as the wind and rain lanced down, sending rivulets rushing across my eyelashes. “I’m quite aware of that, Winchester. But I know that he’s the one behind the red Ley lines. I wonder if that ring of his has anything to do with them? It certainly seems to be the most powerful object on him. We should venture to rip it off him at some point. For now, let us stop that wolf and Bram in his tracks.”

      “All very well to say, Lisbeth,” Winchester grunted, “but we don’t even have a plan. What if… Grace comes back?”

      Winchester looked at me as he spat that out. Wait, did he think I was jealous? Nothing could be further from the truth. I now understood the checkered past he had with Grace. But I wondered if he could understand exactly what kind of character Grace really was?

      I was now certain she’d done all of this for him.

      How sad indeed.

      Grasping up Winchester’s hand, I raced toward the palace gates. I expected them to be closed. They were, instead, lying in ruins. It appeared as if some great beast had ripped them in half.

      It had to be more than an appearance, for further off into the city, I heard the bang and crash of the wolf sowing more mayhem. “There’ll be nothing left of this kingdom when they’re done with it. The king is a fool.”

      “I imagine the king thinks that when he has all of this power, he can simply turn around and take on neighboring kingdoms. Irrelevant. The curse already rises,” Winchester said.

      He looked beneath his feet.

      All I had to do was look within me to feel the curse. For it was still there – this forever-cold lump in my chest, this point behind my brows. This invitation to give up and give in. For it could see everything I was doing, and it had already concluded there was no way for me to win. But every time we take another step, regardless of our enemy’s worst estimations of us, we win in a certain unique way.

      For even if you do not claim total victory, every moment of resistance will count in the end.

      But I was not the kind of witch to have only a partial victory.

      As I ran past the crumpled remains of the gate and heard more mayhem from further afield, I grasped up Winchester’s hand harder and tried to desperately think of a way out of this.

      If only I had taken the crushed-up soul stones. I could go back to the armory and unbury them. But the mere thought made me shudder hard enough to lose my shoulders. No. I would not descend to the level of my enemy. I would keep my head above the moral iniquity or drown beneath it. I would never swim in their refuse.

      “Lisbeth, what are you thinking of? You’ve gone quite silent, and it’s worrying.”

      “The wolf is a fell beast. I worry we don’t have the power to take him on.”

      “Perhaps—” he began.

      We’d only made it a block away from the palace. From the constant screams and howls, the wolf was nowhere near us. But as we ran around the corner, we found the next best thing. Or the next worst thing, rather.

      Bram. He’d found a cloak from somewhere, and though it did not cover his face, that was irrelevant. He was down on his knees, and he was, oh how ghastly, he was stripping the soul from that poor dockworker ghost I’d seen at the cemetery. The man writhed. Magic pinned him, and there didn’t appear to be anything he could do to break it.

      I reacted long before I could think it through. I raced over. I was still in my mist cloaks. I should really have paused to give some to Winchester, but we hadn’t thought of that yet.

      I reached Bram and shouldered him out of the way in a strong move. My elbow connected to his arm, and there was a satisfying crack. I disrupted him during an important part of the spell, and as he was flung sideways, Winchester reached the pinned ghost.

      Without presumably knowing what this dark spell was, Winchester threw all caution to the wind and simply grasped hold of the ghost and wrenched him free of his prison. Dark dead energies certainly played around Winchester’s hands, and I could smell that they singed his flesh somewhat, but that was irrelevant. He quickly threw the ghost through an open door to his side. “Descend as far as you can. And run back to the cemetery if it’s possible. We’ve got this.”

      Bram picked himself up. “Who’s this we, Brother?” he spat as his hood slid from his face and revealed his clenched teeth. True violent rage played in his gaze. Why, it was so tremendously strong, I thought it would burn a hole through anyone he stared at.

      But there was never a man stronger than Winchester Stone. Nor was there a man with more to prove.

      “How did you slip the king’s clutches? Oh well. I suppose I’ll deal with you myself. It’s only appropriate, isn’t it, Brother? Only appropriate that you finally fall to me.”

      Bram did not want to turn to me. Wait… he hadn’t seen me. He’d assumed the attack that had thrown him to the ground had come from Winchester. I had an advantage with my mist cloaks, but would it count?

      Bram lifted a hand, and there I saw the signet ring. It was a pair for the one the king wore, albeit one made out of wood curiously and not metal. I supposed that was to keep a hierarchy of privilege in place. Only the king had gold. His workers could have wood or rusted iron for all he cared. Not my point. For as Bram clutched at the ring, there was a sudden roar from behind us.

      I had paid attention to the wolf – I honestly had. The last I had heard it – only a second before – it had sounded as if it was many blocks away. But somehow I suddenly heard it from above. I jerked my head up in terror to see it looming over the pub above us. Its face came into view – then it roared once. It bounded down, landing by Bram’s side.

      The wind of the move was so strong, it lifted my cloaks and threw them back.

      Bram saw me. “You deal with her. I promised her to you, after all. Do not kill her, but bring her close. As for you, Brother,” Bram growled as he squared off in front of Winchester, “it’s time to end this.”

      “Lisbeth,” Winchester roared.

      “I’ve got this,” I lied. I had something, all right, but I was most certain it would be defeat and not victory.

      For as the wolf chucked its head back and roared, I could see all of the dead energies playing within its massive gullet. Oh… oh, how terrible. How many ghosts had it absorbed? I’d spent so long helping the dead, exorcising them by going through with their last requests, that I felt this loss greater than others might.

      Perhaps they would think that ghosts were not alive and thus were quite irrelevant. But I felt the shock, horror, and violence.

      I felt it, and I did not have a chance to react, for the wolf leapt forward with anger, viciousness, and a predatory drive I could not begin to match. Just before it could swipe at me with its left paw, it changed direction. Its tail raced over its shoulder. Crackling with fire, it was easily one of the most dangerous things I’d ever seen. But while I could see it, I could not move from its path fast enough. It slashed down into my shoulder. I was thrown back.

      My ears rang tremendously. But far worse than that, I heard Winchester grunting and knew he distracted himself with me at the wrong moment. “Lisbeth—” he began to cry, but the air was knocked from his lungs.

      I could tell it was the most violent move possible, for as I managed to weakly open one eye, I saw Winchester fly over the other side of the street. He smashed headfirst into a thick brick wall then fell back. But his brother wasn’t about to let him go yet.

      Bram waded over, chuckling viciously as if he was having the greatest moment of his life. How… how could somebody descend that far? How could somebody enjoy this? The rest of the city was full of screams. Even if the wolf was now attending to us, that was quite irrelevant. I was most certain I could hear the skeleton guards proliferating through the streets. And I was also certain that the king would be creating more dead practitioners.

      Who could enjoy this? And who could be foolish enough to think that when it was all over, their life would be better? Did Bram not understand that one required stability to rise to the top? Did he not appreciate that when you knocked the knees out from underneath civilization, you did not stand upon it, but you crumpled beside it? For no man can stand on their own. But proving that to Bram might be impossible.

      I also had my own trouble. Just as I tried to rise to my feet, the wolf bounded over. All it took was a single move. It was so very big and so very powerful, I think I could run for half an hour, but it would only take several steps to catch up. That meant there was no way to defeat it, didn’t it? And thoughts like that can be very dangerous things during breakneck fights like this. For they will take away the one thing you need more than anything. The blind belief you can win.

      The wolf reached me. It pinned me with one of its giant paws, and it was not kind. Nor did it apparently understand the importance of the human chest.

      I felt several of my ribs breaking underneath its weight. The cracks were horrendous, the pain that shot through my torso even worse.

      I became woozy. My magic begged me to give up. But I couldn’t even begin to try, for Winchester was doing no better. I could tell that he wanted to fight his brother, but somehow Bram was calling on more power. And, Bram, being Bram, would not leave it at that. I was most certain that a contingent of skeleton guards was on its way. If our situation seemed dire now, very soon, it would be utterly impossible.

      All… all I wanted to do as that woozy sensation gathered in my skull more was turn over and stare at Winchester. I might not be able to reach him, but that was momentarily irrelevant. All I wanted to do was gaze at him and remind myself that, however briefly, we had been together. However briefly, I, perhaps the loneliest woman in all of the kingdom, had found someone to understand me. And more than that, someone to love.

      If you had asked me previously, I would’ve told you love was a waste of time.

      Now I understood its worth. It is not necessarily the act of being loved that is cleansing, but the act of loving.

      And for a heart that had previously been as cold and detached from reality as mine, it had grounded me in a way I had never thought possible. It had pulled my head from the world of the dead into this, the world of the living.

      Very soon, I would lose it, for Bram suddenly rose up, punched his wooden signet ring high, and commanded something. It was only all of those years I had put into the understanding of my craft that helped me see the Ley lines converging over his ring.

      The wolf was not done with me, and it suddenly picked me up in its tail. I was quite limp and incapable of fighting it, but at least I could see what Bram was up to.

      Ley lines converged on his ring. Then, in a blast of power, it created them.

      I did not think it was Bram creating them. It was his connection to the signet ring.

      Perhaps it had some small permanent magical portal that connected it to the king’s signet ring?

      That was not the point. I saw the Ley lines being created, and, in my captive position in the wolf’s tail, I felt how abhorrent this was to Nature.

      For it was Nature itself that rejected them. The air wanted to crush them. The ground wanted to rise up and bury them. Every tool at Nature’s disposal wanted to get rid of them, for it understood they were anathema to life.

      But nothing could.

      “Brother, you have no idea what you’re doing,” Winchester began, but Bram roared.

      He threw his hand out. The signet ring gathered yet more power to itself. Then Bram squeezed his fingers in. Why, you should’ve seen the look in his eyes as he did. Or perhaps you shouldn’t have. Perhaps it would have ruined you as it ruined me. For it threatened to take the last of my hope, burn it up, and throw it into Bram’s ring to power it further.

      But didn’t I need to care about the wolf? It certainly cared about me. As it lifted me high into the air, it cracked its tail from left to right, and the discombobulating effects threatened to break me for good.

      As it squeezed its fiery tail harder around my stomach I… I swore I blacked out a thousand times over.

      My brain broke. My soul broke with it. But somehow, regardless of all of that, a fragment of my attention held on. It tried to push through the distance between me and Winchester and grasp hold of his hand. My left finger even pathetically moved out toward him, but it could do nothing.

      “I’m the greater dead practitioner, Brother,” Bram spat. “You might’ve been born with magic, but that’s irrelevant. I studied. I learned. I strove more than you ever would.”

      “Bram,” Winchester said as he coughed, a little blood leaking out of his lips and splattering over his chin, “how can you say you have studied when you still can’t see? How can you say you have striven when you are still so far away from the ultimate goal? I don’t care what the king has promised you. You must know that he won’t deliver it. You must be able to hear that wolf’s uncontrollable cries. You must be able to understand the dark intention of the skeletons hunting us. You must know that they will not work for you. They serve chaos, and in the end, when you let chaos rise, it will destroy you first.”

      “And yet I’m still the only one standing,” Bram cried. It was quite clear he’d had enough of discussing things. He had gotten one up on his brother. In the most ultimate way possible. And now he would destroy Winchester for good.

      It didn’t matter if he didn’t kill us completely. I was quite certain he would leave us broken enough that the curse would be able to take its toll.

      And I was… quite certain… quite certain I couldn’t let that happen.

      But to prevent something from happening, you must have the power to do so. And power, why it felt so far away from me, it was like a mere thought. You cannot grasp thoughts, can you? You cannot hold them. You cannot fashion them into weapons or shields. And you certainly can’t take them into battle.

      But I needed something. For the wolf turned its angry cry on me again. I saw at least 50 skeleton guards rushing in from behind it, filling the street. I think I even heard people still in their houses. The screams of the elderly and children too.

      So many people were set to lose.

      And it was not fair.

      It had never been fair.

      I don’t know what had ultimately happened to the forbidden grimoire my power had opened. I could tell you this, however. The physical book was irrelevant. Its power had descended into me, for it was the seat the curse sat upon.

      And now, as desperation rose all around me, the curse only clamored louder, believing this was it. It would soon have the power to blast through my defenses. And how violently eager it was.

      My eyes tried to close. I heard Winchester give a rather final gasp. I think I even heard the sound of buildings crumbling throughout the city.

      I imagined if I had been able to connect to the cemetery, perhaps I would’ve heard it crumbling, too. For it seemed certain the end had been reached. But let me tell you this. The end isn’t real. There’s no such thing as a giant full stop on reality. There is only continuity. There is only transformation. And there is only the transition from one state to another.

      My finger twitched.

      I had helped the dead my entire life. I had done it begrudgingly, true. But I had still taken my responsibilities seriously. I could’ve run off into the distance and become a hermit somewhere. Far away from cities, I would’ve been far away from ghosts. No one would ever have called on me. No dead maids would’ve begged me to move their bodies. No ghosts would’ve given me laundry lists of missions.

      But I hadn’t chosen that path.

      And when we choose the path that helps the most, help will never be far from us.

      I heard… I heard someone scream. It was the ghost that Winchester had saved.

      He suddenly burst out of the open door to our left.

      “Fool,” Winchester choked on his words. “You’ve got to flee—”

      “We won’t be running from this city. We didn’t run in life, and we won’t be running in death,” the man promised. He whisked his cap off his head, threw it behind him, and cried out like he was leading an army.

      But there was no like; there was only fact.

      I felt dead energies rushing up from underneath me. From the cracks in the ground, from the pipes in the street, from the very roots of the trees that lined this road.

      Ghosts.

      Ghosts all coming to our aid.

      The wolf was the first to feel it, because it was a vile creature. It fed on ghosts’ souls. Its senses would be going wild, telling it a feast was on its way.

      But as any human knows, a little of a good thing is great. Too much can kill you.

      The first ghost roared up out of a crack in the pavement. And it was none other than Wintersmith himself. He’d somehow changed his clothes. He wore a ceremonial silver robe. Over his shoulder, he held a staff. And behind him, like the most beautiful daisies, ghosts rose. I saw Sarah-Anne and so many I knew.

      Soon, they covered the street.

      “What the devil?” Bram spat. Then he laughed. For he assumed there was nothing the ghosts could do to defend themselves. He was about to learn the truth.

      “After it. Don’t let it go. We’ll tame this wild beast.” Wintersmith threw himself forward. He soon leapt high into the air, so quick on his feet, I was quite certain even a sophisticated magical spell would not be able to track him.

      He cracked his staff against the wolf’s skull. I thought it would be a devastating blow that would render the beast unconscious in a single strike. It was not. But it bamboozled it slightly, distracting it from the fact that more and more ghosts rose through the street.

      “The cemetery,” I choked over my weak words.

      “There ain’t no point protecting the cemetery when the rest of the city is already going to fall. We’ve gathered our army. We’ve got our goal, and we’re going to protect this city, no matter what. Now stop being a weak-willed witch, Lisbeth McQuarrie. Break out of that wolf’s tail. We’ve got a skeleton army to fight.”

      “But you said you’d fight the wolf,” I had the breath to stammer.

      Wintersmith didn’t even pause to look at me. He smoothly turned around on his foot and threw himself away. He actually ran. I knew he had the strength to break this wolf in half, and yet he left it up to me.

      “Impossible. Idiots,” Bram began. But Bram didn’t get the chance to finish.

      Winchester rose to his own defense. And trust me, the important word here was rise.

      He’d been down on his knees, battling Bram’s force. But something snapped in Winchester, something that had been holding him back all of these years. I wondered if he had subconsciously controlled his power, diminishing its force over the decades and reducing its efficacy because he had known he had to keep it hidden. But there is only so long you can stifle true force.

      As Winchester lifted himself to his feet now, real energy broke off him in waves. Perhaps it was at the prospect that the ghosts had come to our assistance. Maybe it was at the fact that I was in dire straits. Or perhaps I didn’t need any of those reasons. All I needed to do was see Winchester in his element. And it called to my own strengths.

      While on paper, there ought to be no way to fight this hellish fiend, I had a history of rewriting rules.

      I roared.

      The wolf was, quite obviously, confused. It had thought all of its Christmases had come at once when the ghosts had sprung up out of the street. But now they raced off to deal with the skeleton guards. I imagined the wolf was a little confused. It liked to eat souls. And there was a smorgasbord of them. But it also needed to follow orders to feast upon me, and I was the greatest snack of all. But wouldn’t numbers make up for quality if only it could wrap its jaws around Wintersmith’s Army?

      I swore I was in the wolf’s head for every one of those confusing thoughts. But I was hardly a friend.

      I rounded a hand into a fist. I forced all of my truth and strength behind it. Then I punched.

      I let the fist sail out and connect to the wolf’s nose, and… it did nothing at all. It… actually did nothing at all.

      The wolf didn’t even notice.

      So I punched it again. Now it snarled and opened its mouth.

      Bram laughed. “Break her. Just don’t kill her completely. I’ve got my brother,” he promised darkly.

      I punched the wolf again. It was just as it tried to grasp up my wrist with one of its teeth. A delicate move for such a brute. It did not manage it. I managed instead to dodge whilst still clasped in its tail, ducking my head down as I forced my fist forward once more.

      I put my heart behind it.

      It wasn’t enough.

      So I put my soul behind it.

      It wasn’t enough.

      So I put all of my hope and every single memory behind it. And it still wasn’t enough. Where on earth could I find the power to defeat this creature?

      The answer? Not alone.

      “Lisbeth, we were always stronger together than we were apart. Lend me your strength now. Together, let’s use our Ley lines to strangle theirs.”

      I looked across to see Winchester down on one knee, head drooped forward, but eyes still directed toward me.

      I swear you could put a thousand explosions between me and him, and they’d be quite irrelevant. Even the world’s greatest distraction would never detract from the offer playing in his eyes.

      The wolf almost wrapped its mouth around me. I said almost.

      I shoved a hand out. And remotely, I connected to the strand that now tethered my soul to Winchester’s.

      I had claimed that I’d been through the crucible. That the past few days had toughened me. But they’d only done so by changing my mindset and reminding me of the most important lesson of all. You never fight alone.
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        Winchester Stone

      

      

      There ought to be no way to win. But here’s the thing. When you can’t win alone, find someone to fight beside you. And I would never have to search for someone to stand beside me again.

      Just as Bram launched forward to wrap his magic-covered hands around my throat, I threw out my own hand and connected to our sacred link.

      As soon as I touched it, why, it felt like grasping hold of eternity.

      It was such a special, different sensation, it was there to ground the mind away its troubles and focus it on the eternal.

      It only gave me more power my brother could not fight. He reached me and wrapped a hand around my throat, but he could not capitalize on the move.

      For as Lisbeth’s energy flowed into mine, her defiance did, too. It gave me the opportunity to stare into my brother’s hateful gaze. “It’s over, Bram. You only sought your own power. You should’ve found someone to connect to instead. And no, Grace does not count.”

      “Grace is mine, like everything else. You’ve never been able to hold onto your things, Brother,” Bram roared, but as he attempted to clasp hold of my throat again, he was thrown back.

      He fell onto his side several meters away. He blinked in fright and confusion. “What the devil? What power are you drawing on?”

      “Something you can’t even see. But something that is ultimately the basis of all dead practitioner energy. You will lose, Bram. For it is this kingdom’s right to finally be free of you.”

      “Ley lines. It’s Ley lines, isn’t it? You think we can’t control them? You think the king didn’t give us the means to use them? Idiots.” Bram skidded to his knees several meters away and wrapped his hand around his ring.

      More Ley lines were created just above him. They broke away from the main Ley lines, fracturing like bones thrown under some great moving cog. It was disgusting to watch. I’d seen Lisbeth incredibly creating Ley lines out of nothing but pure air. That had been an ultimately generative process. This was an ultimately degenerative one.

      Every time he fractured those red Ley lines to create more, he weakened the main group. And it reminded me of precisely what the king had done when he created dead practitioners.

      “Lisbeth, lend me your power,” I said.

      “You always have it.”

      “We must—” I began.

      “Create Ley lines and tie his lines up with them. Let’s do it.”

      I smiled as she took the words right out of my mouth, smiled as I realized I had now found my true companion. And importantly, smiled as I threw my hand out and we did just as we had promised. Unlike with Bram, we did not need to scream. Neither did we shake. It was irrelevant that Lisbeth was still trapped in the tail of the wolf. She could move and fight.

      The wolf, however, soon struck a problem, for it was connected to Bram through those Ley lines. And as we used our own control of the lines to attack his own, the wolf suddenly threw its head back. It screamed.

      It was quite a frightened move. Perhaps it was the kind of shout you would give if you had suddenly become blind.

      “The wolf is being controlled by those Ley lines. They are feeding it. Just a little more, my love,” Lisbeth said.

      And you heard that correctly. It took me a moment to reverse my mind and repeat it, and that moment was perhaps the best time I had ever spent. For as the words my love reverberated through my head, they gave me just that little bit more power to connect to our eternal Ley line.

      And we wrapped it right around Bram’s ring.

      His eyes suddenly widened. He could feel it cracking, but there was nothing he could do. “Impossible. You can’t win,” Bram tried.

      “No, Brother, we can’t lose. For we are not in this alone. And you are. You’re an island, and if you could see the Ley lines, you would understand everything is meant to be connected.” With that, meaning the words, a single tear trailing down my cheek at the loss of this familial connection, I snapped his ring.

      There was a devastating crack. I imagined it was even reflected back in the palace. I wondered if the king’s ring suddenly became weaker. I would have to find out in person soon enough.

      The wolf screamed in riotous fear. It fell down to its knees and started to paw at its face. It finally released Lisbeth. I didn’t need to rush over and catch her, though I tried. She flipped down, landed beside me, and quickly grasped up my hand. She gave me no time to attend to my brother. I at least wanted to stand over his prone form. He was unconscious. He would not rise, not for many a week.

      But shouldn’t I take this moment to say one last thing?

      His greed hadn’t won in the end.

      But for our victory to be complete, there was still one echo from my past I needed to silence.

      As we stood there, we stared up toward the palace. The most horrendous sight possible soon became visible.

      A thick, terrifying dark cloud rose into the air.

      The storm was still ferocious. It whipped around the city, rising high, its cry worse than the wolf as it continued to paw at its face until it finally collapsed unconscious behind me.

      “What is that?” I stammered.

      Lisbeth reacted by dragging me closer before we had a clue what we were up against.

      “It’s my guess that it’s the king. He’s extracted more of his blood. He’s commanding the storm. I think the brute wants it to carry his blood so he can infect as many people as possible. We shall stop him, shan’t we?”

      I had the time to turn and stare at my Lisbeth McQuarrie. I even had time to grasp up her hand harder. “Oh, Lisbeth, we will do more than stop him. We will finally destroy the curse. And then?”

      She blinked prettily at me once, quite confused. “Is there another enemy out there? Another mission I don’t yet know about?”

      “I’m afraid there will be. It’ll be a lifelong mission, too.”

      “Whatever it is,” she said bravely, “I’ll get to it after this.”

      Yes, we would.

      For the future finally waited just within our grasps.
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        Lisbeth McQuarrie

      

      

      We ran toward the palace. I was glad for one fact. Wintersmith and his ghosts were dealing with the skeletons. But they were also ushering folks out of their houses and getting them out of the central part of town. It meant there was no one for that cloud of blood to infect. Yet.

      I even encountered Wintersmith himself. He said he’d get the populace to the cemetery and keep them safe. The rest would be down to us.

      Down to the most unlikely couple this kingdom had ever seen.

      If I’d had my time again, if I hadn’t been thrown by Winchester’s side, would I have gravitated to him, nonetheless? It was a strange thing to think as we finally came across the palace. We raced over the destroyed gates at the front to see Grace and the king up on one of the balconies.

      The king’s arms were lifted high, and blood was leaking from magical wounds in his arms.

      Grace stood before him, conducting her hands, assisting the storm in grasping hold of his blood.

      Did she look contrite in the least? No. But her expression did at least change when she stared down and noted Winchester. Even from here, though she was quite far away, I fancied I saw and understood her expression. It wasn’t over for her. Yet. It had never been over for her.

      Because she fancied she got to decide when something began and when something ended. I had already told you endings did not exist. But this was not the same mindset. I wasn’t here to tell the universe what it would do. I was here to decide how I would react regardless. And I reacted by taking the time to stare into Winchester’s eyes.

      I smiled. A small move, somewhat irrelevant considering what we were up against. But it was there, and it meant the world to me.

      Perhaps it meant the world to him, too. For he pushed forward, clutched the side of my face, and kissed my brow. You should remember what was buried beneath. The curse. My brow must’ve been quite a ghastly sight.

      Did that matter to Winchester? No. Did it matter to Grace? Oh, yes.

      “Winchester,” Grace roared. She went to lurch toward him. She never got the chance.

      The king grabbed her up by the shoulder.

      And he moved them off the balcony.

      He did not lurch or run or jump. He simply floated down, but it was a strangely jagged experience, as if space would no longer move smoothly around them.

      They did not deserve anything to be easy. They were aberrations that needed to be cut from history for good.

      Shadows had gathered underneath the palace grounds. It was the curse – the remnants of it in the earth rising up to meet that which was still within me. Should I describe to you the horror that befell me at its ghastly cry? No.

      Still holding onto Winchester’s hand, I stared at him and nodded. “We will do the same as we did before. We will pit our Ley lines against theirs.”

      “We will use our eternity against what they can gather. Indeed, Lisbeth. But one last thing,” Winchester muttered.

      It was just as the king roared and sliced his hand forward. A cloud of his blood particles raced toward us. Who knew what it would do when it struck, but from the glee in his eyes, it seemed to be some final attack. Did Winchester race away from it? Did he even glance toward it? No.

      He took all the rest of his time to stare into my eyes and say, “I’ll see you on the other side of eternity.”

      Indeed he would.

      Together, Winchester and I connected to our Ley line.

      It had grown only more powerful ever since we had used it against Bram.

      It was thicker and stronger like the trunk of a tree that could never be blown down.

      But Bram had been one thing, and the king was quite another.

      He threw himself forward, and I watched his signet ring glint.

      Grace was dragged with him. He used her as a reservoir of dark energy, and that simply called to the curse. It suddenly burst up out of the ground from beneath him. It was a cloud, dark and violent. It wasn’t the color that mattered, but the density. It had become so concentrated over the years, it didn’t seem possible that there was anything that could dilute it. Not love, not water, not nature, and certainly not time.

      How about eternity, then?

      A good witch knows you can’t create eternity. It is nothing more than an abstract concept. It’s there to keep the mind from sinking down into the pits of nihilism.

      But perhaps a good witch such as myself was about to learn something else.

      One can create an eternity between another soul if they connect completely.

      As both Winchester and I roared, we threw our hands forward and controlled our combined Ley line.

      It forced itself in front of us like a shield. It took up the brunt of the curse’s foul power as it rose to attack us.

      “Impossible,” Grace spat.

      “Grace,” Winchester said, “you must stop this. Your mother—”

      “I did this for my mother. I did this for you. Why can’t you see that, Winchester? Why can’t you see everything I sacrificed? I only went to your brother because I knew you needed my help.”

      “You—” Winchester began.

      But she disrupted his reasoning just as the king attacked. He forced his way through the combined power of his blood cloud and the curse’s shadow. He started to push at our love line. Oh, as terrifying as it sounded, it started to fracture.

      “Winchester,” I called. “Ignore her.”

      “How could he ignore me? I did everything for him. You always loved me, Winchester. But I loved you more.”

      “You betrayed me, Grace. Didn’t you?”

      The king was quite silent. He simply forced his way against our combined Ley line, and it started to fracture more. I had spoken of its eternal force. But for eternity to last, definitionally, it has to last. And ours only fractured further until my eyes widened in horror.

      The storm soaked up more of the king’s blood. It would be carrying it further afield. And as it created more and more dead practitioners, there would be more and more food for the curse. I could feel it within my body still. Oh, how horrendous. Its cry could not be smothered.

      We had come so far. But we were going to lose, weren’t we?

      “You should’ve just held on and waited for me, Winchester. You confused my heart. You did this to me—” Grace began.

      I expected Winchester to become confused again.

      But I’d forgotten something key. I wasn’t the only one who had gone on a journey, the only person to have been thrown into a crucible.

      Winchester Stone had been the most arrogant man I’d ever met. A loner, someone who did whatever he had to to survive, he really had been a brute.

      But he’d changed. By my side. No, we had changed together.

      He cast his gaze off Grace and pulled it off the king as he almost broke through our Ley line. Winchester stared at me. Then he grasped my hand harder. “Who’s to say we even have to defeat them?”

      “What?” I spluttered, fear ripping through my tone. Winchester wasn’t giving up, was he?

      “Who’s to say we even have to defeat them? Defeating them was never the point, and it’s just a distraction, Lisbeth. What we must do is bury the curse now. Bury the curse within ourselves. We’re true dead practitioners. We can commune with the dead, and importantly, we can exorcise them by giving them their last requests.”

      “Winchester… whatever do you mean?”

      “The curse resides within you, Lisbeth. Grasp up the strands of its regrets, snap them, and send it back down to where it belongs.”

      It couldn’t be… couldn’t be that simple. But it wasn’t simple, was it? For we would never get the chance.

      Something snapped in the king’s eyes. I could see his connection to the curse. For Winchester had finally understood how to end this, but the king would not give him the opportunity. The king landed down.

      He reached out a hand and grasped Grace’s. She snarled. “What are you doing?”

      “You came to me because you wanted the power to take what you want. And this is what you want. The first and last lesson in getting what you need is to ignore what stands in your way. Other people’s decency and rules are irrelevant. They are just concepts stopping you in place. They will prevent your dead energy from truly rising. Now rise beside me.”

      I tried to access the curse from within, but I simply did not have the time. For the king and Grace threw themselves at me, and I, oh, in the most horrifying moment of my life, the eternal strand connecting me to Winchester cracked.

      But that would be when Winchester broke my grasp. He threw himself forward. He crossed his arms in front of his chest and stood before me, apparently willing to sacrifice himself.

      “Winchester,” I screamed.

      He looked back at me. “I’ll hold them off. Do it, Grace. For there’s no one like you.”

      “There’s no one like us. Winchester, no—”

      I suddenly couldn’t see him, for the cloud of the king’s blood and the shadow of the curse surged forward and surrounded Winchester.

      I fell back, cold with fright.

      Tears ran down my cheeks. I shook.

      It was over. It must be over.

      It was….

      It could never be over. Not as long as I had this.

      And what did I have? What did I suddenly cup to my chest with trembling fingers? What did I suddenly believe in with all of my heart and soul?

      Why, the most basic principle of all. Belief.

      Humans often forget their greatest power. It isn’t some weapon they wield, isn’t some kingdom they control. It’s our very capacity to believe in the first place. The rawest and most powerful of all emotional states.

      If you had asked me before this mess had begun, I would’ve told you that what separated the living from the dead was life itself.

      I now knew the answer. For it had been beaten into me with every successive fight, victory, and loss.

      Ghosts needed other people to save them, for they could no longer change the world of the living. They could not believe in the power of their own will. And we humans, though it might sound pathetic, must accept that is all we ultimately have.

      If you could hold on to nothing else in your life, hold onto your capacity to believe.

      I grasped hold of mine now, embracing the very embodiment of it against my chest as I heard Winchester cry out in pain. There were two thumps as he tumbled to his knees.

      I think, covered in the cloud of the curse’s shadow and the king’s power, he turned and smiled at me. It would be his final move.

      No. It could be his final move. But I believed something more was possible.

      With my hands still cupped in front of my chest, I pushed myself to my feet defiantly.

      Magic, not dead magic, rose up off me.

      A magic far purer, a magic far more basic. It came from somewhere in the middle of me, and it spread out.

      It came from somewhere above me, too. And it spread, spread eternally.

      I had created Ley lines previously, but I had never created them like this. For as I tilted my head back and saw them proliferating through the air, I realized the most important lesson of all.

      Ley lines were nothing more than the practiced tracks of one’s belief. Do something over and over again, and it will leave a track. The Ley lines in this kingdom were the tracks of everybody’s combined beliefs. They were the externalization of the internal process that overtook me now. And the only thing that could bury the curse.

      I didn’t scream. I did not have to. I did not do anything demonstrable or large. With my hands still clasped before my chest, I closed my eyes, and I gave myself up to the singular process of creating beliefs that would stick through the end to a new tomorrow.

      The curse tried to fight me. It did so by attempting to snap all the faith I could muster.

      But it could not work.

      Ask yourself what strength is. Is it in your muscles? Is it in your mind? Or is it in that part of you that bounces back no matter how hard it is pushed? Is it in the fact that, even when you are defeated, you regather your beliefs, clutch them to your chest, and walk forward again?

      And I walked forward now. With my shaking hands still pressed over my chest, the embodiment of my faith held against my breast, I strode into the cloud. Such a violent experience, but it could not tear me down, and the longer I spent within it, the more I proved that fact to everyone.

      I tilted my head back and stared up at the Ley lines converging then being broken above us. I didn’t need to speak to them. For actions would count more than ever before.

      I found Winchester. He was shaking down on his knees. He was seconds from death. Until I grasped hold of him with one hand. Until I pulled him up.

      Until I pressed him close.

      We needed no words.

      Perhaps we’d never needed any words between us.

      Our eternal strand might’ve been broken. That did not mean it could not be re-created. For that was the power of a true belief. It could see everything snapped around it – but it would still rise.

      When a civilization understands what it should believe in, what it can change and what it cannot, it will always rise back up. For it leaves in every successive generation the knowledge of how to re-create itself. And that was the power of the Ley lines of this kingdom. No matter how strong the curse became, it could not remove them completely.

      With our combined cry, both Winchester and I now called on them.

      And they rose.

      The earth shook violently beneath the king, and he suddenly fell down to one knee. “Impossible,” he spat.

      Grace fell down to a knee beside him. Tears welled in her eyes. She threw a hand out to try to grasp at Winchester, but he simply stared at her.

      I called to the Ley lines above. I lifted a hand, but I was not alone. Winchester’s grip closed around mine. As the curse rose above one last time, it was pushed back down by the power of the kingdom’s belief.

      The king cried out in pain and terror.

      He suddenly coughed and spluttered and quite disgustingly regurgitated something. I recognized what it was immediately. It was a scrunched-up page of the forbidden grimoire.

      … Was that how he had become a dead practitioner?

      And now he was no longer one, the woman beside him lost her powers, too, as their signet rings shattered.

      Grace had been ready to attack one final time, but as her force was stolen from her, she fell to the side instead. A single tear marked her cheek. “I just wanted—”

      “Power,” Winchester said in a sad voice. Then he turned to me as we sank the rest of the curse. As we pushed it down into the ground and broke it for good, never to return. He placed a hand on my face and lovingly drew me close. “One should not aim for power, Grace. One should instead aim for someone to stand by your side. Someone to endure any curse beside. A place—”

      “Where your belief can live for now and for forever,” I finished for him as I pulled him close and kissed him.
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        Winchester Stone

      

      

      The city was… not as much of a mess as you would expect. While many ghosts had unfortunately died, very few people had.

      The king, however, was among them. He had given up too much of his body to dark magic. When it had been stripped back, he simply had not survived.

      As for my brother and Grace? They would be trapped in a magical prison forever along with Arnold and the other wizards who’d spearheaded this. I wondered if they would ever learn the error of their ways.

      But we all have lessons to learn now, don’t we?

      “I don’t understand,” Lisbeth said, hands on her hips as she stood in Wintersmith’s crypt. “You said you’d be on your way after this. You promised that once I eliminated the curse, your grievance would be gone, and you would be exorcised.”

      I’d just made a trite comment about lessons being learned. I had forgotten one. Exactly who Lisbeth was. A bull of a personality, you did not want to be the china shop standing between her and what she wanted.

      Before I could conclude that Wintersmith was the only man in the city who could win, he rolled his eyes. “I have multiple grievances and many things to do. I am determined to find a way to bring back the souls the king destroyed. And with the grimoire you gave me, I think I can.”

      “But you’re such a pest, Wintersmith,” Grace growled.

      “And you’re a terrible witch—” he began.

      “Look,” I said, trying to be the voice of reason.

      Both of them turned and snapped at me.

      I lifted my hands and chuckled. Then I strode up the steps to face the cemetery beyond.

      Things were being repaired. Even from here, I could see that the city was well on its way to getting back on its feet. Soon succession would be decided. And the new leader, whoever they would be, would be inculcated into the truths of not just magic, but of life. I was quite determined to do that as the new magical advisor to the palace.

      But wasn’t there something else I was determined to do?

      I turned. Back during that breakneck fight, I’d threatened Lisbeth that there was another mission, one that would last far longer and be far harder than the terrifying one we’d just completed. Now I heard her snarl at Wintersmith before she rose up the steps. “You’d best ensure those forbidden grimoires are torn apart and destroyed in the end. You can do that, can’t you, you terrible wizard?”

      “I’ll do that and more. Now get out of my crypt. You will only be welcome back in when I need you for another mission.”

      “I’ve already got a mission. Winchester hasn’t given it to me yet, but apparently it will be even worse than the last one,” she said that with some glee.

      A smile had been on my lips, but now it faltered.

      Lisbeth came into view, arms crossed, expression peeved.

      She saw me there. It was quite a startling sunrise. The oranges and golds were playing over my new tweed suit.

      She looked at me, and for a few seconds, her gaze appeared to get lost soaking me in. Then she practically stood to attention. “Whatever is the next mission, Winchester? I’m already quite bored.”

      “Bored,” I said as I looked down at my feet. My hand was in my pocket playing with something. I suddenly did not have the chops to pull it out.

      “What’s in your pocket?” She got closer and peered at me carefully. “Wait, it’s not that sleeping potion from before, is it? Is it something you stole from the king? Will the mission be in this kingdom or another?”

      “Lisbeth… aren’t you looking forward to a quiet life?”

      She bit her lip and looked curiously to the left. Then she answered quite honestly, “I don’t know what one of those is.”

      I chucked my head back and laughed. We both did. And it took away some of the undercurrent of my tension.

      It gave me the determination to lift the object from my pocket, but I was forgetting who I was dealing with. Lisbeth got there first. She reached my side in a very quick and coordinated move and pulled it out.

      She looked at it. She clutched it up. She held it. Then she put it on her finger. Just like that. “It’s a ring? Is it cursed?”

      My mouth opened. My mouth closed.

      I scrunched my lips together. “Lisbeth McQuarrie, has anyone ever told you you are almost too much to handle?”

      She tilted her head to the side, and a certain smile spread her lips. “No. Because no one has ever been able to truly handle me except for you.”

      There was a certain look in her eyes.

      I dropped my hand.

      I went with that look and the growing affection climbing through my heart, and I grasped up her hand. She’d put the ring on the wrong finger. I smoothly took it off and, with no ceremony at all, put it on the right finger.

      She looked up at me. Wasn’t this where she would act innocently? Wasn’t this where she would question why I had placed the ring on her wedding finger?

      No. For Lisbeth McQuarrie was quite smart, and just as I knew how to play her, she knew how to play me.

      Without another word, she shoved forward and locked her arms around my middle.

      Then she plunged her hand into my pocket, for her embrace had only been a pretense.

      “Lisbeth,” I spluttered.

      “I’m looking for instructions on the next mission. Where are they?”

      “Lisbeth,” I said quite strictly, sick of this game already. “I’ve just placed an engagement ring on your finger. You cannot be that obtuse. You do know what I’m asking you, don’t you?”

      She forced one hand down to her hip. She placed it there and tilted her head to the side. “I shan’t know until you finally ask, Winchester Stone.”

      My fingers trembled. My heart would not let me waste any more time, however.

      I scooped up her hand. I paused, her ring only a few centimeters from my mouth, then kissed it quite meaningfully as I stared into her eyes. “Lisbeth, I intend to make our connection official.”

      She pointed to our eternal Ley line. “More official than that?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I had rather wanted this to be special.”

      “Then come here, Winchester. One does not wait for meaning. One creates it.”

      She collapsed her hands around my back and pulled me close. She paused with her lips just before mine, then she smiled. I swore I saw the world flickering behind her eyes, swore I saw eternity lined up there behind her lips. And it would be an eternity all for me, a fate I had chosen and had helped create.

      When we locked our lips on one another’s, when we kissed as passionately as two people ought in a cemetery with ghost witnesses, I felt the future like I never had before. For the future – and Lisbeth McQuarrie – were finally mine.
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        It’s not easy when you’re a runaway princess and the kingdom’s most notorious thief has indentured you.

        Beatrix Fontaine ran from her stepmother for a very good reason – if the Queen Regent discovered Beatrix is a powerful healing witch, the kingdom would hunt her.

        So it’s best to run first, correct? That was the theory, but when the inexperienced Beatrix runs into the very experienced, handsome, and calculating thief, Darian Gram, things get tricky. Darian’s a runaway himself – from the law, at least. Oh, and from family and friends – anyone foolish enough to have ever lent him a cent. With enemies that could fill one of those newfangled steam dirigibles, his best chance has always been on his own.

        But when a certain doe-eyed powerful witch wanders across his path, he can’t help but indenture her. Taking what he wants comes naturally to Darian. But so does trouble. When they find themselves, ironically, on the kingdom’s flagship dirigible packed with enemies and spies, they must unfortunately work together. It’s that or die.

        And Darian can’t die. Beatrix’s contracted never to let him. Worse, all too soon, he steals her heart, and thieves like Mr. Gram never let you go once you’re theirs.

      

      

      “Darian, no,” I screamed. I threw myself to the side, but by that time, it was too late. The bullet, fired from the magic gun, tore across Darian’s shoulder. It spun him around. But the bullet kept going.

      Just as I lurched toward Darian and tried to catch him, the shot, as fast as a man’s fist, slammed into the side of the wall. It tore a hole through it, revealing the dirigible to the wilds of the sky beyond.

      “Beatrix,” Darian managed to scream my name and somehow found strength in his good arm. He fixed his shaking fingers around my wrist, holding me to the spot with his strong body as air escaped through the wall.

      It tugged at my skirts, drawing them high around my knees. Before it could drag me away, Darian grunted, leveraging what little strength and magic he had left to hold me tightly. But weren’t we forgetting something?

      The assassin surely hadn’t forgotten us. The man, still dressed in black from head to foot with only the thinnest slit of his cold gray eyes visible, lifted his gun again. I heard the magnetic click, click of his boots locking onto the patterned grating beneath us. As air continued to discharge through the hole beyond, all it could do was tug at his clothes. It couldn’t drag him into the sweet oblivion of the endless sky.

      I glanced at it once.

      Perhaps it would be easier than what lay ahead?

      Darian still uselessly held my arm, but I glanced down at his injury and couldn’t tear my gaze off it. A large chunk, the size of a slab of steak, had been ripped right out of his bicep. I could see broken shards of glimmering bone adorned with torn-up flesh and splattered blood. His jacket had been half ripped off his torso, and his cheeks paled right before me, turning from their once healthy ruddy hue to the color of fresh milk.

      “Darian—” I tried.

      “It’s all right. Leave me.”

      Leave him? Leave the man who’d kidnapped me, indentured me, dragged me onto this new-fashioned steam dirigible, and torn my old life into tatters?

      Never.

      With a grunt, he turned his rapidly dwindling gaze onto the assassin. The man still stood there, as proud as a statue, his golden magical gun glimmering in his hand. I couldn’t see him smiling under his thick black mask, but I knew he did. He laughed, too, just this sharp wheeze of a move. Then he lifted his gun.

      Darian said nothing. He looked at me once. Then he launched forward.

      And the assassin fired one last time.
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